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Changing managerial roles 
in Danish universities  

By Hanne Foss Hansen, Jonas Krog Lind and Andreas Kjær Stage

Abstract 
The article analyses changes in university managerial roles in the wake of a 
range of reforms, most notably a radical Danish management reform in 2003, 
using institutional work as the theoretical framework. Both qualitative and 
quantitative data is drawn upon, the former consisting of interviews with aca-
demics and managers on all levels, the latter in the form of payroll data for all 
Danish university employees. By combining these data in a mixed-methods 
study, the analysis reveals how managerial roles have changed slowly, steadily, 
and substantially in the years since the reforms, resulting in extensive change. 
The article hereby questions the resilience of universities as organizational in-
carnations of a traditional collegial template. 

Keywords: University reform, managerial roles and recruitment, institu-
tional work, universities as organizations 

6.1. Introduction  
Across Europe, reforms have pushed to transform traditionally collegial uni-
versities into more professionalized and hierarchically managed organiza-
tions; a change that should enable university managers to take strategic deci-
sions and to be held accountable for their performance (Ramirez & 
Christensen 2013; Whitley & Gläser 2014). However, scholars of higher edu-
cation and general critics of the reforms have highlighted the limited possibil-
ity for managers to organize and control academic activities that are charac-
terized by highly unclear technologies and influenced by external scientific 
communities (Musselin 2007; Whitley 2008). Therefore, the European uni-
versities have been described as being resilient to reforms that impose a 
more hierarchical and corporate governance structure. Correspondingly, 
compli-ance with these types of reforms is often assumed to be rather 
superficial, where traditional academic practices are merely continued 
under new labels and rhetoric. As Drori et al. (2006: 21) note, ‘it is an open 
question whether 
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universities only ritually adopt new and globally diffusing concepts and mod-
els stressing their actorhood, whether they are making fundamental changes 
in their institutional identities and actual organizational practices’. 

This article investigates ways in which managerial roles have actually 
changed in Danish universities since a range of reforms, most notably a com-
prehensive Danish management reform in 2003. The management reform 
embodied a managerial template that emphasized the hierarchical nature of 
universities and the authority of managers. This template is at odds with the 
collegial template upon which the traditional Danish universities have been 
modeled for decades and which emphasizes the collegial nature of universities 
and professional autonomy.  

In order to analyze changing managerial roles, this article uses the institu-
tional work approach (Lawrence & Suddaby 2006), which emphasizes the ca-
pacity of actors to purposefully engage in strategic actions to either create, 
maintain, or disrupt institutional templates. In contrast to dominant branches 
of institutional theory, which emphasize institutions’ resilience and their con-
straining effect on actors, the institutional work perspective emphasizes how 
micro-level actors can actually induce change. 

Focussing on how actors promote either a collegial or managerial tem-
plate, the article investigates how managerial roles have transformed after the 
state-led introduction of a clear line management structure. We particularly 
stress how the implementation process has stretched over a long period of 
time, making longitudinal data and general attention to the unfolding of 
events over time necessary when analyzing university change. The article asks 
the following research question: How can we characterize and understand the 
changes in managerial roles after a range of reforms in Danish universities? 
The overall results of the analysis challenges the common view of universities 
being resilient to change. 

We combine longitudinal payroll data on staff composition with interview 
data with line managers in order to describe the formal emergence of new 
managerial positions and the qualitative change in the roles of these manag-
ers. This mixed-methods approach provides depth and breadth to the analysis.  

The article is structured in six sections. Section two presents the Danish 
university governance reform trajectory and section three and four describes 
the theoretical framework and the methods used in this article. Section five 
analyses how the reform and reactions from actors have transformed mana-
gerial roles. Finally, the sixth section concludes the article and discusses the 
findings. 
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6.2. The Danish governance reform trajectory 
Denmark is a small, unitary country in Northern Europe. Higher education is 
organised in the setting of the Nordic welfare model, based on the principle of 
universalism and high levels of public funding. Until recently, the post-WWII 
university history has been one of expansion (Hansen 2018). The current eight 
universities all offer undergraduate and graduate programmes, including PhD 
programmes, and are responsible for the major part of public research activi-
ties. 

In the context of expansion and rising levels of public funding, the univer-
sity field has turned into a high politics area, especially since the 2000s (Aa-
gaard 2012). Reform has become part of everyday life. Most remarkable was 
the radical management reform introduced in 2003.  

Prior to 1970, Danish universities were primarily organised according to 
principles of collegial governance. In the wake of the youth revolution in the 
1960s, a democratic governance regime was launched in the 1970s (Hansen 
2017). Decision-making bodies including representatives for academic staff, 
technical-administrative staff, and students were introduced, and managers 
were elected at all levels. In 1993, a reform was introduced which aimed at 
strengthening managerial power and opening up the universities to external 
influence. This also meant external representatives being granted seats in de-
cision-making councils.  

The 2003 reform resulted in a governance regime based on university 
boards with an external majority and an external chairman. Further appointed 
managers became mandatory for all universities. A bottom-up model was thus 
replaced with a top-down management model. With the exception of study 
boards, the former decision-making bodies were turned into advisory councils 
(Degn & Sørensen 2015).  

In 2007, the management reform was followed by a comprehensive mer-
ger reform. The majority of former government research institutes (GRIs), all 
organized according to managerial principles, were merged into the universi-
ties, and some of the universities merged, lowering their number from 12 to 8 
(Aagaard et al. 2016). Overall, the reform was anchored in ideas of economies 
of scale and aimed at further increasing competitiveness. Ministries and uni-
versities were to negotiate contracts about deliveries, where the aim was, in 
the longer run, to develop a contracting-out regime.  

Finally, changes have also taken place in relation to funding. Most im-
portantly, the level of external research funding of Danish universities has in-
creased since the 2000s, now accounting for more than 45% of all research 
funding. Funding has also been directed more towards applied research and 
collaboration with industry (Aagaard 2017).  
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Summing up, the 2003 governance regime remains in place, albeit with 
adjustments. Managerial roles have clearly been strengthened formally, but 
the university boards still are obliged to secure a level of staff and student par-
ticipation. Both managerial and collegial principles are, thus, present in the 
universities’ current legal framework. However, it remains a contested issue 
how the formally strengthened managerial roles have been enacted in prac-
tice. 

6.3. Theory 
While the mainstream institutional theory has a dominant position in the 
higher education literature, few studies use the institutional work perspective 
(Cai & Mehari 2015). Most studies focus on the relationship between univer-
sities and their changing environment. The role of internal actors in imple-
menting changes from the institutional environment has been underplayed 
(See Degn 2015b; Leišytė and Wilkesmann 2016; Teelken 2012 for exeptions). 
As Greenwood et al. (2011) have argued, institutional changes in the environ-
ment of organizations depend on organizational members that are attuned to 
such changes, without which new institutions may not translate into altered 
organisational structures and practices. In order words, somebody needs to 
do the institutional work within each respective organization.  

Lawrence & Suddaby (2006, p. 216) define institutional work as ‘purposive 
action aimed at creating, maintaining, and disrupting institutions’. They 
sought to accommodate better individual agency than traditional neo-institu-
tional theory. In contrast to ‘cultural dopes’, actors are described as potentially 
creative and resourceful agents, who are capable of disrupting resilient insti-
tutions and shaping institutions (Lawrence et al. 2009, 2011; Lawrence and 
Suddaby 2006).  

Universities have been highlighted as organizations in which much insti-
tutional work currently takes place (Cai and Mehari 2015), because of a recent 
clash between strong old and new ideas about how a university ought to be 
organized and managed (Kleimann 2018; Kraatz and Block 2008). The new 
institutional ideas impinging on universities originate, to a very large extent, 
from external pressures such as policy reforms and stakeholder demands. In 
this article, we simplify the institutional pluralism to two institutional tem-
plates: A collegial template and a managerial template.  

The collegial template embraces the university as a loosely coupled organ-
isation in which collegial governance and professional autonomy are the de-
fining principles (Cohen et al. 1972; Weick 1976). Academic work should pri-
marily be guided by global scientific communities rather than local organiza-
tional conditions (Crane 1972; Thoenig and Paradeise 2016). A minimum of 
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internal interdependency is expected to uphold external allegiances and pro-
fessional autonomy. Centralised leadership has to be weak by design and 
changes are expected to occur via ongoing local adjustments. Inevitable cross-
cutting decisions should be taken by bodies of elected peers and leaders (not 
managers) who are the ‘first among equals’. Leadership is considered a service 
wherein the leader answers to their collegial constituency (Sahlin and 
Eriksson-Zetterquist 2016). 

The managerial template draws inspiration from the mainstream organi-
zational structure of private businesses (Brunsson & Sahlin-Andersson 2000; 
de Boer et al. 2007). Here the university is considered a coherent entity (rather 
than a loosely coupled organisation) that can instrumentally realize desired 
ends, and it should be run as a goal-oriented, integrated, and hierarchical or-
ganisation (Krucken & Meier 2006). The authority to make strategic decisions 
should be entrusted to a hierarchy of appointed managers, who are expected 
to develop their unit within a mandate from higher-level managers. Managers 
should be professional and use strategy work and accounting techniques to 
manage and secure quality in the organisation (Brunsson & Sahlin-Andersson 
2000; Seeber et al. 2015). 

It is well documented in the higher education literature that the professor-
iate has historically preferred the collegial template and have opposed or half-
heartedly engaged with external pressures promoting the managerial template 
(Locke et al. 2011; Teelken 2012). It is therefore obvious that the managerial 
template does not replace the collegial template overnight – if ever. Arguably, 
the external pressures have instead led to a rather slow and gradual adaptation 
process, where the two templates co-exist and only partially mix over time 
(Bleiklie, Enders, et al. 2017; Hüther and Krücken 2018). In these cases where 
external pressures fail to transform institutions, scholars posit that it is com-
mon with disproportional growth of elements that mainly support emerging 
institutions, which is expected to eventually trigger the desired broader 
changes (Aagaard 2017; Capano 2018; Streeck and Thelen 2005). 

Enders & Naidoo (2019) argue that the long-run external pressures on uni-
versities have spurred the recruitment of and assignment of tasks to many 
new internal “actors who mediate between the organisation and its environ-
ment, who provide meaning to institutional pressures, who can theorise the 
failure of existing norms and practices and provide legitimacy to new norms 
and practices. It calls for actors who have the social skills to exert coercive 
power or soft power, to influence agendas and frame arguments, to engage in 
persuasion and brokering, and to create space to bring together unusual ele-
ments or constellations of actors” (Enders and Naidoo 2019, p. 1292). Again, 
somebody needs to do the institutional work that is necessary to disrupt and 
shape institutions. In this article, we focus on the strategies of institutional 
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work related to recruitment and assignment of tasks, which are further oper-
ationalised below. 

Lawrence and Suddaby (2006, p. 223) specifically highlight the construc-
tion of identities as a form of institutional work “central to the crating of insti-
tutions because identity describe the relationship between an actor and the 
field in which that actor operates.”  If those who hire managers begin to look 
for candidates with different mindsets and work experiences, we might see a 
change in the roles of managers more generally. For instances, recruiting 
managers from outside the respective university or with former managerial 
experience may be strategies to secure allegiance upward the hierarchy and 
towards appointed mandates (Zilber 2009). Internal candidates would likely 
have greater allegiance to their long-time colleagues. The formal assignment 
of increasingly specific tasks may affect the role of managers, as they are held 
accountable for something concrete that they have been tasked to solve. This 
may especially affect whom they feel accountable to. New specialized or sub-
ordinate managers and administrators may further illuminate the assignment 
of new tasks. 

In this article, it is the collegial and managerial institutional templates that 
are subject to institutional work from actors within (and outside) universities. 
When we use the sub-strategies of institutional work, recruiting, and assign-
ing tasks, it is their contribution to creating, maintaining, or disrupting these 
two templates; we are referring to. 

6.4. Methods and data 
This article combines quantitative payroll data on all university employees 
and qualitative interview data with managers and academics in order to reveal 
changes in the managerial roles in Danish universities. 

This mixed methods approach accommodate the ‘breadth and depth of un-
derstanding and corroboration’ (Molina-Azorin 2018, p. 4). Firstly, the two 
types of data make broader claims possible: The depth from the qualitative 
data and breadth from the quantitative data enable us to make broader claims. 
Secondly, we use the two types of data to corroborate findings. For example, 
the qualitative data shed light on how managers were first hired long after the 
reform, which the quantitative data corroborated and further unfolded. 

To collect the qualitative data, we employed a case study approach, which 
is particularly relevant for obtaining analytical depth and understanding com-
plexity (Yin 2009). The ‘maximum variation cases’ selection strategy support 
making more general claims and somewhat generalising from the selected 
cases to the national university system (Flyvbjerg 2006). We selected the Uni-
versity of Copenhagen (UCPH) and Aalborg University (AAU) to represent 
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maximum variation on the commonly used continuum between old flagship 
universities and upcoming regional universities (Pinheiro et al. 2018).  

UCPH is a traditional flagship university: It is the oldest Danish university 
(founded in 1479), ranked highest on most rankings, and located in the na-
tional capital. Historically, Humboldtian norms of academic freedom and the 
unity of teaching have heavily influenced UCPH. Its history stretches back to 
long before the democratic reforms in 1970/1973 and management reforms in 
1993/2003. Hence, it has a strong cultural heritage of independence and aca-
demic freedom. AAU is on the other end of the continuum: It is a newer re-
gional Danish university (founded in 1974), ranked low to medium on most 
rankings, and located the furthest away from the capital.  It was founded after 
the first major Danish university reform, which was a time where various 
other, albeit internal, stakeholders (junior academic staff, administrative staff, 
and students) were included in the decision-making process. Hence, AAU do 
not have the same roots in the ‘professorial rule’ era and the same heritage of 
self-governance as UCPH. 

By focussing on the similarities between these rather different universities 
and combining it with the payroll data for all Danish universities, we argue 
that general claims about changing managerial roles in Danish universities is 
possible. 

Twenty-eight interviews4 were carried out in 2016‒2017, thirteen at the 
UCPH and fifteen at AAU. Ten respondents had top management experience 
as vice-chancellors, deans, or university directors, seven were middle manag-
ers (heads of department, heads of section, heads of schools, or heads of stud-
ies), and the rest were senior academic staff members (associate or full pro-
fessors). At both universities, the fields of chemistry and sociology were cov-
ered. The interviews centred on questions about change processes and their 
consequences. They have been analysed using NVivo software and coded the-
matically according to the two institutional templates (collegial and manage-
rial).  

We combine these qualitative data with rich statistical data from a Danish 
payroll database (ISOLA) that store information about all university employ-
ees from 1999 to 2017. In total, it covers 256,320 individuals that have re-
ceived at least a single salary payment from a Danish university during that 
period. It contains information about the individual’s job title, workplace, and 
contracted working hours. Hence, the ISOLA data provides a long-term, wide-

                                                
4 Collected as part of the FINNUT-PERFECT project, which analyses the effects of 
changing leadership and management structures in Nordic universities. While this 
was a Nordic collaborative research project, this article draws solely on the Danish 
interview data. 
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angled view of the development of formal managerial positions. The data is, 
however, limited to the formal job titles assigned by employment contracts 
and can therefore not detect less formalised workplace roles such as sen-
ate/committee membership or leaders elected among peers.  

6.5. Analysis 
This section analyses how managerial roles have changed after a range of re-
forms, most notably the comprehensive management reform in 2003. The 
first and central part of the analysis (5.1) investigates the changes directly re-
lated to the 2003 reform, while the second part (5.2) briefly analyses how 
other coinciding reforms (mergers and research funding) have indirectly af-
fected the managerial roles. 

6.5.1. The 2003 reform and changing managerial roles 
Prior to the management reform in 2003, Danish universities had very few 
full-time line managers. Most decisions were instead made by academics in 
collegial bodies. Leadership roles (e.g., head of department, dean, or senate 
member) circulated among senior colleagues on the basis of collegial elections 
and were generally only part-time and secondary to one’s main position usu-
ally as an professor (Christensen 2012; Pedersen 1982). The 2003 reform 
turned selected ‘managerial roles’ into full-time and primary ‘line manager 
positions’. The university boards were to appoint rectors who appoint deans, 
who in turn appoint department heads (Degn & Sørensen 2015). This new line 
manager hierarchy was envisioned to professionalize the management, allow 
more strategic decision-making, and increase external accountability (Wright 
& Ørberg 2008). 

The management reform in 2003 was a coercive but distance form of in-
stitutional work by the government. Lawrence and Suddaby (2006: 221) high-
light the act of changing formal rules as an typical trigger of institutional 
change processes. They label such as ‘defining’, which refers to ‘the construc-
tion of rule systems that confer status or identity, define boundaries of mem-
bership or create status hierarchies within a field’. The reform assigned new 
formal roles for managers at all levels in the university and abolished the for-
mer powerful collegial decision-making bodies. 

However, the formal introduction of new managerial positions in 2003 did 
not change the governance of Danish universities overnight. The transfor-
mation process had already started prior to the 2003 reform, albeit slowly, but 
it was greatly accelerated by the reform. Still, the following analysis clearly 
show that the transformation has since then been relatively slow but steady. 
The roles and authority of the managerial positions have been developing over 
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time as a result of an interplay between the institutional work of managers and 
academics. 

It is evident from both the payroll data and the interviews that the imple-
mentation of the 2003 reform has been a long, ongoing process. Firstly, the 
positions had to be negotiated and established formally, after which the man-
agers had to be appointed according to the new rules, and the managers then 
had to simultaneously make sense of their new roles and act within them (see 
also Degn 2015). It is possible to track the shift to a fully-fledged line manage-
ment by the conversion of traditional managerial roles (i.e., research director, 
head of department, dean, and rector, as well as deputies) too full-time man-
agerial positions in the payroll data. Figure 1 shows the development across 
Danish universities. 

Figure 1. The number of FTEs on dedicated line manager contracts, all 
Danish universities 1999‒2017 

 
In total, over 200 new positions were formally established in Danish univer-
sities from 2006 to 2007 (i.e., 3‒4 years after the University Act). This is one 
of the explanations for the prolonged transition phase from the initial reform 
in 2003 to actual changes in managerial roles. 

The increases from 1999 to 2017 illustrated in Figure 1 are somewhat 
misleading if interpreted purely as an indicator of resource-intensity, as 
management obviously also required resources before the reform. It is 
unknown how many de facto FTEs were spent in ‘managerial roles’ prior to 
the implementation of the University Act. Still, Figure 1 shows the abrupt 
appearance of a large number of line managers with significantly different 
contractual powers and conditions than the former elected leaders, who did 
not have dedicated, full-time managerial contracts and therefore figured in the 
payrolls by their academic titles. 

Management 
reform
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Figure 1 also sheds light on the distribution across the different line 
management levels, which almost resembles the classic, pyramid-shaped 
hierarchy. The installation of numerous heads of department on full-time and 
formal manager contracts was a key element in the construction of a cohesive 
line management system (see also Degn 2015). As they are appointed down-
wards and responsible upwards, they represent an important link between the 
empowered upper management levels and the separate departments in which 
the more concrete institutional work can be done. 

The overall impression from the interviews is that line managers now find 
that they have considerably more de facto power than they had immediately 
around the time of the reform. They have agendas, adhere to mandates re-
ceived from above, engage wholeheartedly in strategy work, use performance 
funding indicators as management tools, and perform tougher HR-policies. In 
the following, we elaborate on these changes and point to the institutional 
pressure and work responsible.  

6.5.1.1. Hiring Managers 

An important aspect of constructing identities (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006: 
223) that work more along the lines of the managerial template, is the practice 
of recruiting and hiring new types of managers. 

According to the interviewees, constructing such identities have been a 
prolonged process. Firstly, it took some time before the terms of the sitting 
elected managers ran out and new ones were appointed according to the new 
rules. This delay was illustrated in Figure 1 by the emergence of managers 3-4 
years after the reform. Secondly, many members of the first generation of ap-
pointed line managers were former elected leaders. The interviewees high-
lighted that these ‘first-generation managers’ brought both legitimacy and a 
leadership culture from the former governance regime with them into their 
new role. These managers were characterised as ‘staff-supporting’, mostly do-
ing institutional work in line with the collegial template such as emphasising 
their accountability to the academic base. Figure 2 shows how many years the 
first generation of line managers (those appointed in 2006/2007) remained 
in office and how their share of all line managers has gradually waned over the 
years. About half of them had been replaced by new line managers in 2011, 
and 10% of the line managers in 2017 have held managerial positions since 
2006/07. Hence, Figure 2 illustrates the persistence of the first generation of 
line managers, who have been replaced over a long stretch of time. This devel-
opment may offer further explanation for the slow pace with which new man-
agement practices have developed. 
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Figure 2. The persistence of first-generation line managers (those 
employed according to the new rules in 2006 and 2007), all Danish 
universities 1999‒2017 

 
The hiring pattern is further illuminated by scrutinising from where the man-
agers have been recruited. Prior to the 2003 reform, all managers were inter-
nally recruited through collegial elections. The new University Act made it for-
mally possible to hire line managers from outside the university (albeit re-
quired to be ‘recognised researchers’). Figure 3 illustrates the extent to which 
upper managers use the new strategic possibility to recruit department heads 
externally, which can be a form of institutional work aimed at disrupting old 
institutions. 

While most heads of department continue to be recruited from within the 
same university, around 25% of those in office in 2017 were recruited from 
another Danish university or from outside the university sector. Moreover, the 
mergers brought in managers with more managerial backgrounds, which will 
be elaborated on later. Over time, it has become slightly more common to re-
cruit department heads from other universities. A similar development has 
been the case for deans and deputy deans, whereas it has been less common 
to externally recruit rectors and deputy rectors until the last 5 years of the pe-
riod, at which it increased sharply. In 2017, seven out of the sixteen rectors 
and deputy rectors were recruited from other universities. One can debate 
whether these numbers are high or low, but it definitively shows that the new 
possibility to hire externally is not merely a formal possibility, which was made 
possible by the policy reform, but something that has been practiced routinely. 
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Figure 3. Initial recruitment sourcea) of the heads of departments on 
dedicated manager contracts, all Danish universities 1999‒2017 

Note: The job position of managers one to two years prior to appointment is the indicator. If a man-
ager appears in the dataset prior to appointment, it can be determined from where they were re-
cruited; and if a manager does not appear in the dataset, they have thus been recruited from outside 
the Danish universities. 

External recruitment was described in the interviews as a strategy to secure 
the allegiance of lower-level managers towards the upper-level managers (or 
board members) who hired them. Externally recruited managers have no 
shared or close history with the employees in their unit and feel less obligated 
to follow the sentiments from below as an internally recruited candidate man-
aging their former colleagues (and perhaps go back to being an ordinary fac-
ulty member at some point). 

6.4.1.2. Assigning Tasks and Giving Mandates 

Another aspect of constructing identities is how upper managers assign tasks 
to subordinate line managers as well as administrative managers. An interest-
ing observation from the interviews was that it has become normal to hire 
managers with a more or less specific mandate. We encountered, for instance, 
a rather weak mandate to ‘turn the ship around’ (Manager, University of Co-
penhagen, DK5), a more concrete mandate to initiate a cultural change from 
an individualistic to a more collaborative culture (Manager, University of Co-
penhagen, DK4), and a strict mandate to turn around a financial deficit by, 
among other means, firing low-performing academics (Manager, Aalborg Uni-
versity, DK3). Hiring managers who are willing to follow assigned mandates 
has apparently become more common over time. As one dean vividly ex-
plained, his hiring practices had changed over time, preferring department 
heads who had strategic ambitions over those who would merely ‘run the shop’ 
(Manager, University of Copenhagen, DK8). 
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As shown elsewhere, particularly upper managers must be attentive to the 
demands from their institutional environment (Kraatz 2009). Hence, an ex-
planation of the time from reform introduction to practice change is probably 
that the top management feels the pressure to conform to the new role-expec-
tations more deeply. The practices of these managers have then to ‘trickle 
down’ over time to lower level managers. According to the interviewees, for-
mer managers and most of the first-generation managers did not have these 
prior mandates imposed from above. The practice of assigning mandate to 
managers seems to be a form of institutional work that further the managerial 
template. This has been one of the strategies for upper managers to secure the 
allegiance and accountability of lower-level managers. 

In addition, the proliferation of managerial responsibilities and mandates 
have increased the need for administrative managers and personnel to whom 
the line managers can assign tasks.  Here, it is important to note that the 2003-
reform integrated the formerly separate academic (e.g. rector, deans) and ad-
ministrative (university director, faculty directors) hierarchies into one uni-
fied administrative and managerial hierarchy in which line managers were 
given broader administrative responsibilities. In practice, all administrative 
managers are under the authority of a line manager: The university director 
answers to the rector, the faculty director answers to the dean, and so on. 
Hence, the numbers and categories of administrative managers indicate the 
changing capacities and priorities of the line managers. 

It is clear from the payroll data that the administrative hierarchy has ex-
panded in parallel to the line management hierarchy (see also Stage & Aagaard 
2019). This expansion further consolidates and empowers the line manage-
ment, as institutional work can be done by assigning tasks to the non-aca-
demic staff in a significantly more direct fashion than to the largely self-reliant 
academic staff. Figure 4 shows the full set of administrative manager job titles3 
in Danish universities in 1999 and 2017, respectively, and how many FTEs 
each represents. In addition to an increasing number of administrative man-
agers, Figure 4 makes clear that whole new types and layers of top- and middle 
management have emerged (e.g. deputy director, division manager, commu-
nication manager). 
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Figure 4. The volume and composition of the top administrative 
manager and director job titlesa) in Danish universities in 1999 and 
2017 

Note: In the Danish nomenclature, there is a hierarchical relationship between the titles director 
(direktør), manager (chef), and leader (leder). Figure 3 covers all job titles containing either direktør 
or chef, except senior consultants (chefkonsulenter). The original Danish titles of selected categories: 
kontorchef (office manager), chefsekretær (chief secretary), sekretariatschef (secretariat manager), 
afdelingschef (division manager). 

The parallel expansion of the line management and administrative hierarchies 
reflects an ongoing process of departmentalization on multiple organizational 
levels. Administrative capacities have been built around the various line man-
agers and around cross-cutting services of strategic importance (see also 
Gornitzka et al. 2009). In addition, the groups of employees to whom top ad-
ministrative and line managers increasingly assign tasks have been pro-
foundly professionalized over the last two decades. Figure 5 shows the growing 
share of administrative staff that holds a university degree and who receive on 
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average 35% more in salary than the traditional administrative staff (usually 
clerks) (Stage & Aagaard 2019). 

Figure 5. The share of administrative staff with a university degree in 
Danish universities, 1999‒2017 

 
Scott (1995:64) writes about how ‘a managerial cadre has emerged, ready to 
support a more executive leadership, in place of the docile clerks who had in-
stinctively acknowledged the innate authority of academics’. This observation 
is in line with more recent qualitative studies that also find that the surging 
degree-holding professionals differ from the more traditional types of admin-
istrative staff (usually clerks) in terms of loyalties, work tasks, attitudes, skill 
sets, levels of discretion, internal and external networks, and employment 
conditions (Rhoades et al., 2012; Ryttberg & Geschwind, 2017; Schneijderberg 
& Merkator, 2013; Whitchurch, 2012). 

A concrete example of how the tighter integration within the administra-
tive and managerial side is practiced in Danish universities is the growing ten-
dency to construct leadership teams involving both academic and administra-
tive managers. These teams are used in particular as a platform for assigning 
tasks across internal units. While not required by the law, the interviews make 
very clear that leadership teams have become widespread ways of coordinat-
ing internally. Leadership teams are described to increase cohesion, turning 
the universities into more managed and coherent actors. Such teams exist at 
all organizational levels at each of the two case universities, but it varies how 
they work. However, a tendency at both universities is that the university-level 
leadership team does indeed work very much as a cohesive team, facilitating 
strategic action for the university as a whole. A practice has developed in both 
case universities whereby the rector assigns responsibilities to the deans 
across the faculties. This can be interpreted as a powerful form of institutional 
work aimed at constructing identities (T. B. Lawrence & Suddaby 2006). This 
practice forces deans to think about the good of the university in terms of their 
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specific university-wide responsibility, and this role might well spill over to 
other parts of their work as deans. The interviewees reported the faculty-level 
leadership teams as having less an effect as uniting department heads in the 
common interest of the faculty. Here, deans have also refrained from intro-
ducing cross-department responsibilities for department heads, as at the uni-
versity level. 

The new hiring practices and assignment of tasks contribute to the devel-
opment of a more strongly coupled line management structure along the lines 
of the managerial template, as managers are expected to loyally implement 
the policies decided by upper-level managers. While not necessarily the case, 
this may at times be in conflict with the trend to hire managers with their own 
strategic ambitions, where the role of the strategist and entrepreneur is em-
phasized. But the mandates handed down by upper management appear to 
give direction to the efforts of lower-level managers. 

6.4.1.3. Creating, Removing or Changing Bodies of Influence 

Another type of institutional work undertaken by university managers is the 
creation, removal, or change of bodies of influence. In line with the operation-
alisation of roles, we see these acts as a structural means of assigning tasks.  

The already-discussed introduction of leadership teams is an important 
example of the creation of a new, albeit informal, body of influence. Depart-
ment councils offer another example. After the 2011 reform, which empha-
sised the need for better staff involvement, re-introducing department coun-
cils was the answer at most universities. However, the University of Copenha-
gen recently decided to abolish these councils. This can be interpreted as man-
ager-led institutional work aimed at creating a governance structure without 
elements associated with the collegial template. The explanation was that de-
partment councils were not relevant since matters were resolved in other fora; 
first and foremost, the collaboration committees (samarbejdsudvalg). Inter-
estingly, the abolishment of the department councils never resulted in any 
public counter-reactions of institutional work directed at maintaining the col-
legial template (e.g. debates in the media).  

Another example of bodies receiving new roles was found at one of the de-
partments at Aalborg University. Here, the department head reformed the 
council from the original role of securing staff influence on local decision-
making to functioning more like a working group for organising seminars, pre-
paring the annual report, assessing new professors, etc., and instead used the 
informal leadership team as the place for organisational deliberation and de-
cision-making. Interestingly, none of the interviewed academics from the re-
spective departments expressed dissatisfaction with the development, and the 
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department head reported satisfaction among the academics with the arrange-
ment. 

All of these recent developments are examples of institutional work aimed 
at disrupting the collegial template and strengthening the managerial tem-
plate. They can also be seen as changes to the tasks of academics who are 
moved further away from tasks associated with organisational decision-mak-
ing.  

It is interesting that both cases of removing and changing bodies of influ-
ence have met so little resistance through institutional work. The development 
in the academic workforce provides some basic cues as to why this has been 
the case. Figure 6 shows the number of pre-reform and post-reform academic 
staff (faculty and other academic staff). Pre-reform staff covers those who 
were employed at the current eight universities before the 2003 reform (also 
those who changed academic category after the reform), whereas post-reform 
staff covers those who were hired (or absorbed through mergers) after the 
2003 reform. As Figure 6 illustrates, the vast majority of current academic 
staff has been hired after the 2003 reform. This trend even applies if we con-
sider only the permanent faculty in Danish universities. 

Figure 6. The number of pre- and post-reform academic staff 

 
The academic majority have therefore not experienced any other governance 
regime than the present, which may partly explain the low resistance when 
remnants of the former collegial regime (e.g., bodies of influence) have been 
abolished or changed. Moreover, the growing majority of post-reform aca-
demics may also be a part of the more general explanation of the apparent 
success of managers to actually expand their roles over time. The new gener-
ation of academics has ‘grown-up’ with the regime of appointed, powerful 
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managers; they have possibly come to perceive it as the ‘normal’ and legiti-
mate way of governing contemporary universities. 

6.4.1.4. De-coupling of Management Decisions 

While the aforementioned forms of institutional work seem to reduce or even 
disrupt institutional elements from the collegial template, there are also strat-
egies helping to keep it alive. Different kinds of de-coupling of management 
decisions can be seen as examples of institutional work aiming at this. In line 
with the operationalisation of roles, we see de-coupling as strategies that 
serves to undermine efforts of managers to assign tasks to lower level manag-
ers or academics. 

In one department, a publication performance system introduced by the 
dean was ignored by academics, and the head of department did little to fur-
ther compliance (Manager, University of Copenhagen, DK4). Likewise, there 
are examples of deliberately ignoring strategies from above in the production 
of a local department strategy; in one of the departments, a system for regis-
tering teaching activities was ignored by academics and eventually terminated 
(Manager, University of Copenhagen, DK15). 

These strategic acts can generally be seen as visible reactions when values 
connected to the collegial template are threatened. But the template itself and 
the taken-for-granted values associated with it also hold great power and limit 
the extent to which the managerial template gains ground. In general, for ac-
ademics and managers alike (especially at the department level), there is an 
understanding that managers cannot do anything they wish without some 
level of backing from the academic base. This understanding was often stated 
as ‘fact’, emphasizing the taken-for-granted nature of the collegial template. 
As one manager commented, ‘well, in the end, you can’t do much as a leader 
if you don’t have backing’ (Manager, University of Copenhagen, DK5). Hence, 
the managerial roles in universities are still infused with values from the col-
legial template. However, the extent to which this conviction is salient varies 
substantially between universities, units, and individuals. The collegial tem-
plate was undoubtedly more present at the University of Copenhagen, the 
longer history, strong academic culture, and deep traditions, as emphasized in 
the methods section, than the newer and more entrepreneurial Aalborg Uni-
versity. 

6.5.2. Influences of further reforms 
The second part of the analysis describes how subsequent reforms have inter-
played with the management reform and in many ways strengthened the shift 
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towards the managerial template. The focus is on the merger reform in 2007 
and changes in research-funding mechanisms. 

6.5.2.1. Mergers 

The merger reform boosted the managerial template because the GRIs had a 
culture built more on the managerial template and less on the collegial tem-
plate than the traditional universities (Christensen & Pallesen 2003). As Fig-
ure 7 shows, a rather large number of people from the absorbed units were 
employed as line managers after the mergers. Many of these occupied a similar 
managerial position prior to the mergers, which indicates an initial continua-
tion of the existing organizational groupings. However, it is also clear that sev-
eral of these transferred managers were either replaced or phased out over a 
few years. 

Figure 7. Line managers stemming from the organizations merged into 
the current universities 

 
In line with these findings, the interviewees describe how the absorbed organ-
izations were initially organized into the universities in federal structures, 
buffering the existing university cultures from the newcomers. In most places, 
however, the federal structures were re-organized after years aimed at inte-
grating the two types of cultures. This is also backed up by the data in Figure 
5, where we see that, over time, new managers take over the position of the 
former GRI managers (or the positions are changed due to internal reorgani-
zations). 

Finally, the mergers can be seen as the first real test of the new managerial 
regime as well as a reform that further pushed the implementation of the new 
managerial roles. It placed even more strategic decision-making in the hands 
of the top line management teams. For some universities, the possibility of 
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merging was also seen as a risk of losing opportunities to grow and expand 
their activity portfolio. Merging with other universities or GRIs required sub-
stantial strategic leadership. 

6.5.2.2. Research Funding Mechanisms 

The increase in external funding has ambiguous effects on the role of manag-
ers. On the one hand, the increased external funding takes decision-making 
power away from the management, placing it instead with the funders of re-
search and, to some extent, with the researchers applying for funding 
(Aagaard & de Boer 2017; Lind et al. 2019). Virtually all of the interviewed 
managers nevertheless view this as a legitimate way of distributing funding. 
Managers do not want to interfere excessively with the funding researchers 
apply for, respecting academic freedom and recognizing that motivation 
drives performance. Hence, in terms of competitive research funding, the col-
legial template remains strong, putting limits on what is seen as legitimate for 
managers to control. 

On the other hand, the development seems to spur a logic of ‘budget-max-
imisation’ among line managers. As one manager puts it, even ‘money from 
hell’ (funding without overhead, with co-funding, and huge administrative 
costs) is welcome. The interviewed managers accept external funding as a con-
dition, but it also pushes academics to acquire further external funding, for 
example, by linking funding success to career advancement. They are also in-
creasingly hiring new types of administrators and setting up research support 
units to help researchers with their applications and to direct them towards 
sources of funding they find of strategic importance. Another type of strategic 
initiative mentioned in the interviews involves different forms of seed money, 
for instance, directed towards participating in large-scale EU funding pro-
grams. Hence, in response to increasing external funding, it becomes evident 
that managers on all levels have developed an increasingly pro-active role in 
which they try to steer and manage the external resource environment. 
Changes in the external resource environment, therefore, seem to have 
opened up for institutional work by the managers who further support the 
managerial template. 

In addition to the changes in external funding, changes in how bloc fund-
ing for research is allocated internally has affected managerial roles. In 2010, 
the existing performance-based research funding system related to basic re-
search (PRFS) was reformed. Prior to this reform, a small percentage of the 
basic funding for research was distributed among the universities according 
to performance on student throughput, external funding acquisition, and PhD 
production. However, the lack of a quality measure of research performance 
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spurred reform, which added bibliometrics to the model. The new element was 
counts of publications, divided into two levels yielding different points. 

While the universities initially attended little to this, it later became a man-
agerial tool in some universities (and specific units within universities). This 
reflects how, after this reform, managers largely used accounting techniques 
associated with the managerial template in their new managerial roles. Man-
agers implemented the model differently, which demonstrated their extensive 
discretion, in theory as well as practice, in how to react to the national model 
(see Lind 2018 for an elaboration of the argument). Especially at Aalborg Uni-
versity, where management introduced the national system as the distribution 
model for the local budget, this pushed the competition between faculties, de-
partments, and researchers. The local use of the system strengthened the 
aforementioned budget-maximisation logic and further strengthened the 
managerial template (see also Mouritzen et al. 2018). 

6.6. Discussion and conclusion 
From an international perspective, the Danish university management reform 
of 2003 was rather radical, as it markedly changed the formal organizational 
structures by introducing an executive governance system that, in its formal 
reform elements, resembles the elements in the managerial template. This pa-
per has shown how coercive policy reforms in Denmark – and the reactions 
from various actors to them – effectively transformed collegial managerial 
roles into an empowered hierarchy of appointed line managers, who have very 
actively enacted their powerful roles within a new line management structure. 
The decisions of university managers have furthered the managerial template, 
in which the hierarchical nature of universities and the authority of managers 
are emphasized at the expense of the collegial template. The changes have by 
no means been neither superficial nor a clear continuation of the traditional 
university model. 

However, if one were to take stock of the impact of the reform in the years 
immediately following, one might have concluded that due to a resilient colle-
gial template, the universities de-coupled the reform from having a substantial 
effect on how managers carried out their roles. As we found, it took time for 
the new roles to become formally established (as shown in Figure 1). The first 
generation of managers employed under the new regime took the mindset of 
the former regime with them to some extent. They remained in office for some 
time before a new generation took over (as shown in Figure 2). In that regard, 
the universities displayed some initial resilience to the new governance re-
gime. 
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Over time, the collegial template seems to have been clearly weakened. To-
day, the managerial practices in Danish universities are substantially different 
compared to before the reform and the first few years after. The changes are 
the results of ongoing institutional work by a range of local actors (especially 
managers). As the analysis has shown, actors promoting the managerial tem-
plate have been the most active, persistent, and successful. Internal actors, 
mostly top and middle-managers, have pushed for the enactment of the man-
agerial template, making the formal hierarchy gradually more accepted and 
legitimate.  

Changes in hiring practices and the assigning of tasks have been instru-
mental to this end by constructing new managerial identities. The universities 
have used the new option in the University Act to hire managers from outside 
the university. Especially the option to hire managers from other Danish uni-
versities has been used consistently, and it has become slightly more common 
over time (as shown in Figure 3). 

We found that managers are increasingly given new mandates and cross-
cutting tasks, which have strengthened upwards accountability and attention 
to the interests of the university as an organization. To help managers support 
the hierarchy, they have hired a range of new types of administrative managers 
(as shown in Figure 4) and highly educated administrative staff (as shown in 
Figure 5).  

The tendency for managers to be more instrumental and strategic seems 
to come from the top and trickle down to lower levels. As mentioned, this 
might be explained by the fact that top managers are more intensely con-
fronted with the institutional pressures from the environment. Top managers 
routinely interact with various representatives from the ministry, funding 
agencies, interest organizations, etc. In these relations, they are exposed to the 
ideas about management that these organizations promote. These non-uni-
versity organizations operate in an institutional environment dominated by 
New Public Management ideas about how to govern universities. 

The gradual but steady enactment of new managerial roles has not merely 
been due to the implementation of the new formal roles afforded by the 2003 
management reform. Later reforms not directly related to management have 
also affected the managerial roles in Danish universities. Both the increasing 
external funding of research throughout the period and the revised PRFS from 
2010 have pushed managerial roles further towards the managerial template, 
especially by inducing logics among the managers regarding budget maximi-
zation and management by objectives. 

These findings point to an important conclusion in this article: Changing 
managerial structures by law does not in itself change the practice of univer-
sity management. Persistent institutional work has been needed from internal 
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and external actors in order to push for managerial practices to align with the 
formal changes.  

There are, however, also internal actors engaged in institutional work to 
maintain the collegial template. This is especially salient in the tendencies for 
both lower-level managers and academics to de-couple from top-down initia-
tives. The collegial template also clearly remains active, operating on a more 
taken-for-granted level. While actors still think there are limits to what man-
agers can decide, this analysis has shown how these limits are constantly 
changing and generally seem to be moving in the direction of the managerial 
template.  

In the introduction, we quote Drori and colleagues for asking the ‘open 
question’, whether universities only ritually adopt new concepts and models 
stressing their actorhood or ‘whether they are making fundamental changes 
in their institutional identities and actual organizational practices’ (Drori et 
al. 2006:21). With the analysis presented in this article, we would argue that 
the development in Danish universities is closest in line with the latter state-
ment. Our study thus advances current debates about how managerial cul-
tures develop across time in universities due to both shifts in governance re-
gimes at the macro level and institutional work at the organizational level. 
Further studies, comparative or otherwise, could further illuminate the expla-
nations behind the development of the managerial culture, as it relates to, for 
instance, university anchored managerial training programs and new mana-
gerial career paths. 
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