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Reform Experiences in Austria and Germany**

This contribution analyses the impacts of managerial governance on academic work, 
and more especially on research, comparing German and Austrian universities. First, 
recent reforms of university governance in the two countries are summarized. Second, 
the degree of implementation of managerial governance at universities is analysed as 
well as its effects on decision-making and on the organisation of research by individual 
academics, drawing on 39 interviews conducted in the 2 countries.

Empirical evidence suggests that (a) managerial decision-making structures have 
been implemented at the central level; (b) deans basically see their role as protecting 
academics from pressures emanating from managerial interventions of university lead-
ership; and (c) restrictions experienced by individual academics with respect to their 
personal research agendas are due to shortages of resources rather than to the newly- 
introduced mechanisms of external guidance or competitive pressure. As a conclusion, 
the growing importance of non-academically defined criteria for research performance 
is highlighted as a major consequence of the introduction of university management 
which could, in future, make traditional academic quality standards less relevant. 
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1. Context
In recent decades, the regulatory frameworks for academic work in universities in Eu-
rope have been undergoing substantial changes. Since the 1980s, the introduction of 
managerial approaches of university governance has affected the traditional power 
balance of academic self-organization and government regulation. The growing de-
mand for higher education and the increasing relevance of higher education in the 
knowledge society, as well as decreasing public budgets have led to the efficiency and 
accountability of universities becoming key concerns of higher education policy. The 
long standing public trust in the general ability of universities to contribute to national 
welfare, be responsive to societal needs and adapt to change has eroded. Rather, the 
consensus principle which characterizes academic decision-making, in combination 
with state bureaucracy, seemed to hinder the adaptation of universities to changing na-
tional and international frameworks.

Thus, like other public sector institutions, universities were subjected to reforms 
inspired by the New Public Management concept (see for example Bleiklie 1998; Nea-
ve 1988 and 1998; Scott 2001). An increasingly ‘off-loading state’ redefined its role 
from supervision to guidance. By minimizing bureaucratic procedures and state influ-
ence on institutional structures, the state increased the decision-making power of uni-
versity leadership. Together with this, it promoted more hierarchical structures for in-
tra-university decision-making. Governments focused their own role on setting prior-
ity development objectives and monitoring universities’ progress in their achievement 
(output control). Furthermore, they reorganized the distribution of public funds 
amongst universities by basing it on past performance or competitive tendering. In 
order to measure performance, accreditation and evaluation processes were estab-
lished. Where there had been historical privileges of individual institutions, these were 
increasingly called into question. Among political decision-makers, the general idea is 
that reforms improve the working conditions of high-performing academics. 

The pace of reforms differs markedly across countries. Although the different na-
tional reform projects adhere to a common conceptual idea, the procedures that are 
chosen largely depend on historically grown structures (path dependency) (see for ex-
ample Kehm/Lanzendorf 2006a). In any case, reforms are rather far-reaching and can 
be assumed to have fundamental impacts on the work of universities.

New models of university governance have been the object of quite a number of 
studies. However, as Eckel and Kezar (2004) have pointed out, there is a gap in re-
search with respect to the interaction between various actors and the relationships be-
tween external and internal governance systems. It can be observed that few national 
and internationally comparative studies have considered the possible consequences of 
national reforms at the level of institutions or individual academics (for example, 
Braun/Merrien 1999; Kogan et al. 2000; Amaral/Jones/Karsch 2002; Amaral/Meek/ 
Larsen 2003). Only the reactions to changing regulatory contexts of academics in Eng-
land, the European forerunner of reform, have been investigated in depth (notably by 
Henkel 2000 or Harley 2002). Overall, structural approaches have prevailed in prior 
studies. Major themes included “centralization versus decentralization, authority, hier-
archy, bureaucracy, size, efficiency and rewards. The major assumption is that for any 
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governance process, a structural form can be designed and implemented to improve 
effectiveness and achieve ideal functioning” (Eckel/Kezar 2004: 374). But structures, 
the authors argue, have only a “limited capacity for understanding how governance 
functions” (Eckel/Kezar 2004: 389 ff.) because they tend to neglect the human side of 
governance, i.e. people being subjects and objects of management.

This article aims to contribute to the knowledge about the consequences of gov-
ernance reforms within universities, using the example of two countries which only 
recently embarked on reform and have an especially strong tradition of state regula-
tion of their university sectors, namely Austria and Germany. Higher education and its 
governance have very similar traditions in the two countries, but governance reforms 
have been more far reaching in Austria than in Germany. The impacts of country-
specific governance reforms will be studied in the area of university research. Research 
can be regarded as the classical field of academic freedom so that the introduction of 
new public management could be assumed to bring about particularly radical change. 
Many observers have the impression that research funding has become politicized 
and, through the introduction of university management, socio-economic relevance 
becomes the ultimate quality standard for research (see for example Nybom 2006; 
Teichler 2006). The findings presented here are the results of research conducted 
within the first three-year period of an interdisciplinary research group in Germany 
funded by the German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, 
DFG) since 2003.1 The research group will continue its work until at least 2008.

2.  Research question and approach  
This article presents findings concerning the degree to which the regulatory frame-
works for university research have recently been reformed in Austria and Germany, to 
which degree hierarchical management structures have been introduced at universities 
and which changes – if any – this has entailed with regard to internal decision-making 
processes and the research activities of individual academics. In view of this top-down 
perspective, the research took a multi-level approach. It relies on official documents, 
secondary information, and interview data which were collected and analyzed at the 
following three levels:

                                                          

1  The overall focus of the research group which will continue to exist until at least 2008 is 
on identifying the consequences of a new model of university governance for the interna-
tional competitiveness and innovative capacity of university research, primarily in Ger-
many, but also in an internationally comparative perspective. The initiator and speaker of 
the research group is Prof. Dr. Dorothea Jansen, Research Institute for Public Admini-
stration Speyer (Germany). The specific project in which the authors are involved is enti-
tled ‘Comparing management and self-governance models of universities – An interna-
tional comparison of university decision-making processes and their consequences for re-
search in practice’. It investigates the implementation of managerial self-governance at 
universities and its consequences on the research activities of academics in four countries. 
The project is coordinated by Prof. Uwe Schimank, department of sociology at the Dis-
tance Teaching University of Hagen. In addition to the authors, Prof. Jürgen Enders, Dr. 
Harry de Boer and Liudvika Leišyt  of the Center for Higher Education Policy Studies 
(CHEPS) at the University of Twente in the Netherlands also participate in the project.
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The macro level   
It refers to policies of governments and providers of non-industrial research 
funds with respect to universities and to research. Information was drawn from 
official documents and secondary literature.

The meso level   
It refers to decision-making in universities at central and department/faculty 
level. Data were collected from official documents and by means of interviews. 

The micro level   
It refers to research decisions of individual academics. Here, data could be 
collected exclusively by means of interviews. 

In order to identify the dimensions that enable the comparative analysis of macro and 
meso level developments in Austria and Germany, the project drew on governance 
theory. Governance theory considers all thinkable forms of social coordination, above 
all, the market, hierarchy and networks. According to Mayntz (2004), the term ‘gov-
ernance’ encompasses “a system of rules”, as well as the ways in which such a system 
operates (processes of regulation). A system of rules is understood as a framework ac-
cording to which the actors in a particular policy field orientate their activities. From a 
macro perspective, governance theory orientates research towards the specific charac-
teristics of a system of rules – independently from its origin. From a micro perspec-
tive, governance theory brings the effects of a system of rules on the actors involved 
in a societal field of action to the fore of scientific inquiry. Schimank (2007) identifies 
the following five analytical dimensions as making up the system of rules that is rele-
vant for the university (research) sector:

1. External regulation of universities   
Regulation refers to the rather detailed determination of processes which must be 
observed by academics and university administration with respect to the organiza-
tion of university activities. External regulation is typically exercised by the State. 
2. External guidance of universities   
Guidance does not rely on conditional statements - as regulation does - but on 
the setting of overall development goals. These goals may be prescribed or agreed 
upon by the actors involved. The way in which goals are reached and the means 
used to reach them are left to universities and academics (organizational auton-
omy of universities). External guidance can be exercised by the State, but also by 
intermediary institutions or by societal actors outside academe to which a corre-
sponding competence has been delegated by the State (for example, representa-
tives of industry or non-profit organizations in university boards or accreditation 
and evaluation agencies). 
3. Competition   
This dimension refers to the distribution of scarce resources – primarily public 
funds – through competitive processes amongst and within universities. The suc-
cess or failure of individual actors is either determined on the basis of their quan-
titative performance measured in terms of ‘output’ (performance-related funding) 
or on the basis of the quality of suggestions (tenders) with respect to a given pro-
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ject for which money is available. Competition is an important element of market 
or quasi-market structures. 
4. Academic self-governance   
Academic self-governance is constituted by professional communities and their 
mechanisms of consensus-building, based on strong egalitarianism and balanced 
by authority of reputation. Within universities, this mechanism has been institu-
tionalized in the form of collegial decision-making bodies. 
5. Managerial self-governance   
Managerial self-governance is characterized by the existence of formal hierarchi-
cal leadership positions (university management). It can be exercised either as in-
tra-organizational regulation or as intra-organizational guidance. Managerial self-
governance is usually regarded as a necessary complement to the organizational 
autonomy of universities and intra-university competition.

The different dimensions can take effect in a formal or an informal way. Formal gov-
ernance takes the form of financial incentives and is controlled by leaders or manag-
ers. Informal governance takes the form of social incentives and leads to the apprecia-
tion and high regard of complying actors. The particular strength or weakness of the 
individual governance dimensions in a specific system of rules can be described as a 
power parallelogram. Such a specific power parallelogram is called a ‘governance re-
gime’.

Current governance reforms represent a transition between two types of 
governance regimes. The first is the traditional governance regime. It links academic 
self-governance to strong state regulation. The remaining three governance 
dimensions are at best weakly developed. The new, managerial governance regime 
combines strong external guidance of universities and competitive pressure and well-
developed hierarchical self-governance inside universities. The need for managerial 
self-governance within universities can be assumed to be particularly high where 
external guidance and competition have been strongly developed. 

The collection of information at meso level referred to formal regulations with 
respect to university management. Information about their implementation was gath-
ered by means of semi-structured interviews with university leaders and deans. Data 
collection at the micro level – interviews with individual academics – was specifically 
concerned with the relevance of reforms for the following aspects which were as-
sumed to be essential for research decisions by individual academics: 

availability of time for research, 
relevance of research for teaching, 
applied versus basic research, 
unorthodox, risky or innovative research versus mainstream research, 
short-term versus long-term research, 
design of research projects, including problem choice, methodological ap-
proaches and disciplinary foci as well as choice of project partners, funding 
sources, and personnel, 
symbolic action in the context of tendering for external funds,
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the existence of opportunities to use their full personal research potential as per-
ceived by the individual academics, 
strategies with respect to research output. 

Semi-structured interviews gave interviewees ample possibility to elaborate on overall 
changes in their daily work brought about by reforms, new decision-making practices, 
challenges with respect to the realization of their individual research interests, the gen-
eral contexts and backgrounds of decision-making in research matters and overall per-
ceptions of reforms. On average, interviews lasted about an hour. They were re-
corded, transcribed and then coded, using the variables listed above. 

3.  Reforming university governance in Austria and Germany  
Austria and Germany are European latecomers in the reform of university govern-
ance. Governance traditions and higher education structures are similar in both coun-
tries, though the role of the state has been rather more pronounced in Austria than in 
Germany before the beginning of the reforms. Both countries have implemented con-
siderable parts of their reform packages and Austria more especially has made major 
progress with respect to the implementation of managerial governance, even in com-
parison with the UK and the Netherlands, the European forerunner countries 
(Kehm/Lanzendorf 2006a). It is interesting to study the reform experiences of the 
two countries because they issued rather comprehensive reform packages, implying a 
complete renewal of national higher education legislation. Reforms in Austria and 
Germany were no immediate responses to specific pressures, but were intended as an 
overall modernization of the state-university relationships. To this end, reform ele-
ments from the European forerunner countries, especially the UK (England), but also 
the Netherlands, were adapted and merged with new elements. New elements were 
largely developed out of the tradition of a strong planning and coordinating function 
of the state. Here, changes at macro and meso levels in Austria and Germany will be 
presented in detail. Country analyses are structured according to the five governance 
dimensions introduced in chapter two.

3.1  Austria 
In Austria, a first, cautious piece of reform legislation introduced a kind of “soft man-
agerialism” (Pechar/Pellert 1998: 144) in universities already in 1993. In 2002, how-
ever, a historically authorative and reform-prone conservative government triggered a 
rather radical reform and implemented it in record time. This latest reform has been 
described as having launched a ‘managerial revolution’ in Austrian universities. In con-
trast to Germany, the reform process was not accompanied by substantial budget cuts 
for higher education. 

Before the 2002 reforms, Austrian universities were fully dependent on the gov-
ernment in organizational terms. They were departments of the federal ministry and 
their heads of administration were its employees. University budgets had to be spent 
via national education budgets. Apart from the high dependence of universities on 
governmental bureaucracy, their internal decision-making procedures were extremely 
complex because of a large number of committees and the need for frequent re-
elections of committee members. In retrospect, Welan (1995) diagnosed that universi-
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ties had become the most complex organisations at the national level. As additional 
factors that led to a loss of confidence of key actors in traditional patterns of univer-
sity organization, Pechar (2003) mentions a general crisis of central steering and of 
public finance. 

On the basis of the 2002 reform legislation, state regulation of Austrian universi-
ties has now been almost entirely abolished (Lanzendorf 2006). As a first step, univer-
sities were granted full legal capacity and became independent public entities. They 
continue to be funded by the state, but are now free to decide how to spend their 
budgets. Lump sum budgets have been introduced so that funds may now be shared 
between different items and do not have to be spent during the budget year. More-
over, universities are now allowed to take out loans from private banks. They can also 
decide about their internal structure: departments or faculties may be opened or 
closed without the approval of the ministry. The same holds true for staff contracts: 
professorial positions no longer need the approval of the ministry when filled. Pay-
ment scales for newly recruited staff no longer have to comply with public salary 
structures, but are to be negotiated between the university sector and the trade unions. 

According to the New Public Management (NPM) concept, in parallel to the 
withdrawal of the state from bureaucratic regulation, mechanisms for an external gui-
dance of universities were set up. The most important element of newly introduced 
non-governmental guidance is the university councils which have been assigned a con-
trolling and steering function and also take over supervisory tasks which were for-
merly the responsibility of the federal ministry. They are composed of five to nine 
members who are past or present holders of responsible positions in academic, cul-
tural or business life, but not from within the university or from politics. Although the 
councils are not entitled to take initiatives, they have considerable influence on the de-
velopment of universities. They appoint their rectors, negotiate work contracts and 
performance agreements with them, and approve the rules of procedure of university 
leadership (the ‘rectorate’) as well as university organization plans and other docu-
ments to be submitted to the ministry.

Guidance by the state will start in 2007 when a set of performance indicators is 
implemented to calculate a certain share of individual universities’ lump sum budgets. 
Additionally, universities must conclude three-year performance agreements with the 
federal government for the first time. These agreements specify the development pri-
orities a university should achieve with the public funding provided.

Specific external guidance of university research derives from research policy. 
Two councils have been established at state level to advise relevant ministries and the 
universities: the Council on Research and Technology and the Science Council. While 
the first is composed of an equal number of representatives from industry and from 
academe, the latter includes government and university representatives. The councils 
monitor the development of the Austrian higher education and research system and 
make recommendations. Research grants increasingly have to fit into programmes de-
riving from national strategic plans. Moreover, a trend towards the concentration of 
public research funds on priority thematic fields can be observed in recent years. 
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The governance dimension of competition has been developed by the legislator 
in a cautious way: For example, the performance-based calculation of university budg-
ets to be implemented in 2007 implies only limited risks with respect to budget varia-
tions. This is because budgets are established in advance for three-year periods. Cuts 
to a university’s global budget from one three-year period to the next cannot exceed 
certain limits. At the university level, basic funds to decentralized units are provided 
according to the units’ performance. The units are then free to distribute institutional 
resources to individual professors according to their performance or not. Thus, uni-
versity management does not necessarily stimulate competition between academics. 
Performance-related remuneration of academic staff does not exist.

The acquisition of research grants, however, has clearly become more competi-
tive. At the largest Austrian provider of public research funds, the number of grant 
applications is increasing so that approval rates are falling, and the proportion of fund-
ing approved for individual projects has decreased on average. Now, even projects 
which are highly rated according to international standards must be rejected.

Inside universities, managerial self-governance has been introduced by strength-
ening leadership positions, especially at central university level, but also at department 
level. The position of the rector is no longer an office but a full-time executive posi-
tion. He or she does not have to be an academic and does not need formal working 
experience in the university which he or she will be heading. The rector can now take 
independent decisions when negotiating performance agreements with the federal 
ministry and is responsible for the selection of new professors from shortlists and the 
negotiation of their employment conditions. As a corollary to the strengthening of the 
rector and the introduction of university councils, the tasks of the senates have largely 
been limited to teaching and examination matters. A formal responsibility of the cen-
tral level for the development of decentralized units that did not exist before has been 
introduced. The rector must now reach performance agreements with the heads of 
organizational units who, in turn, must conclude performance agreements with the 
staff of their units. To monitor the success of these agreements, universities must 
carry out internal evaluations on an ongoing basis. 

Heads of decentralized units continue to be chair holders and their term of office 
is still relatively short (about 2 years). As before, they are elected, but must now be 
confirmed by the rector. In addition to reaching performance agreements with the 
professors in their departments, they also distribute available resources and develop 
structural plans. They may be granted as much additional power as rectors see fit. The 
composition and role of department committees can be determined by individual uni-
versities. In practice, their formal power has largely been reduced to that of advisory 
bodies as far as matters outside teaching and research are concerned.

3.2  Germany 
In Germany, there is little national coherence in higher education policy because it is 
traditionally the responsibility of the 16 states of the federation. Each individual state 
chooses how to implement national framework provisions and enacts its own higher 
education legislation. 



management revue, volume 18, issue 2, 2007   161 

Already in 1985, an amendment to the national framework legislation introduced 
measures aiming at a reform of university governance. However, the lack of political 
consensus between the federal government and the states prevented the development 
of the reform process. Later, German unification delayed any further reforms in this 
area. Only after another amendment of the national framework legislation in 1998 was 
managerial university governance introduced on a nationwide scale. Reforms had to 
be implemented under the overall condition of declining public resources for higher 
education.

German universities have traditionally been corporations under public law. Since 
1976, collegial bodies made up of representatives of the different groups of academic 
and non-academic university staff have been responsible for taking decisions in all in-
ternal matters. The role of rectors and deans was rather weak and consisted mainly of 
implementing the committees’ decisions, moderating discussions and representing the 
university or department. 

Recent reform legislation has left the legal status of universities largely untouched. 
Only in some of the 16 states may universities now opt to change their status from the 
traditional corporation under public law to that of a foundation under public law. 
Only a few universities, especially in Lower Saxony, have made use of this new option. 
An important change at the national level is that options for the fixed-term employ-
ment of academic staff have been increased considerably by a recent amendment to 
national framework legislation. 

Initially, the German states have largely focused on areas that promise efficiency 
gains when deregulating their higher education laws. In those areas of state responsi-
bility which concern the disciplinary and subject related structure of universities, how-
ever, university autonomy was increased only very slowly (Kehm/Lanzendorf 2006b). 
For example, lump sum budgets have been introduced all over the country, but many 
German states continue to determine the structure and number of academic positions 
at their universities. Often, they also continue to be responsible for the final decision 
concerning the appointment of professors. Finally, universities often still need state 
approval to change the number and structure of departments and the responsible state 
ministries can also prescribe the establishment of new departments or the closure of 
existing ones.

External guidance of universities has primarily been increased by involving stake-
holders in the planning of the future development of the university sector. This trend 
can be observed both at the level of states and at the level of individual universities. 
University councils have been introduced at the level of universities. In most states, 
they are composed of members from outside universities. In some states, however, 
university members are also represented in the councils. The councils with mixed 
representation are the only ones to have real decision-making powers. 

As a further element of external guidance of individual universities, state minis-
tries negotiate target agreements with them. In some states, these agreements serve to 
outline innovative future activities of universities in areas of political interest. In oth-
ers, the agreements establish priorities for institutional development and universities 
commit themselves to adhere to these priorities when spending their lump sum budg-
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ets. In addition, states provide guidance by determining performance indicators for 
the calculation of shares of university budgets. 

For some time now, university research has been orientated towards politically 
defined thematic priorities. Quality standards for research and nationwide disciplinary 
research evaluations are currently being developed as new elements of research policy.

The governance dimension of competition has been relevant from the beginning 
of the nationwide reform implementation. The major federal provision in this respect 
is the introduction of the performance-based funding of higher education institutions. 
Yet, at state level, limits have been set for possible changes in the annual budget pro-
visions. The higher the proportion of a budget which is calculated on the basis of in-
dicators, the lower the number of annual changes permitted (Leszczensky/Orr 2004). 
In some states, a certain share of the overall funds for higher education is earmarked 
for a distribution according to individual universities’ achievement in policy objectives.

With regard to intra-institutional competition, the most relevant measures which 
have been introduced nationwide are (a) the performance-based distribution of basic 
university resources among departments and (b) performance-related payment com-
ponents for new professors. Salaries will no longer be increased according to years of 
service. Instruments for the evaluation of individual performance, however, still have 
to be developed. Research performance is to a large degree measured by the amount 
of external funds attracted. 

Competition in the research sector has become considerably more intense. In ad-
dition to greater selectivity of research funding due to the limited availability of re-
sources and rising numbers of proposals, there is a trend to actively concentrate public 
research funding to provide support to an ever smaller number of outstanding pro-
jects. Recently, the federal initiative for excellence selected a small number of promis-
ing research concepts and supported them with considerable extra funding.

Changes in the higher education legislation of the states have clearly subscribed 
to the introduction of managerial self-governance in universities. In principle, people 
from outside universities can be elected as presidents. In addition, as part of a new su-
pervisory role of university leadership, heads of universities may now reach target 
agreements with deans. Both university leaders and deans have been assigned an ex-
ecutive function with respect to the use of resources and matters of structural devel-
opment. In some states, university leaders can now select new professors from short-
lists. The deans’ term of office of deans was extended from one year to up to four 
years or more.

With respect to the use of resources and matters of structural developments, col-
legial bodies at universities only retain responsibility for laying down general rules of 
procedure or commenting on plans developed by the respective leadership teams. The 
role of the Senates is further limited by the introduction of university councils. The 
presence of academic self-governance in research management, i.e. the peer review 
system, continues to be in place but is met with increasing doubts regarding its objec-
tivity.
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Comparing the reform measures introduced in Austria and Germany, it can be 
said that mixed modes of governance have developed in both countries. The current 
situation in Austria is quite similar to that in Germany in that elements of a managerial 
governance regime coexist with elements of traditional governance. In other words: 
state regulation exists next to state guidance and managerial self-governance next to 
academic self-governance. A clear difference between the new governance regimes in 
the two countries can be seen with respect to the competition dimension. In Ger-
many, competitive pressure at university and departmental levels as well as in the re-
search sector is certainly more developed than in Austria.

In both countries, universities have gained new decision-making powers. Yet, the 
greater institutional autonomy tends to be held in check by a number framework con-
ditions to which they have to conform. The state can be assumed to be at least as pre-
sent as before. It has introduced mechanisms for a tight monitoring of the results of 
universities and of individual academics’ work. Individual academics have to serve 
more masters than before who all have different conceptions about how institutions 
or research should become more relevant for society and the economy and contribute 
to a country’s competitiveness and wealth creation. The next chapter analyses the 
practical consequences of the governance reforms described above.

4.  The consequences of new governance regimes  
This chapter presents empirical findings about the impacts of new governance regimes 
at the meso and micro levels of university systems in Austria and Germany, i.e. uni-
versity decision-making and academics’ research activities. The findings are based on 
39 interviews conducted at four universities in each of the two countries between mid-
2005 and mid-2006, i.e. some years after the beginning of the reform implementation. 
Interview partners had experienced both the prior and the current system of research 
governance.

To take specific subject cultures into account, two university cases focused on the 
humanities (medieval history) and two cases concentrated on research in the life sci-
ences (red or green biotechnology) in each country. Medieval history and biotechnol-
ogy were chosen to represent mode 1 and mode 2 research. Mode 1 research is char-
acterized by its highly disinterested nature and a strong disciplinary orientation. Mode 
2 research, on the contrary, is transdisciplinary and integrates stakeholders from out-
side academe. It investigates issues with a clear relevance for society and is often 
closely related to industry or application. The two universities studied in each subject 
and each country represented different institutional sizes and traditions. In Germany, 
they are located in different Länder and therefore represent different legal and political 
framework conditions.

Each university case included one interview at the level of university leadership, 
one with the dean responsible for the subject area under study and interviews with all 
researchers in medieval history or a biotechnology research group who held at least a 
PhD. In some instances, following the request of interview partners, two people of 
the same or of different status were interviewed together. 
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Since only very few substantial differences in reform experiences of universities in 
Austria and Germany could be observed, findings will be presented by issues and only 
differentiated by country where there are notable particularities to be reported.

4.1  The meso level: university leadership and deans 
At the universities in both Austria and Germany, reforms were implemented by rec-
tors or presidents who were already in office before the reforms began. The general 
observation of interview partners2 in both countries was that organizational autonomy 
of universities had become a reality and that universities used their new decision-
making possibilities. The fact that they did so to differing degrees is explained by per-
sonal leadership styles. No general disagreements between university rectors or presi-
dents and university councils were reported.

State influence on institutional development and institutional profile building is 
sometimes regarded as still too strong. It is considered legitimate that governments 
ask universities from time to time where they are going, but too detailed a monitoring 
of their activities does not seem desirable. Some interview partners felt that an unrea-
sonable amount of time had to be spent on reporting obligations to ministries. In the 
opinion of university leadership, ministerial decisions taken on the basis of reliable in-
formation have been acceptable in the reform process so far.

Different motivations underlie reform implementation by university leadership. 
One interview partner pointed to the fact that universities were just playing the game, 
irrespective of whether they thought that this was sensible. Another interviewee be-
lieved that creativity in the day-to-day running of institutions was essential for their 
performance and that reforms were providing more opportunities in this respect.

The most important internal policies of newly autonomous universities in Austria 
as well as in Germany aim at optimising organizational university structures, creating 
specific employment conditions for individual categories of academic staff, developing 
procedures for the re-allocation of vacant positions according to strategic develop-
ment priorities, the strategic creation and filling of new professorships, the distribu-
tion of basic university funds between departments or faculties and the setting up of 
broad interdisciplinary thematic research foci. Most interview partners pointed to the 
fact that they not only implemented the minimum requirements of reform but that 
they were trying to develop particular institutional strategies and policies which went 
beyond them.

Amongst the different instruments of university management, target or perform-
ance agreements seem to be particularly difficult to implement in universities. They 
are largely seen as increasing bureaucracy without improving working conditions. 
From the point of view of university leadership, the performance-oriented distribution 
of resources, however, worked well and was widely accepted. University leaders ac-
tively looked for information from evaluations to support decision-making. Evalua-
tions were valued as increasing the transparency of performance and providing uni-
versity leaders with convincing arguments for initiating change. In principle, university 

                                                          

2  Overall, 8 interviews were conducted, one with a rector, six with vice-rectors in charge of 
research matters and one with a head of a university president’s office.
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policies were seen as having the desired effects. Sometimes, new procedures had to be 
readjusted as a result of institutional learning processes. 

Overall, the external reform impulse from the government was regarded as a 
positive stimulus for necessary institutional development processes. Historically grown 
structural ‘petrifications’ could be abolished in the course of reform implementation. 
New organizational units were set up which had similar starting conditions with re-
spect to intra-university competition. Defining big thematic research foci and promot-
ing horizontal links within universities were considered helpful to concentrate a uni-
versity’s activities on its particular strengths and was expected to contribute to an 
institution’s success.

Interview partners reported that there was evidence that conflict avoidance at 
universities was being overcome and that university leadership was now more pre-
pared to take unpopular decisions. At the case study universities, some ‘authoritarian’ 
decisions had already been taken by university leadership against the will of senates. 
The impression of interview partners was that such leadership decisions were accepted 
by university members once the first irritations had passed.

Yet, in principle, interview partners agreed that university management was not 
possible without a climate of general consensus and confidence between the leader-
ship and departments/faculties – the organizational units below the central level of 
university leadership may take either of these two forms. The reduction of the former 
power of senates was not criticized, but dialogue and interaction were seen as essential 
elements of decision-making at universities. The motivation of professors should in 
any case be kept up and high quality bottom-up initiatives should always receive the 
support of university leadership. However, especially in Germany, interview partners 
often saw themselves as unable to live up to their own ambitions because availability 
of resources was too limited.

University leadership - especially in Germany - believed that the introduction of 
university management had improved the framework conditions for ’good’ research. 
General agreement existed with respect to the issue that university leadership should 
not interfere in individual researchers’ selection of research topics. According to the 
interview partners, the function of university leadership was to provide incentives and 
deal with the filling of vacant professorships. There was a common understanding that 
research had to be determined and designed by research personalities themselves and 
that this was an important element of academic freedom.

University management was understood as the management of processes of 
knowledge production of which human capital was the most valuable asset. Under the 
regulations set by responsible ministries, the newly-defined university leadership aims 
at organizing and distributing the available resources in a way that optimizes intra-
university conditions for achieving excellence and keeping up competitiveness. Aca-
demic standards are highly respected, but the expectations of the broad public also 
have a strong weight in decision-making. Enabling the generation of knowledge which 
is relevant to society and maximizing the visibility and standing of a university vis-à-vis 
other (inter)national institutions have become general concerns.
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The deans in Austria and Germany3 who were interviewed for the study saw 
themselves as ‘managing academics’ with a fixed-term function on behalf of their fac-
ulty or department - the organizational units below the central level of university lead-
ership may take either of these two forms. They supported structural reorganization 
and the introduction of financial incentives as long as they had the impression that 
these measures remained within reasonable bounds, i.e. they did not call the general 
nature of the university into question. Deans saw their units in a constructive competi-
tion with other units of their universities. Some of the deans in the humanities were 
concerned with the visibility of their units’ work vis-à-vis the university leadership.

All deans felt responsible in ensuring the internal integration of their units. They 
tried to maintain an equal treatment of different personalities and research activities 
and implemented guidelines issued by central level leadership in a way or to a degree 
which the community of professors considered adequate. Pressure with respect to 
performance and competition coming from the top was only passed on through the 
deans to academic staff to a limited degree. According to the deans, management ac-
tivities of central university leadership could not substantially change the work of indi-
vidual academics as long as academics maintained their consensus culture and central 
level leadership did not take decisions against their will when vacant or new professor-
ships had to be filled.

For the strategic development of departments/faculties, informal communication 
was regarded as important as the newly-introduced instruments of hierarchical guid-
ance. Deans would only make use of their new decision-making authorities if they had 
the impression that the interests of the majority of the faculty council members would 
be detrimental to the future development of their unit.

In several departments, the definition of broad thematic research foci which are 
relevant for current societal concerns or the development of tenders for high level 
funding programmes requested by university leadership were reported to have stimu-
lated discussions about future research activities, entailed a sense of awakening and a 
new sense of community. In others, however, it was just seen as the same kind of ad-
ministrative nuisance as other management mechanisms.

4.2 The micro level: individual academics 
The general conclusion from the interviews with individual academics4 was that they 
did not perceive restrictions to the realization of concrete personal research agendas 
imposed by hierarchical university management, intra-university competition or the 
greater competition when tendering for external funds. With respect to hierarchical 
management, the academics who were interviewed were not even aware of the exis-
tence of many of the newly-introduced instruments or of the ways in which these 

                                                          

3  In total, seven people in deanship positions were interviewed. One of them was a re-
search dean and another one had no budgetary responsibilities. At two universities, deans 
were professors in medieval history and were therefore also interviewed as researchers.

4 Overall, 24 interviews were conducted with individual academics. 11 interview partners 
were medieval historians (of whom 8 were professors) and 13 worked in the biotech field 
(of whom 6 were professors).
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were supposed to work. On the contrary, the structural reorganization of universities 
which accompanied the introduction of management structures provided windows of 
opportunity for gaining additional basic resources which were seized by the highly ac-
tive academics at the case study universities. These findings hold true for medieval his-
torians and academics involved in biotechnological research alike. 

There was an overall consensus amongst the academics who were interviewed 
that institutional guidance, newly-designed decision-making processes or output con-
trol at best led to marginal adaptations in their research designs and publication strate-
gies. Interview partners stated that they had externally defined thematic and structural 
priorities in mind when they planned their research and publication activities and ob-
served these priorities insofar as their overall research interest and personal quality 
standards allowed for this. They said that they generally accepted an overarching the-
matic guidance as long as their individual research foci could be fitted in. Financial in-
centives were only accepted if they fell into their field of expertise and covered themes 
in which they were interested. At several case study universities, the request made by 
university leadership to academics to develop overarching research foci was deemed 
to be in line with academic autonomy. Practical restrictions, but also disciplinary 
norms were considered as putting more limits on one’s own research agendas than 
thematic guidance. 

It was acknowledged that successful tendering for external funds implied a great 
degree of symbolic action, i.e. superficial compliance with external demands concerning 
the thematic approach and partly also the design of data collections. Academics pointed 
out that they made sure they took the ‘right’ approach to introduce their specific re-
search interest when tendering for third-party funds. They did, however, deny designing 
projects by starting off from outside expectations which would be non-academic ones. 
All the academics who were interviewed said that they wanted to provide quality re-
search and would therefore not work outside their field of expertise even if they could 
attract a high amount of external funding. They categorically ruled out work outside 
their field of expertise to conform to any interest because in such a case they could no 
longer assume responsibility for the quality of their findings. Such a situation would be 
incompatible with their professional identity. Also in this respect, no differences could 
be seen between researchers in medieval history and in biotechnology. 

At the micro level again, the degree of intra-university competition experienced 
was considered to be constructive. Medieval historians said that university leadership 
judged their work according to similar standards as those they used to judge the work 
of other disciplines. Medieval historians had not personally experienced prejudices at 
institutional or faculty level with respect to a possibly low societal relevance or com-
petitiveness of their field of research. Nevertheless, there was widespread anxiety 
about the impact of structural change on the size of their subject. Academics involved 
in biotechnology research were aware that their field received important amounts of 
basic university funding because of its topicality.

The most relevant consequence of the new governance regime which academics 
observed was that administrative work took up an increasing share of their time. Time 
was generally regarded as one of the most scarce and therefore highly appreciated re-
sources for research. Having to provide regular evidence to faculty and university ad-
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ministration about the results of their work and reporting to the providers of third 
party funding about project progress impacted on their time budgets. In addition, re-
porting exercises and the management of research grants were tasks which academics 
often did not feel qualified for and they were not interested in acquiring extensive ex-
pertise in either.

Many of the academics who were interviewed had been subjected to external eva-
luations of their work and experienced these processes as particularly time-consuming. 
Expectations of further evaluations were reported as not having a major impact on 
any dimension of research. In general, academics had sympathy for research evalua-
tion, the performance-based distribution of university funds and the competitive 
tendering for research grants. They expected, however, that the measurement of per-
formance took different types of performance criteria into account, i.e. not only ex-
ternally defined, but also traditional academic criteria, especially field-specific criteria. 
Several interview partners reported experiences with irrational evaluation standards 
and procedures, insufficient feedback about evaluation results or the neglect of posi-
tive evaluation results in political decision-making. 

Academics clearly perceived public scepticism concerning their work. They were 
well aware that the introduction of university management and the development of 
quantitative performance indicators for academic work happened in the context of a 
public discourse on ‘good universities’ and ‘good research’, and that the broader pub-
lic had, to a certain degree, lost confidence in academics determining quality criteria 
for research themselves.

The amount of funds acquired from external sources and successful doctorates 
stood out amongst the new quality standards for university research which had been 
developed and put into practice by external stakeholders. Externally-funded research 
has become an important element of academic reputation. This holds true for the 
reputation of individual academics as well as for that of a subject. At the subject level, 
the amount of external funding attracted is an important argument when decisions on 
the distribution of university resources have to be taken in the context of structural 
university development.

In order to keep ownership of issues of research quality, academics felt that they 
had no choice but to observe both the new standards and the classical disciplinary 
ones. Some academics were worried or irritated by the strong public expectations with 
respect to their work. Practically all of them felt uncomfortable about the high rele-
vance of the new standards because they had great reservations about whether exter-
nally-funded research was automatically good research according to classical academic 
standards. Interview partners thought that the new type of competitive pressure 
resulting from non-academically defined performance criteria could conflict with a 
traditional academic understanding of ‘good’ research if it became more powerful.

Highly motivated academics who tried to seize the available opportunities for in-
teresting research reported continuous tiredness. Their time budgets were not only re-
stricted by reporting duties, but also, for example, by short-term offers of attractive 
project funding. In the case of historians, these were, for example, in relation to 
commemorative dates which could not be ignored. Sometimes, academics were frus-
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trated because they were unable to live up to their aspirations. Moreover, not being 
able to fulfil their capacities with respect to research quality because of time restric-
tions could impact on their motivation to engage in new projects. 

The following general picture of decision-making in research emerged from the 
interviews: Academics attributed decisions concerning their research design primarily 
to personal competences, research interests, experience, and personality. This was in 
line with their professional identity. With respect to the choice of partners or the in-
terdisciplinarity of research projects, academics considered the local and disciplinary 
peers and possibly the requirements of funding bodies. Possible limitations to con-
ducting long-term, basic or non-mainstream research, as well as the full use of their 
individual research potential and, to a certain degree preferred ways for publishing re-
search findings, resulted from a lack of funding, time (including the duration of em-
ployment contracts), and personnel.

The introduction of hierarchical university management did not make a substan-
tial difference to these aspects. Rather, the availability of external funding, the condi-
tions attached to public or private research grants, time to be spent on the administra-
tion of grants or institutional evaluation procedures, as well as the duration of own 
contracts and the contracts of academic staff should be regarded as decisive. In both 
fields of research under study, these factors seemed to be considered most relevant 
for being able to fulfil one’s capacities. With the exception of one Austrian university, 
even history professors said that their research largely depended on external funding. 
In both the German universities where medieval history was studied, this subject was 
amongst the most successful fields at the institutional level in terms of attracting ex-
ternal funding.

According to the professors in both countries, their tendering for external fund-
ing had started long before reforms of university governance were implemented and 
the amount of external funds acquired began to be used as a performance indicator. In 
Germany and in the Austrian biotech sector, the tendering for external funding by a-
cademics was described as having been triggered by the lack of necessary resources to 
realize personal research interests. Professors with permanent contracts considered 
cut backs, especially in academic staff, laboratories and libraries, as the major obstacles 
for carrying out their personal research agendas. Problems in these areas were respon-
sible for interview partners’ feelings of uncertainty as to whether they were able to 
make use of their full research potential. In Austria, medieval historians stated that it 
was the overall attractiveness of externally-funded projects which made academics 
embark on them. External funding enabled them to deal with a certain issue in their 
field of expertise under particularly comfortable conditions. Many professors and non-
professorial academic staff from both countries enjoyed working on their externally-
funded projects because these allowed for interdisciplinary contacts and an early inte-
gration of good students and especially graduates and PhD students in research.5

                                                          

5  In this context, it should be noted that the interview partners had attracted external funds, 
especially for projects of several years’ duration and from national disinterested organiza-
tions. The management of this kind of external funding can be assumed to be less com-
plex than that of short-term grants or working in politically-defined project contexts.
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5.  Conclusions  
The research has shown that the governance of universities in Austria and Germany 
has changed in recent years to include important elements of a managerial state-
university relationship and of intra-university management. External guidance has 
been increased and university leadership and deans have been granted decision-
making authority with respect to budgets and structural development planning. In ad-
dition, the governance dimension of competition was strengthened by introducing a 
performance based distribution of institutional funds. The award of public research 
grants has become more competitive as well. In principle, reforms were more far-
reaching in Austria than in Germany. The dimension of competition, however, has 
developed more strongly in Germany. This can at least partly be explained by the mo-
re severe shortage in public funding for higher education.

Interviews at meso and micro levels provided information on the degree of im-
plementation of hierarchical management at universities and its consequences for the 
work of individual academics. Interestingly, data analysis revealed a quite similar over-
all picture for both countries and both disciplines studied. This may perhaps be due to 
the perpetuation of classical academic values and norms which hold across disciplines 
and the two national higher education systems. Empirical evidence suggests that 
managerial decision-making structures have largely been introduced at the top level of 
universities. Here, academic self-governance is reduced to a supportive, consensus 
building function. However, at the eight universities studied, the meso level is still a 
stronghold of academic self-governance. Independent decision-making by deans is re-
garded to be relevant only if acute problem-solving weaknesses of academic self-
governance have to be overcome.

At the micro level, the research aimed to find out how far the new governance 
regimes triggered changes in individual academics’ research agendas. Did the imple-
mentation of managerial governance actually lead to rectors, presidents, deans or ex-
ternal funding bodies exerting strategic influence on the research work of individual 
academics? The general observation resulting from interviews was that the increase in 
external and hierarchical guidance as well as in competitive pressure only led to very 
minor adaptations of individual research topics and designs. Academics flexibly fitted 
their research interests in the thematic contexts provided (‘symbolic action’). This, 
however, was perceived as a more minor problem with respect to research quality than 
the increasing time pressure. The impact of managerial governance on academics’ time 
budgets was considered problematic. Professors with permanent contracts regarded 
the availability of time, staff, infrastructure and financial resources as ultimately deci-
sive for being able to realize personal research agendas. At present, the situation seems 
to be such that they manage to compensate for time constraints by working extra 
hours.

The conclusion from interview findings is that there is no direct link between 
university management or the policies of providers of external funding and the re-
search agendas of established individual academics in the sense that non-academically-
defined priorities would alter their research strategies. The impact of university man-
agement and research policy concerns research development at an abstract, macro 
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level rather than at the level of individuals. An important function of university man-
agement is the promotion of existing academic excellence. In addition, university 
management may organize research activities so as to become more visible to the out-
side or provide incentives to academics for tendering for external funds. New fields of 
research may only be developed by the creation of new professorships. The analysis of 
interviews confirms the finding of other studies (for example Schröder 2003) that the 
recruitment of new chair holders is a major instrument of university leadership that in-
fluences the research conducted at a given institution.

Although no direct impact of university management or the policies of providers 
of external funding on the research activities of individual academics could be identi-
fied, the analysis of interviews revealed a diffuse spread and acceptance of the new 
standards for research promoted by university management and research policy. The 
introduction of university management seems to increase the perceived importance of 
non-academically-defined success criteria for university research such as public visibil-
ity and societal relevance. This indirect effect was primarily established through using 
the amount of external research funds acquired by academics and the transfer of 
knowledge into practice as criteria for evaluating research performance. Rankings 
more especially seem to provide an important contribution to the spread of non-
academically-defined quality standards for research. This subtle working of reform re-
sembles a self-fulfilling prophecy rather than a process of top-down implementation. 

Apparently, academics find themselves with the dilemma of accepting the de-
mands of society to be informed about the development of the research it is funding 
on the one hand and having to acknowledge that their own quality assurance system 
cannot be translated into indicators which would allow a lay person to compare differ-
ences in research performance on the other. Academics’ attitude towards this problem 
seems to be to superficially accept externally-imposed quality criteria and at the same 
time assume that traditional disciplinary standards remain untouched and in place 
within their communities.

For the future, it is an open question whether traditional disciplinary standards 
will remain intact in Austria and Germany. Early studies on the impact of university 
and research management in Britain, the European forerunner country in the imple-
mentation of new governance structures for universities (see especially Henkel 2000; 
Harley 2002), have pointed to the issue of new quality standards being implemented 
through peer review, i.e. by academics themselves. The studies highlight two contra-
dictory developments: their authors observe decreasing ownership of quality standards 
for research by academics on the one hand and strong commitment on the part of 
academics in their implementation on the other. Harley’s research on the perception 
of British academics of their inolvement in the national Research Assessment Exer-
cises (RAEs) shows that “conscious of the violence done to traditional academic val-
ues, they [academics] judged themselves, […], to be at least in part responsible and, 
for that reason, felt all the more frustrated, somewhat compromised and just a little bit 
ashamed” (Harley 2002: 201).

A second aspect relevant to the future of university research is generational 
change. With externally-defined criteria becoming a regular issue amongst established 
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academics, they can be expected to become natural for young researchers. Especially 
with the introduction of fixed-term contracts and performance-related salaries for 
professors in Germany, new generations of academics in this country might well in-
ternalize non-academically defined standards in a similar way as traditional academic 
ones and develop new types of research agendas tuned to the overall norms set by re-
search policy and university management.
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