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Abstract

‘Higher Education in Three Dimensions. A New Theoretical Frame of 
Understanding' is a book of three parts. Part I is an institutional analysis 
of the change dynamics of the Norwegian higher education field between 
1965 and 2011, and the foundation of the University of Nordland, now 
Nord University. The analysis examines the foundation of Nordland 
Regional University College, the development of the national univer-
sity and university college sectors and the regional university colleges in 
Bodø up to the founding of the University of Nordland. 

The forces and tensions at play and the enabling processes they generated 
in the period up to the foundation of the University of Nordland are the 
main topics of Part 1, the main driving forces emphasised being growth 
in the field, the academic drift of the university and university college 
sectors and standardisation processes that contributed to the integration 
of the field. Key tensions arose between national education policy and 
the development needs of the region. They also arose between the man-
agement of vocational and academic educational institutions. A third 
tension highlighted is between the democratisation of knowledge and 
the increasing need for standardisation in the field.

Part II presents a new theoretical frame of understanding for analysing 
development driven by these tensions and by other factors. It also ques-
tions the two-dimensional understanding of terms such as autonomy 
and academic drift, and suggests society is included as a stronger third 
dimension in the analysis of higher education. Part III concludes that 
a three-dimensional framework of understanding highlights new key 
themes, issues and dilemmas in the field of higher education. It is there-
fore both fruitful and needed as it will allow a greater depth of under-
standing, comparative analysis, and the uncovering of the dilemmas at 
stake.

This book is also available in Norwegian.  
https://doi.org/10.33673/OOA20203

https://doi.org/10.33673/OOA20203
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Introduction

Norwegian society has, in recent decades, undergone major changes 
in most areas, including higher education. We live in a post-industrial 
knowledge society, Frønes and Stromme (2014) believing that the life 
cycle is heavily structured and influenced by the educational systems. 
Educational institutions have largely been shielded from developments 
in the rest of society. They are today, however, key institutions in soci-
ety. We therefore require greater knowledge on the stakeholders and 
processes that structure these systems, and how theses institutions are 
affected by society’s growing need for higher education. The higher edu-
cation system is therefore a research object of interest. Societal processes 
are condensed in higher education, this allowing the factors that lead to 
institutions changing and new institutions being created to be grasped.

The most striking change in higher education in Norway is perhaps 
the growing number of universities, Oslo Metropolitan University and 
the University of South-Eastern Norway being the most recent additions 
to the university sector. The number of universities was stable until the 
start of the 2000s, the University of Nordland being just the eighth uni-
versity in Norway when founded in 2011. The number of Norwegian 
universities had, however, by 2011 doubled in a short space of time.

The study of Bodø University College’s path to becoming a univer-
sity is presented in Part I, this part of the book also forming the basis 
for Part II. This study also examines higher education system changes 
in this period and the processes that led to the increase in the num-
ber of universities. This increase was followed, after the 2015 structural 
reform, by the collapse of the university college sector.

Unravelling the processes that brought about the institutional category 
change of Bodø University College in 2011 is not an easy task. The local 
contribution of institutional developers, the efforts of regional stake-
holders, the role of the national stakeholders and the processes that cre-
ated the framework for development are easy to identify. The interac-
tion between the stakeholders and processes operating at different levels 
must, however, be brought to the fore if the true picture of what led to 
the creation of Northern Norway’s second university is to emerge.
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Developments in Norway generally reflect developments in Europe. 
Part I of this book therefore examines the loose links and strong rela-
tionships between local, regional, national and European stakeholders 
and key processes. This approach highlights alliances between stake-
holders, and reveals how and why reforms evolved. It also uncovers why 
reforms generate results that differ from those intended. The approach 
furthermore provides insight into the driving forces and tensions that 
influenced interaction between the stakeholders in the field. 

The University of Nordland represents a new type of university in 
Norway that is also found elsewhere in Europe. Universities have tra-
ditionally been a stable institution in Norway that have not changed 
at the same pace as society. It has a conservative side, which manages 
knowledge acquired over a long period of time. This knowledge is also 
to be at the forefront of societal development. Universities are the 
arena in which students are socialised, in which knowledge is trans-
ferred to new generations and developed through research activity, and 
is the arena in which a highly skilled labour force is certified. These are 
important functions in knowledge society development and are there-
fore of sociological interest and relevance. The university has been the 
subject of sociological research, but has not held a position in research 
that its social significance warrants.

The Norwegian university has always existed in a field of tension between 
an internal logic of the intrinsic importance of research and knowledge, 
and an external logic of the interests of the state owner as reflected in 
prioritisations. Society’s increasing investment in higher education has 
led to a greater emphasis on the efficiency and social responsibility of 
higher education institutions. The influence of external logic on devel-
opment has therefore increased. Vocational education has also been 
lifted, by the need to secure a knowledge-based welfare sector, out from 
isolated spheres and established professional cultures into university 
colleges and universities such as the University of Nordland.

The study of the evolution of the University of Nordland presented 
in Part I, can therefore shed light on these processes in higher education, 
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and on important aspects of society (society in this book meaning 
the post-industrial knowledge society, unless otherwise stated). What 
changes in authority priorities does this reveal? What values h​as higher 
education development been based on in the different periods? How 
has the relationship between higher education and society changed? and 
what interactions and tensions were behind these changes?

These questions are vital to understanding how Bodø University 
College gained university status (Part I), and why the reform changes 
required a new theoretical understanding frame to identify new ques-
tions and derive answers (Part II and III).

I first became acquainted with the sociology of higher education 
research in my doctoral work, the field and its key concepts and the-
ories being presented in detail in Part I (Chapter 1). The sociology of 
higher education is a field that lacks a common set of concepts and ana-
lytical tools. These would be of great benefit to the analysis of reform 
changes in higher education. 

Concepts and theories often, due to the complexity of the change 
processes, have limited explanatory power. The relationship between 
higher education institutions and between them and the state are the 
focus of much research, which further stymies the development of a 
common set of concepts and theories, despite the growing impact of 
society on higher education. I therefore present a new theoretical frame 
of understanding in Part II and III of this book that can serve as a new 
starting point for such analysis, this new frame including the dimension 
of higher education institutions’ relationship to society. This frame can 
also be used in the analysis of events and definition of concepts. 

The new frame opens up a three-dimensional space of potential posi-
tions where a two-dimensional surface previously reigned, and can pro-
vide greater depth to the analysis of higher education reform. It can also 
promote the use of three-dimensional spaces in the analysis of change 
processes in other areas of society. 

A justification and presentation of this theoretical frame of understand-
ing is provided in Part II of this book. Part III reveals how a third 
dimension can raise new research questions and uncover new themes, 
issues and dilemmas in an increasingly complex field of research.
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THE ROAD TO UNIVERSITY STATUS. 
THE NORWEGIAN UNIVERSITY COLLEGE 
SECTOR AS SEEN FROM THE COUNTY 
OF NORDLAND (1965–2011) 

Introduction

This part, which consists of an introduction and four chapters, examines 
the tensions and interplay in the Norwegian university college sector that 
contributed to the founding of the University of Nordland. A review of 
the topic and underlying issues are presented in the introduction, and 
the status of research and theory are described in Chapter 1. The chap-
ter first presents the research field, the development of higher education 
sociology and its thematic division, and then explains the institutional 
perspective of this book and the problematisation of the time dimen-
sion. The key concepts and definitions that the analysis is based on, and 
relevant historical work, are also covered in Chapter 1. Chapter 2 takes 
a closer look at the methods used, particularly the approach to written 
sources and personal interviews.

The local, regional, national and European level are integrated, in Chapter 
3, into an overall analysis, to determine the change dynamics at play at 
each level and between levels in the University of Nordland’s founding 
process. The local and regional level is, in this book and with a few excep-
tions, referred to as the local level. The analysis is twofold. The first part 
examines how the conditions for the university process were influenced 
by sector boundaries arising and developing in the field, this part of the 
analysis focusing on the interaction between local and national levels. 

Reference: https://doi.org/10.33673/OOA20205
License: CC BY 4.0
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The second part takes a closer look at how Bodø University College 
was affected by the European level, and by transitional arrangements 
between the sectors being established and developed. 

Chapter 4 presents the answers provided by the analysis to the question 
central to Part I. 

What made it possible for Bodø University College to be accredited 
as a university?

The problematisation of ‘what made it possible’ includes the work and 
initiatives the university college invested in the process (before it began 
and during its course), and the external circumstances that influenced 
the outcome. The question therefore includes developments at the 
national, regional, local and also at the European level that played a 
decisive role in ‘what made it possible’. The university college environ-
ment in Bodø is brought into focus by this question. This, however, also 
leads to a closer look being taken at the stakeholders at other levels and 
the relationships between them. Complex interrelationships are there-
fore highlighted in different development phases.

The question therefore does not solely focus attention on what 
made it possible for the university college to achieve its goal. It also asks 
what was the basis for this goal being set. The answer to this requires 
the examination of a longer period of time than the university process, 
which was 1998 to 2010. This book therefore covers the period between 
1965, when the Further Education Committee was appointed, and 
2011 when the University of Nordland was founded.

In this book, I examine the key stakeholders in the institutional devel-
opment of the university college and the emergence and change of sec-
tor boundaries, to uncover the change dynamics at and between the 
local, national and European levels. The values, cultures and norms that 
underlie the development of sector boundaries and institutions in the 
period, are of key importance and therefore important to examine. Was 
this development a result of society’s demands? Was it driven by the 
institutions themselves? And what role did this play both before and 
during the university process?
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This book is based on a series of personal interviews, on archival studies 
and a review of public documents that reveal key elements of this devel-
opment.1 The study was conducted within the field of the sociology of 
higher education, a number of studies impinging on this topic in dif-
ferent ways.

Bodø University College
Bodø University College is the research object of this study. The univer-
sity college changed character and name a number of times throughout 
the period of study. It is therefore not heterogeneous, and so requires 
a certain degree of construction (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1995). The 
historical development of the academic environments that eventually 
became Bodø University College is therefore described below.

The development of upper secondary schools in Northern Norway 
were, as late as the mid-1960s, ten years behind the rest of the country, 
due to the region’s lack of experienced teachers being an almost perma-
nent challenge.2 Many of Nordland’s youth therefore chose to move 
to the south of the country to study for the ‘Examen artium’ univer-
sity entrance exam. Two out of five ‘Examen artium’ graduates origi-
nally from Nordland in 1965, studied for the exam at upper secondary 
schools in the south of the country, few returning.3 There was there-
fore a need for the higher education available in the region to expand 
beyond the student nurse training available in the Salten region, if the 
growing welfare society was to be able to source the skilled labour force 
it required. The ‘Norske Kvinners Sanitetsforenings’ nursing college in 
this region was established in 1920 in Bodø and was the town’s first 
higher education institution. It would later become a part of the new 
university. Bodø was the county capital and the centre of schooling in 
the county of Nordland, the upper secondary school expansion in the 
town after World War II furthermore raising the question of whether 
other types of schools and colleges should also be established in Bodø.4

There was no established cooperation between the municipalities 
that made up the Salten region. There was also little that unified the 
county’s three regions of Ofoten to the north (with Narvik as its centre), 
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Salten (with Bodø as its centre), and Helgeland to the south (with Mo 
as its centre competing with Mosjøen and Brønnøysund).5 Helgeland 
submitted a request to the County Council to become a separate county 
four times between 1922 and 1952.6 Narvik had the largest town popu-
lation in the region, but Bodø had the largest number of upper second-
ary school students at the beginning of the 1960s. Five years later Bodø 
had 14 upper secondary schools, Narvik only having 8 and Mo 5.7

Bodø was also competing with Tromsø further north in the region. 
The first attempt to establish a teacher training institution in Bodø was 
made by the Executive Committee of Bodø applying in the 1930s to 
take over Tromsø’s teacher training, which failed.8 State teacher training 
classes were, however, started in Bodø twenty years later in 1951, as a 
temporary response to the teacher shortage in Nordland. This change 
moved the centre for higher education in the county away from the 
rural municipality of Nesna in Helgeland, where the county’s only 
teacher training had been located since 1918, to the urban municipal-
ity of Bodø9. Bodø in the years that followed this, was the only city in 
Nordland that continued to grow in population.10

Student nurse training and teacher training have educational cul-
tures with a close relationship and proximity to their fields of prac-
tice. This not only reflects the culture of these professions, but also the 
region’s counterculture of higher education not being highly valued. The 
strength of this counterculture was clearly evident as late as 1990 in 
the words of Bjørn Berg, the Director of the University College Board 
of Nordland. He ironically claimed that ”anybody with more than 2 
years of vocational education” was ”a person with unusable and use-
less knowledge” in the context of the Nordic coastal culture. He illus-
trated his point with colloquialisms such as ”He studied himself into a 
fool” and quotes such as ”general preventive considerations dictate that 
research and higher education should be banned”11 According to Berg, 
the region still suffered from the ‘Erasmus Montanus syndrome’, the 
name coming from the main character in a satirical play about the pom-
posity of the academically educated.12

The cooperative climate was therefore not optimal in the region, 
when Nordland District University College opened its doors to students 
in Bodø for the first time in 1971. The university college’s management 
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had been drawn from the town’s teacher training environment, which 
should have led to good cooperation between the university college and 
the teacher training college as the authorities wanted. This did not, how-
ever, materialise. Cooperation with the higher education institutions in 
Nesna and Narvik also did not go well. This was primarily due to the 
district university college being assigned the role of coordinator for all 
higher education in the county. The university college was therefore 
seen as a threat to the independence of these colleges. The location of 
the district university college had also been strongly contested, Fauske 
Municipality fighting particularly hard to bring it to their area. All these 
factors taken together formed an unassailable barrier to any coopera-
tion between the municipalities in the Salten region. The adoption of 
the strong normative values that were ​​rooted in Nordland society by the 
university college, including values ​​relating to district defence, equal-
ity and equalisation of social differences, was therefore a crucial factor 
in the success of this institute in the face of strong scepticism towards 
higher education in the region.

Nordland County Municipality established Nordland Research 
Institute at the end of the 1970s. This organisation was set up to 
strengthen all university colleges in the county, but in practice ulti-
mately focused on raising the competence of the scientific staff at the 
district university college.13 The relationship with the new University of 
Tromsø was both collaborative and competitive, but led to a stronger 
professional development of Nordland District University College than 
would otherwise have been possible. The District University College 
drew on the support of Bodø Municipality, Nordland County Council 
and representatives in Parliament to achieve this development. 

The teacher training and the student nurse training institutions came 
under state ownership in 1981 and 1983 respectively. They therefore 
became more strongly integrated into the university college sector, and 
came under the control of the same regional management through the 
University College Board of Nordland as Nordland District University 
College. The district university colleges in Nordland and Rogaland were 
awarded a graduate programme in economics and business administra-
tion (Nordland) and civil engineering (Rogaland), this laying the ground 
for the two district university colleges being advanced to ‘University 



College Centre’ in 1986. The new university college campus at Mørkved 
in Bodø opened that autumn, Nordland Research Institute also moving 
here. The barriers between the university colleges in Bodø were there-
fore now broken and replaced by co-location and stronger collabora-
tion. This was further reinforced by the co-location of student nurse 
training to the campus in 1994.

The University College Reform of 1994 led to the country’s 98 state uni-
versity colleges being reduced to 26. Nordland now had three university 
colleges, one in Nesna, one in Bodø and one in Narvik. The country’s 
other counties (except Møre og Romsdal) now had one university col-
lege. Bodø Teachers’ College and Bodø Nursing College merged with 
the University College Centre in Nordland to form Bodø University 
College, teacher training now also being located on campus.

Bodø University College, which is the subject of this study, was 
therefore founded in 1994. The university college environment that 
became Bodø University College did, however, exist well before the 
university college’s founding in 1994. Tracing the development of the 
university college further back in time is therefore of great relevance. 
The period this study covers therefore extends from the creation of the 
Higher Education Committee (which proposed the creation of the dis-
trict university colleges) up to the creation of the University of Nordland 
in 2011. The university college environment that became the University 
of Nordland is referred to in this book as Bodø University College when 
not otherwise specified. Bodø University College was accredited as a 
university in November 2010 and changed institution category and 
name to the University of Nordland on 1 January 2011. The University 
of Nordland furthermore merged with Nesna University College and 
Nord-Trøndelag University College on 1 January 2016 to become Nord 
University. This merger is, however, not included in this study.
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CHAPTER 1

RESEARCH STATUS AND THEORY

Higher education is a field of research that involves a number of disci-
plines, the research in this field ranging from local institution studies 
and limited topic studies, to the analysis of global development trends. 
Two types of studies have been particularly important to the empirical 
data of this book. Norwegian historical institution studies have, firstly, 
contributed to the understanding of the processes of change in higher 
education that resulted in the founding of the University of Nordland. 
National and international studies in the sociology of higher education 
have, secondly, provided different perspectives on development within 
higher education and its study. 

This chapter presents the development of the sociology of higher 
education and the institutional perspective of this book. The key con-
cepts used in the analysis, the contribution of the dimension of time to 
the understanding of change dynamics in higher education, and the his-
torical studies that can shed light on these are also covered. 

1.1 The sociology of higher education

According to Patricia J. Gumport (2008, 51 ff.), the thematic compo-
nents of the sociology of higher education research are partly independ-
ent of each other. They can also be divided into four domains: different 
levels of access to education, the influence of university colleges on the 
development of the field, academic professions, and the study of uni-
versity colleges and universities as organisations. The domains this book 
primarily focuses on are university colleges and universities as organisa-
tions, and the influence of university colleges on higher education (see 
Figure 1.1).

Reference: https://doi.org/10.33673/OOA20205
License: CC BY 4.0
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Figure 1.1 The four domains of the sociology of higher education (Gumport 2008)

Independent research domains are, according to Gumport (2008, 43, 
177, 325), difficult to develop in this field due to researchers collaborat-
ing both across disciplines, and the domains of the field. This weak form 
of organisation is, according to Ulrich Teichler (2005, 447), also due to 
research being primarily focused on the applied aspects of the field.

This fragmentation of research has made it difficult to establish a com-
mon conceptual apparatus and body of work. There are therefore no 
texts that encompass the field and there is no single work that con-
solidates the development of the research field, the most important 
introductory literature works therefore being historical summaries of 
researchers’ contributions (Gumport 2008, Cote and Furlong 2016). 
This fragmentation can, according to Gumport (2008, 334), lead to 
the risk that researchers become focused solely on the provincial and 
become preoccupied with concepts that cannot be applied to the gen-
eral field of research. According to Scott (2014, 270 ff.), this can also 
become dominated by dichotomies and not by insight into complex 
relationships. One measure that can be taken to prevent this is, accord-
ing to Scott (2014, 258), the use of longer time perspectives in analysis.

Gumport (2008, 24 ff.) believes that one reason for this fragmenta-
tion is research being largely demand-driven. Research is therefore driven 
by financial conditions that vary over time. This has led to many shifts 
in research focus, the main change being between the societal change 
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and organisational perspectives. Researchers therefore look more closely 
at the economic conditions, political perspective, the development of 
a knowledge society and of education systems and global interdepend-
ence when attempting to uncover societal change. Organisational per-
spectives focus on dependence on the surrounding environment and 
the development of leadership in academia. This includes organisational 
innovation and integration, and fundamental changes in the working 
conditions of academic staff in academia.

The shift in focus from stability to change dynamics represents an 
important schism in the development of the sociology of higher educa-
tion. Talcott Parsons and Gerald M. Platt published an analysis of the 
American university in 1973. This presented the American university 
as ‘the current culmination of the educational revolution’ (Parsons and 
Platt 1973, 3). Neil Smelser, however, announced in an epilogue that 
he fundamentally disagreed with the book, which he was to co-author 
(Smelser 1973, 390). Smelser criticised the analysis for not highlighting 
the tensions and conflict that can explain changes within the university 
system. Parsons and Platt responded to this by stating that a sociologist 
had to choose to adopt a conflictual or a consensus theoretical perspec-
tive (Parsons and Platt 1973, 388). A consensus perspective, for Smelser, 
equates with deliberately obscuring the very source of change in higher 
education, as the field has a relationship of dependency with both the 
labour market and democratic processes (Smelser 1973, 398).

Smelser was interested in how rapid expansion affects social sys-
tems (Smelser 1973). He believed the expansion of the university sys-
tem led to and structured new patterns of conflict. Smelser and Gabriel 
Almond, in response to Parsons and Platt’s interpretation of changes in 
the American university, therefore published an analysis of the educa-
tion system in California in the following year (Smelser and Almond 
1974).14 In this analysis, he criticised elite universities for their resist-
ance to the differentiation demanded by the growth in higher education. 
Parsons had interpreted this resistance as being a result of growth rather 
than a lack of a willingness to change (Smelser and Almond 1974, 275). 
Conflict became an important factor in the understanding of change 
dynamics in higher education.
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Martin Trow (1974) in that year presented an analysis of how education 
systems would develop where access to higher education was increased. 
This growth would require the education system for the elite to become 
an education system for the masses, the education system eventually 
transitioning into one in which the entire population has access to 
higher education. 

The linking of organisational theory with institutional theory in the 
1970s allowed relationships and interactions in and between institu-
tions to be examined more closely. This, according to John W. Meyer, 
Francisco O. Ramirez, David J. Frank and Evan Schofer (2008), 
opened the field to a richer analysis of the dynamics of change in higher 
education.15 

This book uses as its start point W. Richard Scott’s (2014, 56) defi-
nition of institutions as ‘regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive 
elements that, together with associated activities and resources, provide 
stability and meaning to social life’. It is furthermore based on Macionis 
and Plummer’s (2012, 153) definition of organisations as ‘ ... large sec-
ondary groups organized to achieve their goals efficiently’. The loose con-
nection of the top with the bottom of an organisation was known, from 
other organisations, to be a destabilising factor. Neo-institutionalism 
therefore attempted to explain why higher education institutions exhib-
ited stability despite this form of loose top and bottom connection. 
Meyer and Brian Rowan (1977; 2006, 5) believed that this was due to 
higher education institutions being institutionalised organisations, so 
being based on legitimacy instead of efficiency. A key driver of higher 
education institutions is therefore the preservation and reinforcement of 
their legitimacy in society, rather than increased production.

The traditional view is that universities are unique and universal entities 
that can only be compared with each other, irrespective of geographi-
cal location. Viewing the university as an organisation therefore breaks 
with this traditional view. Explanations that are based on the legitimacy 
of higher education institutions are therefore also no longer sufficient. 
This is because these institutions are, much more than before, required 
to meet efficiency and quality control requirements. Åse Gornitzka 
(1999, 15) and Christine Musselin (2000, 297) have conducted studies 
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using an organisational perspective. Both wished to secure the legiti-
macy of the institution, and wanted efficiency to be seen as an incen-
tive for action. There are, according to Heinz-Dieter Meyer and Rowan 
(2006, 2), three change processes that this type of analysis highlights. 
The first is higher education’s increasing use of external funding, the sec-
ond being the integration of higher education and the third the increas-
ing importance of higher education institutions to the knowledge soci-
ety (Meyer and Rowan 2006, 2).16 This book covers all three processes. 
The change processes associated with the integration of higher educa-
tion (Part I) and the effect of their new role in the knowledge society 
upon higher education institutions (Part II), are focused on in particular 
in this book.

Meyer and Rowan (2006, 6, 61) propose three thematic theory 
development paths within the domain of university colleges and uni-
versities as organisations. One thematic area relates to cognition and 
the social construction of institutions. There has been a change in focus 
in this area from formal-legal structures to stakeholders, and how these 
actors seek meaning in institutional settings through language and sym-
bols (Meyer and Rowan 2006, 6, Meyer et al. 2008, 191, Scott 2014, 
47).17 Culture is seen here to be a semiotic system, symbols exercising 
influence on institutionalisation by virtue of external frameworks that 
‘[possess] a reality … that confronts the individual as an external and 
coercive fact’ (Berger and Luckmann 1967, 58 in Scott 2014, 48).18 
Culture exerts a strong external influence on individuals. It therefore 
contributes to the shaping and protection of institutions. Research into 
the concept of ​​the ‘modern’ university is, according to Ramirez (2006), 
one example of this, the perspective explaining why major and rapid 
reform changes all around the world have taken the same direction, and 
why they have had the strongest effect in countries with relatively new 
universities.

The second thematic area looks more closely at changes in the rela-
tionship between the state, economy and civil society, and how this rela-
tionship change affects higher education. How these changes apply pres-
sure on higher education institutions to meet efficiency and conformity 
requirements and in the development of an institutionalised education 
market, is a focus area for researchers (Meyer and Rowan 2006, 8, Scott 
2014, 254), this research strongly referencing the historical development 
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of institutions (Scott 2014, 254). An example from this thematic area is 
Andrés Bernasconi’s studies of academia’s adaption to the market lead-
ing to greater competition and entrepreneurship in education systems 
(Bernasconi 2006).

The third thematic area, according to Meyer and Rowan (2006, 9), 
focus on ‘concrete historical actors who built a particular institution’. 
This thematic area marks the transition from a focus on descriptive anal-
ysis or the analysis of structural changes, to a focus on the effect of pow-
er-based stakeholder motivation, and a desire for change and efficiency 
in institution building. This increases analysis precision and opens anal-
ysis up to the historical dimension, including previous reforms laying 
the direction for new reforms. This argument will be developed in more 
detail later in this book. An example of a study in the third thematic 
area is Charles E. Bidwell’s (2006) study of the role of politicians in the 
establishment and development of higher education institutions.

The ever-increasing volume of statistical material, not least through 
OECD reports, provides a much better basis for comparative stud-
ies. Research has, at the same time, faced challenges relating to inde-
pendence, it often being initiated and used to meet administrative and 
political requirements. A key question therefore is, according to Clark 
(2007a [1973], 12), how can researchers in the sociology of higher edu-
cation preserve their academic freedom when their clients primarily are 
the stakeholders in the field. This issue is discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 2.

1.2 An institutional perspective

This analysis is based on an institutional perspective, one that Meyer et al. 
(2008, 187) and Ivar Bleiklie (2007, 100 ff.) believe can provide deeper 
insight into how and why higher education reforms are implemented. 
This perspective allows the analysis of organisations’ dependence and 
independence on the environment around them, and the implementa-
tion of reforms to be examined at a number of levels. Ladislav Cerych 
and Paul Sabatier (1986) have shown that moderate reforms are easier to 
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implement than those that involve major changes in the field. Gornitzka 
(1999, 18) has also found that ambiguous and vague national reforms 
create space for greater institutional transformation at the local level.19

Scott’s definition of institutions takes into consideration that institu-
tions are made up of regulative, normative and cultural cognitive ele-
ments, or ‘pillars’ (Scott 2014, 56). The three ‘pillars’ are maintained by 
different symbol systems. Steinmo (2008, 126) refers to symbol systems 
as ‘rules that structure behaviour’, Olsen (1985) believing that these sys-
tems justify and limit behaviour, activities and actors.20 Different insti-
tutions are made up of different combinations of these three elements, 
their anchoring in the institution and the way they act varying with 
combinations. According to Scott (2014, 62), change primarily takes 
place in institutions through one element taking over from another, or 
by a higher level of conflict being created within the institution: ‘… 
institutions supported by one pillar may, as time passes and circum-
stances change, be sustained by different pillars’. This allows change 
dynamics between levels and between different stakeholders to be stud-
ied at the same or different levels.

The institutional perspective has traditionally been limited by its 
strong focus on stability and continuity. This, however, represents a 
challenge to the uncovering of change dynamics (Thornton and Ocasio 
2008, 99). Theorists have therefore applied an organisational institu-
tional perspective to explore these dynamics. Neo-institutionalism is 
founded on the view of institutions as functional and specialised arenas, 
actors being also included in organisational fields or sectors (DiMaggio 
and Powell 1983, Kyvik 2009, 22, Scott 2014, 11). The field concept 
and its division into sectors is a key element in understanding how 
and why the field changed, and in allowing this issue to be examined 
more closely. Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell (1983) laid the theo-
retical foundation for this research tradition, Scott (2014, 51) believing 
this foundation broadened the perspective from institutions determin-
ing stakeholders’ actions to viewing institutionalisation in the field of 
organisation as being part of an organisation’s environment.21 This book 
is based on Arthur Stinchcombe’s definition of institutionalisation as 
‘a structure in which powerful people are committed to some value or 
interest’, these powerful people holding both formal (top-bottom) and/
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or informal (bottom- up) power (Stinchcombe 1968, 107 and in Scott 
2014, 25).22 Institutionalisation and de-institutionalisation are key pro-
cesses of change in institutions (Tolbert and Zucker 1996 in Scott 2014, 
58).23 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) presented three key mechanisms by 
which institutions influence the field of organisation. They are coercion, 
imitation and standardisation.24 Competition and institutionalisation 
contribute to organisations developing structural similarities, the view-
ing of different types of organisations as fields therefore being expedient. 
This allows institutional processes to be placed in context. DiMaggio 
and Powell’s work, with the work of others such as James G. March and 
Johan P. Olsen (1984), became the starting point for a strong and lasting 
research tradition in the examination of the relationship between insti-
tutions and organisations (March and Olsen 1984, Olsen 1985, Scott 
2014, 51).

The field concept makes it possible to combine micro and macro per-
spectives in a single analysis.25 Scott (2014, 19, 50) bases his position on 
Pierre Bourdieu’s field concept, which defines the role played by differ-
ent social arenas in their fight for and use of power, in organisation and 
institution development. The actors in the field have common and dif-
ferent interests. The field is therefore characterised by cooperation and 
struggle between the actors. Part of the struggle is, according to Scott 
(2014, 221), to get the rules in the field changed so that they are in line 
with their own interests. The field concept therefore invites the explo-
ration of how differences between actors’ local social orders determine 
these struggles. Organisations, according to Scott (2014, 224, 225), 
operate in a sector. A sector is a part of the field that consists of their 
main competitors and closest partners, and is defined by its institutional 
logics. Patricia H. Thornton and William Ocasio define institutional 
logics as:

… the socially constructed, historical patterns of material prac-
tices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which individ-
uals produce and reproduce their material subsistence, organ-
ize time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality 
(Thornton and Ocasio 1999, 804).
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These logics create a connection between institutions and action, and so 
allow macro and micro levels to be used in a single analysis (Thornton 
and Ocasio 2008, 101). The analysis is therefore not limited to look-
ing at isomorphism and diffusion, which have for a many years been 
considered to be the only effects of cognition. Institutional logics are, 
according to Thornton and Ocasio (2008, 101), tools for describing ‘the 
contradictory practices and beliefs in the institutions of modern west-
ern societies’, and therefore provide a deeper insight into why change 
dynamics arise.

Organisations also operate, according to Scott (2014, 224), within 
a ‘battlefield’ that is made up of a number of sectors of conflicting insti-
tutional logics that influence organisations’ behaviour.

The most important distinction between the stakeholders in a field is, 
according to Scott (2014, 229), between those who hold most of the most 
important resources and their challengers. The challengers are defined as 
being those stakeholders with relatively little influence, but who are look-
ing for opportunities to challenge the dominant structure and logic of the 
field. In this lies the greatest potential for conflict. ‘[P]eripheral, subju-
gated actors who may come together in coalitions’ must therefore also be 
taken into consideration in institutional analysis (Scott 2014, 229).

Higher education is a separate institutional field that interacts with 
organisational fields other than its own. One example of this is organi-
sational solutions that function well in one sector of society, often being 
transferred into another. Laila Nordstrand Berg, Rómulo Pinheiro, 
Lars Geschwind and Karsten Vrangbæks’ paper ‘Responses to the 
Global Financial Crisis – Lessons From the Public Sector in the Nordic 
Countries’ highlights this perspective (Nordstrand Berg, Pinheiro, 
Geschwind and Vrangbæk 2017).26 Some institutional analysis has been 
criticised for being too particularised. Changes at the local level often 
are influenced by national and global changes across society’s sectors. 
One way to avoid a particularistic analysis is, according to Nordstrand 
Berg et al. (2017, 4) to examine the factors that influence developments 
at different levels in the higher education. This book therefore focuses 
on developments at the local, national and European level, from the 
perspective of developments at the local level. Examining key actors 
more closely leads to, according to Burton Clark (2007b [1973]) and 
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Svein Kyvik (2009, 37), the emergence a more dynamic picture of the 
processes. 

The university college sector’s most important actors
It is impossible, according to Musselin (2000), to draw conclusions 
about one level directly from the change processes that take place at 
other levels. The analysis in this book therefore looks more closely at 
how changes at the general level have been implemented by and have 
affected Bodø University College, and how the local level has affected 
national and European level reforms (Musselin 2000). A broader under-
standing of the relationships that create change, and how they work, can 
be created through this. The stakeholders are also placed at their level, 
the dynamics between the levels therefore emerging.

The most important stakeholders in the university college sector 
are, according to Kyvik (2009), interest groups included in a hierar-
chy at the local, national and European level. Each group has their own 
organisations and stakeholders. Key stakeholders at the European level 
are supranational organisations, the main stakeholders at the national 
level being parliament, the government, and independent bodies, these 
potentially belonging to all three levels. The interest organisations of 
higher education institutions also, according to Gornitzka (1999, 28), 
belong at the national level. The most important stakeholders at the 
local level are, according to Kyvik (2009, 22), university colleges, study 
programs, scientific staff and students. ‘Second-order actors’, stakehold-
ers who operate at all levels, are society and academia, which includes 
the different disciplines and subject areas.

This book is based on the above stakeholders, this focus allowing 
how stakeholders at different levels influenced the conditions for and 
the founding of the University of Nordland to be illuminated. This pro-
vides a more comprehensive picture of not only the changes, but also 
the dynamics that unfolded in the relationships between the three levels 
in the period. The analysis is based on this theoretical perspective, and 
examines the interaction between Bodø University College and stake-
holders at each of the three levels, a key element of this analysis being 
the interaction between stakeholders at the local and national level. This 
interaction is, according to Musselin (2000, 296), an important key to 
understanding how educational systems change.
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The interaction between stakeholders at different levels in the higher 
education field has, according to Pavel Zgaga, Ulrich Teichler, Hans 
G. Schuetze and Andrä Wolter (2010, 16, 17), been a key factor in 
recent decades.27 These actors operate at different levels, which will be 
described below.

Generalisation and three different levels
An important focus has been on how higher education institutions at 
the local level are affected by and influence the national level. This has 
been highlighted by, for example, Musselin (2000, 296). It is, however, 
impossible to generalise from one level to another. Developments at 
the European level cannot, for example, define developments at the 
national level, the national level furthermore not being the only factor 
that shapes development at the local level. Further examination is there-
fore required to determine how the development affected stakeholders 
at the different levels.

Musselin (2000) claims that the local level, instead of deriving its 
distinctiveness from the national level, interacts or competes with it, 
the form and content of interaction between the government, minis-
tries, the higher education institutions and the structures that define 
qualification and career paths being crucial to the definition and under-
standing of national education systems.28 The local level is, according to 
Musselin, characterised by heterogeneity because each university (and 
each university college) makes decisions that are based on more factors 
than can be derived from interaction with the national level. According 
to Musselin (2000, 296), therefore:

… national modes of regulation … never totally determine the 
behaviours of the actors within them but are pregnant enough 
to exercise a certain influence beyond the differences among 
the disciplines and beyond the heterogeneity of the character-
istics each institution owns. They are also stable enough not to 
be automatically modified when persons, rules, status or policy 
orientations change.
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We must therefore examine more than the frameworks within which 
institutions operate if we are to learn more about between-level inter-
action. A unique combination of institutional logics arise, according to 
Gornitzka (1999, 6), at the national and local level within this frame-
work, and sometimes in opposition to it. The development from politi-
cal decisions at the national level to implementation in higher education 
institutions is not linear. Signals and orders from central authorities are 
instead ‘possible inputs into organizational change processes at an insti-
tutional level’ (ibid.). They can also be a response to demands from the 
local level.

Max Weber’s focus on actors’ rationality of action is more of a vari-
able rather than a prerequisite (Scott 2014, 16). Parsons’ work with the 
normative side of making choices laid some of the basis for understand-
ing actors’ targeted actions. These

… form the basis for understanding society. The actors inten-
tional and unintentional choices and actions maintain and cre-
ate new rules of action, social institutions and societal struc-
tures (Gunderlach 2017).

Each higher education institution can be understood to be a unique 
set of actions. Higher education institutions can therefore, according to 
Musselin (2000, 298), be defined as ‘singular organizations that develop 
(and ought to develop) specific relations with both the political and eco-
nomic spheres and with society as a whole’.29

The local level is also often a competitor of the national level. The 
two levels are, however, mutually dependent entities, each educational 
institution acting within a given frame as an autonomous actor. Musselin 
(2000, 309) furthermore claims the coinciding of these stakeholders’ 
choices with the preferences at the national level is more the exception 
than rule. This is the reason why generalisations about national educa-
tion systems are only relatively loosely related to the local level or a sin-
gle higher education institution. Top-down models have, according to 
Zgaga et al. (2010, 18), therefore proved to be insufficient in uncovering 
and explaining reform-driven change processes.



35

Both European and national reforms depend on local interpretation 
and implementation. There are, at the local level, always a number of 
often conflicting considerations to be weighed. Implementation usu-
ally contributes to transformation and to goal shifting, this also some-
times leading to the consequences of reforms being completely different 
from that originally intended. The focus in Part I will therefore be on 
the relationships between the local, national and supranational level. 
These relationships must be understood synchronously, by analysing 
how changes at different levels affect each other within a specific his-
torical and reform policy context. Changes must also be understood 
diachronically, through looking more closely at how outcomes of inter-
action between levels affect each other over time. Part I looks at the 
three different decision levels, because these cannot be isolated without 
important relations being lost:

It is important to recognize that even if an investigation focuses 
on a particular level, institutional forces operating at other lev-
els – both «above» and «beneath» the level selected – will be at 
work (Scott 2014, 56).

A global level could add a number of dimensions. This level is only occa-
sionally included, and then restricted to the European context, because 
the work would otherwise become too extensive.

Historic institutionalism
Institutional analysis concentrates, according to Olsen (1985), Meyer 
and Rowan (2006, 9) and Scott (2014, 57), largely on long term effects. 
This analysis is based on the understanding that institutions change over 
time – and change continuously. The time dimension therefore plays a 
key role in the sociology of higher education. I will therefore draw, in 
the following, on historical institutionalism to provide a richer picture 
of conditions associated with the question. This approach is, according 
to Steinmo (2007), not a theory nor a method, but an analytical move 
that provides guidance on the relationship between theory and empiri-
cal data, that can ensure deterministic analysis is avoided. A number of 
factors indicate that it is expedient to address several decades of devel-
opment in the field of higher education.
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The institutional perspective is firstly based on the premise that the 
past lays down pathways for the present. The past must therefore be 
examined to understand the processes that are in play.30 Institutional 
change processes develop in different time sequences. The time dimen-
sion is therefore crucial in the determination of how change or absence 
of change occurs, and the consequences (Scott 2014, 58, 258). Not 
including the time dimension means the loss of the understanding of 
continuous driving forces. Changes are therefore primarily presented 
as being a break with the past, and individual actors are attributed 
too much influence. Chain reactions can then be reduced to a num-
ber of individual events, the real breaks in this being obscured because 
sequences are not detected. A sequence here is considered to be a limited 
period of time in which a unique development dominates. Two differ-
ent sequences can therefore take place in the same time period (Pierson 
2000, 72 ff.). A sequence has a time limit, this limit not necessarily 
coinciding with the exact start and end of the development it defines. 
It is therefore an attempt to capture the main trend in a development 
through periodisation.

The institutional perspective secondly also implies that the past lays 
down paths for the future. These paths can be eliminated or strength-
ened where historically conditional factors are identified that limit or 
promote change (Clark 1983, 184). Future changes in higher education 
are, according Margareth S. Archer (1979, 3), affected by past develop-
ments in higher education. This, according to Hallgeir Gammelsæter 
(2002, 10), depends on ‘the resources, the competence, the identity 
and the norms that have been institutionalized in the organization over 
a long period of time’. It is therefore important to include the time 
dimension in the presentation.

Thirdly, a longer time perspective provides a greater understand-
ing of the role stakeholders at different levels play. According to Simon 
Schwartzman (2007, 54), the consequences of the institutions’ unique-
ness emerge, for example, more strongly when studied over a longer 
period of time.31 This is particularly relevant in the implementation of 
reforms in higher education institutions, as the results of implemen-
tation can not be known before they are implemented. Clark (1983, 
113) has pointed out that it is the interplay between the levels that 
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determines the outcome of implementation, this including elements of 
both top-down and bottom-up processes:32

The leading false expectation in academic reform is that large 
results can be obtained by top-down manipulation. Instead, 
small results typically follow from efforts at the top, in the mid-
dle, or at the bottom, in the form of zig-and-zag adjustments, 
wrong experiments, and false starts, out of which precipitate 
some flows of change …

A multi-level analysis makes the unintended consequences of reform 
implementation shaped by the nature of higher education institutions, 
clearer.33 Scott (2014, 242 ff.) has pointed out that three dimensions 
(which often are omitted) are revealed by a longer time perspective. The 
three are changes in types and number of stakeholders, changes in the 
institutional logics that governs the activities, and changes in the man-
agement structures that have overall responsibility for activities in the 
field.

1.3 Terms and definitions

Academic and vocational drift
The theoretical approach to academisation processes are here linked to 
the concept of academic drift. Burgess (1972) first used this term to 
describe English university colleges’ tendency to imitate universities, 
and their wish to change institutional category from university college 
to university.34 Guy Neave (1979, 155), Randall Collins (1979) and 
Kyvik (2007) later uncovered a number of academisation processes at 
different levels and by different stakeholders in the field, and linked 
these to academic drift. It is here again not possible to generalise from 
one level to another.35

Kyvik has also found that academisation processes are not character-
ised by linearity. For example, what occurs at the program level is not 
solely the result of the education authorities’ policy. The different levels 
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(a) affect each other simultaneously, or (b) one level affects processes at 
the other levels, or (c) a and b act together, so that ‘mutually reinforc-
ing and self-sustaining processes [are] virtually impossible to stop in the 
long run’ (Kyvik 2007, 338). The term academic drift is used as a gen-
eral term for the academisation processes in the university college sector 
included in the analysis.

According to Kyvik (2009, 76) and Malcolm Tight (2015, 94), 
vocational drift denotes the processes at the institutional level in which 
the approach to the field of practice is stronger than the approach to aca-
demic values. Academic and vocational drifts are processes with oppo-
site signs that help to illuminate the dynamics of change in the field.

The third mission
The strength of the relationship between the higher education field 
and society has increased in recent decades, integration processes at the 
European level having contributed to this strengthening. Development 
has progressed from a two-dimensional relationship between the state 
as owner and higher education institutions, to a three-dimensional rela-
tionship between higher education institutions, the state and society. A 
close look at how actors and institutions outside the field indirectly and 
directly promote academisation processes is important to the capturing 
of this dimension.

This applies to stakeholders who want stronger regional develop-
ment and who see the third mission of higher education institutions as 
a way of achieving this. The third mission is defined here as teaching 
and research activities that promote economic and social growth and 
development in the region.36 An important factor in this is society’s need 
for highly skilled labour. Working life has also undergone an academi-
sation, highly skilled labour today being essential to the performance 
of society’s functions. Stakeholders outside the field who have a com-
mon goal of promoting a region’s economic and social development, can 
directly and indirectly initiate and strengthen academisation, primarily 
by strengthening the higher education institution that has the strongest 
academic drift in the region. Stakeholders can see the strengthening of 
regional higher education institutions as a means to building the wel-
fare, competence and reputation in and for the region. 
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Five different education systems 
A central element of part I of this book is the establishment of and 
changes to sector boundaries in the higher education field. Sector bound-
aries are defined by factors that separate universities and university col-
leges from each other. Examples of decisive factors include, according 
to Johanna Witte, Marijk van der Wende and Jeroen Huisman (2008, 
218), the educational qualifications higher education institutions offer, 
the titles they can award, and the collaboration and transition opportu-
nities for students and institutions between sectors. Sector boundaries 
are dynamic. They are changed by the actions of key stakeholders and 
the dynamics that arise at and between three different levels – the local, 
the national and the supranational. The supranational level is limited, in 
this book, to the European level. The local level, however, also includes 
the regional level.

Kyvik’s (2009, 8 ff.) definition of five education systems that char-
acterise development of higher education in Western Europe, will be 
used to examine this phenomena more closely. Universities are the only 
higher education provider in the university dominated education system. 
There are, however, also profession colleges in this system. Higher edu-
cation outside of the university in the dual education system is not a sep-
arate sector. This is because universities and other education providers 
are separate from them and have no formal points of contact with them. 
The dual education system is characterised by differentiated course 
options, different forms of organisation and decentralisation, a distinc-
tion being made between two forms of decentralisation. Kyvik (1983) 
has called these geographical decentralisation and institutional decentrali-
sation of higher education. Geographical decentralisation is where edu-
cational opportunities are created outside the established university 
towns, to also stimulate the economic and social development of the 
regions. Institutional decentralisation relieves and creates alternatives to 
university education. 

The binary education system is characterised by clear sector boundaries 
between the universities and other higher education providers. A uni-
fied education system is one in which universities provide the vast major-
ity of educational programs, both academic and professional. A strat-
ified education system is not divided into sectors, the higher education 
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institutions instead being a part of a hierarchy (Kyvik 2009, 11, Fulsås 
2000, Bleiklie 2003, 343).

Bleiklie (2003, 345) defines a fully developed hierarchical educa-
tion system as: ‘ … (a) system that is made up of integrated disciplinary 
courses within a unitary system of degree, exam and qualification cri-
teria in which students may compose their own tracks…’. The institu-
tions in the field are defined in the unified education system based on 
equal research and teaching conditions, instead of sector boundaries. 
The relationship between them is characterised by competition on equal 
terms. The stratified education system, on the other hand, defines the 
institutions by a ranking between them, some universities appearing as 
elite institutions. Research and teaching conditions are different in the 
stratified system because new universities still relate to frames from their 
university college past.

Democratisation of knowledge
Development in the field of higher education is part of a political process 
to democratise knowledge (Parsons 1973, 3, Trow 1974). This perspec-
tive is relevant for two reasons. Firstly, changes in sector boundaries and 
the establishment of transitional arrangements are heavily influenced 
by whether the development is politically controlled, or is characterised 
by depoliticisation. Secondly, the relationship between higher educa-
tion institutions, and therefore the development of sector boundaries, 
is affected by the level and form of institutional autonomy in the field 
sectors. The democratisation of knowledge, according to Kyvik (2009), 
involves bureaucratisation to ensure equality through assessments based 
on equal conditions, and barriers to political and institutional auton-
omy because of the strength of the interest groups involved.

A closer examination of how processes related to the democratisation 
of knowledge affect the development of sector boundaries in the field is 
relevant here. The democratisation of higher education has, according 
to Clark (2007a [1973], 13), actualised Weber’s analysis of the relation-
ship between democratisation and bureaucratisation:

… the present natural interest in effective delivery of edu-
cational services links well with the Weberian interest in 
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bureaucratic rationality and the role of education in the certifi-
cation of training.

Weber (1978 [1922], 985), by highlighting the relationship between 
the ideal types (representative) of democracy and bureaucracy, the-
matised the classic conflict that arises from a democratisation process 
requiring a representative democracy and an efficient administration. 
Democratisation is defined here as a trend towards ‘the <equal rights> of 
the governed’ (ibid.). The definition implies that democratisation pro-
cesses are based on egalitarian values-based norms. Bureaucratisation is 
defined as ‘a certain development of administrative tasks, both quanti-
tative and qualitative (ibid.). According to Kyvik (2009, 27, 79), the 
democratisation of knowledge creates a need for organisation, all those 
who qualify for access having equal opportunities and equal rights, irre-
spective of their social background and region. This normative value is 
referred to here as the principle of equality. 

Weber (1978 [1922], 969) claimed that the bureaucracy that pre-
serves the processes of democratisation may, over time, begin to serve 
the processes themselves rather than the original purpose. 

This type of change of what originally was a democratisation pro-
cess creates, as advocated by Robert Michels (1911), a new power elite. 
Michels argued that this tendency was unavoidable, also in the leader-
ship of democratic organisations. Michels’ thesis on the iron law of the 
oligarchy has been criticised by, for example, Seymour Martin Lipset 
who believed that the oligarchic tendency in organisations is not inev-
itable (Lipset , Trow and Coleman 1956 in Kjellberg 1968, 56).37 An 
organisation is, according to critics, made up of different interests. This 
creates barriers that limit management’s scope (Bendix 1947 in Kjellberg 
1968, 57).38 Henry Valen came to the same conclusion on Norwegian 
party organisations, in which rule was by the ‘law of rubber’ rather than 
the rule of iron (Valen and Katz 1964 , 42 ff.). Kjellberg (1968, 58) 
claimed that it is ‘the fragile boundary between the need for representa-
tion and integration (which) means that the decision-making process 
within the organization does not assume an oligarchic character’. These 
theoretical approaches disagree on whether party organisations alone 
develop into an oligarchy (‘the oligarchic problem’), or whether this is 



42

a phenomenon of all organisations (‘the bureaucratic problem’). This 
tendency is referred to as ‘the democracy-bureaucracy dilemma’ when 
transferred into the field of organisation (Haukland 2017).

According to Kjellberg (1968, 59), the oligarchic and the bureau-
cratic problem are seen by Michels as being one problem. Other the-
orists, however, see the two as being separate. The oligarchic problem 
addresses the concentration of power in organisations. The bureau-
cratic problem addresses the concentration of power in the adminis-
tration, the need for bureaucratisation increasing its influence. The two 
perspectives are therefore complementary and supplement each other 
in understanding the challenges of organisational fields and growing 
organisations when facing efficiency demands. The ideal typical bureau-
cracy safeguards equal treatment and implementation of equal rights. 
The bureaucratisation process, however, involves the risk that political 
power is transferred to the bureaucracy, and that the bureaucracy sets its 
own independent goals instead of operationalising political leadership. 
Weber’s analysis represents an attempt to define key problems in the 
political development of the West, which is defined by Stein Rokkan 
(1987, 19) as ‘the dialectical opposition between democratization and 
bureaucratization, and between participatory ideology and organiza-
tional necessity’.

‘The democracy-bureaucracy dilemma’ is actualised by depolitisation 
processes in the field linked to quality control and transition schemes. 

It is also relevant to take a closer look at how the democratisation of 
knowledge affects the autonomy of the institutions, and whether the 
sectors or the field as a whole operate autonomously. David Held (1999, 
363) claims that ‘there is a common principle… the principle of auton-
omy… at the core of modern democracy’. This principle relates to indi-
vidual autonomy or self-determination, and actualises the different 
types of autonomy associated with the democratisation of knowledge. 
This, according to Bleiklie (2003, 342), is a central issue in both the 
development of and research in higher education, individual autonomy 
being linked to the self-determination of each individual higher educa-
tion institution. Democratisation processes take place in the landscape 
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between individual autonomy (in which organisations function as 
autonomous actors in line with a participatory democratic ideal) and 
the collective autonomy (in which superior governing bodies safeguard 
the interests of all organisations in a sector or field, as advocated by a 
representative democratic ideal). A central problem in the democratisa-
tion of higher education has been the dialectical opposites of individual 
and collective autonomy. Individual autonomy preserves the participa-
tion requirement and collective autonomy preserves the requirement of 
equality. Much of the dynamics of change in the field of higher educa-
tion in the period lies in this field of tension.

1.4 Historical studies

Key empirical trends in the period covered by this book (1965–2011) are 
presented in historical works of different purpose and pretension. These 
contributions provide interesting and important information, includ-
ing how national initiatives and reform changes were implemented at 
the local level, and their impact on the creation of the University of 
Nordland. These have also raised questions on the development of sec-
tor boundaries, and the struggle for transitional arrangements. Studies 
of similar development processes at other university colleges and uni-
versities, through describing and analysing national development trends 
from local perspectives, add new dimensions. These works are presented 
below. 

Narve Fulsås’ 1993 book ‘Universitet i Tromsø 25 år’ (The University 
of Tromsø, 25 years) examines national development trends in higher 
education. The founding of the University of Tromsø in 1968 marks 
the start of a ‘decentralization line in the development of institutions 
for research and higher education’ in Norway, this leading also to the 
founding of Nordland District University College (Fulsås 1993, 7). The 
University of Tromsø was, unlike the later founding of a university in 
Bodø, a state initiative and was therefore given primary responsibility 
for higher education in the region. The University of Tromsø’s ability to 
take this responsibility is a dominant issue that Fulsås covers in his book. 
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He concludes that the university has fulfilled its role as a university in 
Northern Norway, but that its influence in large parts of Nordland was 
weak due to the university college environment in Bodø, and due to the 
large geographical distances between Tromsø and Nordland. Nordland 
District University College in other words challenged Tromsø’s hegem-
ony. It also challenged the concept of ​​Northern Norway as a single 
higher education entity. The founding of the two educational institu-
tions therefore created a cooperation and also a tension between them. 
The University of Tromsø did not want a second university in Northern 
Norway. Fulsås has also written about the academisation and hierar-
chisation of higher education in Norway (Fulsås 2000), which are key 
issues that are examined in this book.

Hilde Gunn Slottemo draws out the development trends of the 
Norwegian university and university college sector in her book on 
Nord-Trøndelag University College in the period 1994 to 2014. She 
furthermore examines the relationship between these trends and this 
university college’s development (Slottemo 2014). The book portrays 
the university college from within, and describes the local and regional 
driving forces and conflicts that operated in this period. Nord-Trøndelag 
University College was the result of the merger of a number of educa-
tional providers in 1994. Slottemo spotlights the tensions between the 
academic and the professions, a tension that was also present internally 
and between the academic environments in Bodø. Her book further-
more contrasts the university process at Bodø University College with 
that of a university college with no plans to become a university.

Stavanger University College played a key role in the fight for transi-
tional arrangements in this period.39 Stavanger’s university process is the 
subject of Bodil Wold Johnsen’s 1999 thesis ‘Fra universitetsvisjon til 
høgskoleintegrasjon’ (From university vision to university college inte-
gration) and the 2006 book by the university college’s former rector Erik 
Leif Eriksen ‘Fra høgskole til universitet’ (From university college to 
university). Wold Johnson’s thesis addresses developments in Stavanger 
in the light of national reform processes and political tugs-of-war, and 
shows how the city’s university ambitions from the early 1960s were a 
driving force in the academisation processes of the new district univer-
sity colleges. Eriksen supplements Wold Johnsen’s work by providing 
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a detailed picture of the final year of the university process. He draws 
the development in Bodø into his discussion, both towns gaining the 
country’s only university college centres in 1986. He also highlights 
the cooperation between Nordland, Agder and Rogaland in their dia-
logue with the Ministry prior to the accreditation of the University of 
Stavanger. The books even present the indirect role of the university 
college in Stavanger in establishing the premises for and helping the 
university process in Bodø in succeeding. These two authors show how 
the national strategies that were implemented to avoid a university in 
Stavanger, in reality contributed to its realisation due to the intended 
and unintended results of these strategies at the local and national level.

Gunnar Yttri’s 2008 book ‘Frå skuletun til campus’ (From school-
yard to campus) on the development of Sogn og Fjordane University 
College, sheds light on changes in the university college sector in this 
period through being viewed from the geographical periphery. The chal-
lenges in the county of Sogn og Fjordane are similar to those experi-
enced in Nordland, when it comes to relocation, low educational level 
and teacher shortages. The book highlights the recurring theme of the 
desired link between the new teacher training in the district univer-
sity college’s start phase, and the tension between vocational and aca-
demic drift. It also addresses counter-expertise perspectives that wanted 
to ‘ensure that rural Norway was not a victim of central power and 
economic exploitation’ (Yttri 2008, 15). This, however, presupposes 
a regionally rooted knowledge exchange that has similarities with the 
university college culture in Bodø. The book furthermore brings to the 
fore the role in institutional development of regional contradictions and 
geographical location. Sogn og Fjordane University College was, unlike 
Bodø University College, the result of a merger of five university col-
leges located in all three regions of the county. The merger therefore 
brought with it major intra-regional conflicts. Yttri also sheds light on 
the creation, through the university college being located in the vil-
lage of Sogndal, of tensions between the university college and Sogn og 
Fjordane County Municipality. This conflict centred on where courses 
were to be held and on course termination. This contrasts with the 
relationship between Bodø University College and Nordland County 
Municipality.
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A nine volume work on the history of the University of Oslo was 
published in 2011. Volume 1 is John Peter Collett’s book ‘Universitet i 
Oslo 1811–1870. Universitetet i nasjonen’ (University of Oslo 1811–
1870. The University in the Nation). Collett is also the editor of the 
entire work. His book makes an important contribution to the under-
standing that Norwegian higher education was originally a part of the 
country’s nation-building project. It also highlights how the University 
of Oslo played a stronger role in Norwegian independence after 1814 
than was originally intended (Collett 2011, 63). Jorunn Sem Fure’s book 
‘Universitet i Oslo 1911–1940. Inn I forskningsalderern’ (University 
of Oslo 1911–1940. Into the research age), volume 3 of the series, 
addresses the transition to a new social contract in which the university 
gained greater independence in its relationship with the state. The uni-
versity was given greater freedom to set the content of its courses, this 
laying the foundation for the knowledge society through a greater focus 
on science and research. 

Kim Helsvig’s 2011 book ‘Universitet i Oslo 1975–2011. Mot en 
ny samfunnskontrakt?’ (University of Oslo 1975–2011. Towards a new 
social contract?) sheds light on the effect of national reforms, including 
their intended and unintended consequences upon the university sec-
tor. Helsvig addresses key tensions between the Norwegian university 
and university college sector, and discusses the reasons for them. He 
also highlights the European and national framework, within which the 
university process unfolded, in particular the European reform process, 
the Bologna process and the Norwegian Quality Reform which imple-
mented the Bologna process at the national level. A natural progres-
sion is the examination of how these changes brought the universities 
closer to the university colleges, and the university colleges closer to 
the universities. The book also questions the link between the weaken-
ing of Norwegian sector boundaries and the Bologna process, a 1998 
European reform process. This is also a key question in my work, which 
I cover in more detail in Chapter 3.

The report ‘Fem høgskoler blir til tre høgskolesentra’ (Five university 
colleges become three university college centres) by Svein Fygle, former 
head of Nordland Archives, examines this development in the light of 
the work of the University College Board in Nordland between 1970 



and 1994 (Nordland Research Institute 1995).40 The report is a source-
based study of the development of higher education between 1971 and 
1994, and shows how regional governance operated in the period. One 
question raised by this report is what effect did weak government con-
trol have on the development of the sector boundaries.

This book also builds on studies of the university college environ-
ment in Bodø. A brief history of the University of Nordland was pub-
lished in 2011 on its opening, in the paper ‘Fra høgskole til universitet’ 
(From university college to university) written by myself and my col-
league Svein Lundestad. The paper describes important milestones and 
places them into a national framework. It also highlights the external 
and internal factors that both thesis work and this study were based on.
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CHAPTER 2

METHOD

The theoretical scientific basis of this book is best described by critical 
realism. An important concept of critical realism is, according to Berth 
Danermark (2016), that reality exists independently of our observa-
tions. This also applies to social reality, which differs from physical real-
ity. Critical realism emphasises that social reality is socially constructed. 
It however also emphasises that these constructions are real. Social con-
structions are defined by Berger and Luckmann (2006 [1966]) as being 
‘objectified’, and of becoming part of an objective reality that acts back 
on the actors and social life. Danemark (2016, 174) claims, in line with 
this perspective, that  

… It is the main task of science to seek to explain, in terms of 
active mechanisms (…), how phenomena in both material and 
social reality arise, are maintained and changed.

Historical methods, archival studies and interviews are used in Part I to 
examine the mechanisms that led to the founding of the University of 
Nordland. 

My book ‘Nye høyder. Framveksten av Universitetet i Nordland’ (New 
Heights. The emergence of the University of Nordland) (Haukland 2015) 
describes the majority of the empirical data used in Part I. The paper ‘The 
Bologna Process: the democracy-bureaucracy dilemma’ (Haukland 2017) 
and to an even greater extent Chapter 3 of this book, base the sociological 
analysis of the University of Nordland’s evolution on this empirical data. 
The analysis looks more closely at how university colleges were affected by 
structural aspects of the education system and by social and political pro-
cesses, and how these higher education institutions affected these factors. 
The handling of methodological dilemmas associated with the interview 
material was influenced by sociological method perspectives.

Reference: https://doi.org/10.33673/OOA20205
License: CC BY 4.0
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2.1 Written sources

The study of higher education in three dimensions, and of the develop-
ment that led to the founding of the University of Nordland, is based 
on a number of written sources. These sources have been crucial to the 
development of an understanding of the continuity, new aspects, key 
concepts and perspectives that are described in more detail in my doc-
toral dissertation (Haukland 2018b). The written sources have been pri-
marily obtained from The University of Nordland’s archives, Bodø and 
Nesna. Archive material has also been obtained from the Archives in 
Nordland, Bodø Municipality, the National Archives, the State Archives 
in Trondheim, private archives, the Lovdata system, the LovdataPro 
system, the National Library of Norway, The Norwegian Centre for 
Research Data and from Statistics Norway.

The key sources of this study are parliamentary negotiations on 
the establishment of Nordland District University College, the social 
worker and the economics and business administration graduate pro-
grammes at Bodø, the University College Centre in Nordland, Bodø 
University College, and structural changes in higher education in 
the period. Of particular importance to the study were the Further 
Education Committee’s (Ottosen Committee) five recommenda-
tions between 1966 and 1970, the University and University College 
Committee’s (Hernes Committee) 1988 recommendation ‘Med viten 
og vilje’ (With knowledge and willpower), the Mjøs Committee’s 2000 
recommendation ‘Frihet med ansvar – om høgre utdanning og forsk-
ning i Norge’ (Freedom with responsibility – on higher education and 
research in Norway) and the Stjernø Committee’s 2008 recommenda-
tion ‘Sett under ett – ny struktur i høyere utdanning’ (Seen as a whole 
– a new structure in higher education). The numerical data has been 
drawn from the institutions mentioned, from the Norwegian Institute 
for Urban and Regional Research’s 2000 report ‘Høgskolenes regionale 
betydning’ (The university colleges’ regional significance), and from the 
Database for statistics on higher education and numerous other internal 
and external reports.41



2.2 Personal interviews

The data also includes interviews that use what Jostein Lorås (2007) 
calls factual and constructivist reading methods. Factual reading sees 
the interviews as being sources of information on the university pro-
cess, constructivist reading seeing the interviews as being accounts of 
the interviewees’ experiences and perceptions of and encounters with 
the university process.42 The interview is used, as defined by critical real-
ism, as a potentially important source of knowledge of real social pro-
cesses and of how these were experienced and understood by different 
stakeholders. The distinction made here between a factual and a more 
constructivist approach to the interview will, however, never be clear-
cut. All statements in an interview are ‘produced’ in a specific context, 
and must always be assessed and understood in relation to that context.

A total of 34 semi-structured interviews were conducted between 
November 2010 and October 2015. Some of the informants were inter-
viewed a number of times. 15 of the interviews were conducted with 
my colleague Svein Lundestad, for the publication of a review paper on 
the university process on the occasion of the opening of the university 
in March 2011. Other interviews were conducted as part of my thesis. 
The interviews were, with just a few exceptions, conducted with man-
agers of the central administration and department and faculty senior 
officials. Bjørn Stensaker (2006, 50) considers these to be important 
informants.43 

Only 5 of 28 informants were women. This reflects the few women 
in management positions at the university college before and during the 
university process.44
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CHAPTER 3

ANALYSIS

The coming into being of the University of Nordland is, as mentioned 
initially, the theme of Part I. This process did not take place in a vacuum 
but in a historical, local, national and European context. An important 
historical factor at the local, national and European level has been the 
growth in the number of students in higher education, Smelser’s views 
on the effect of growth on higher education institutions being referred 
to in Chapter 1. Growth creates tensions and conflicts, which force 
differentiation and change in higher education (Smelser 1973, 398). 
The analysis therefore focuses on these tensions as explanations of the 
dynamics of change in the field. 

This study examines the role played by change dynamics between actors, 
institutional logics and different leadership structures at the local, national 
and European level in the accrediting of Bodø University College as a uni-
versity. The study focuses in particular on the interaction between the local 
and national level, an interaction that is according to Musselin (2000, 
296), a key to understanding how education systems change. It influ-
ences sector boundaries, which set the frame for the relationship between 
university colleges and universities. This interaction also influenced the 
development of the transitional arrangements, which determines whether 
a university college could apply to transition into the university sector.

The book ‘Nye høyder. Framveksten av Universitetet i Nordland’ (New 
Heights. The emergence of the University of Nordland) (Haukland 
2015) views this history from a local perspective, highlighting the work 
and initiatives of the university college prior to and in the university 
process. The paper on the Bologna process conversely takes a European 
point of view (Haukland 2017). These two examinations are in Part 1 
supplemented, however, with an analysis of the interaction between the 
local and the national level.

Reference: https://doi.org/10.33673/OOA20205
License: CC BY 4.0
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The analysis is divided into two sequences, each capturing the sequence’s 
main development features. The first sequence looks more closely at the 
establishment of transitional arrangements between the sectors in the 
period 1965 to 2005. The second sequence examines the founding of the 
Norwegian Accreditation Agency in the period 1998 to 2003, and the 
affect of this on the desire and opportunity to found the University of 
Nordland in 2011. The battle for transitional arrangements started long 
before the management began envisioning Bodø University College as a 
university. The sequences therefore bring to the fore the main features of 
the development, even when these occur at the same time.

3.1 The struggle for transitional arrangements 
(1965–2005)
A closer examination of how sector boundaries and transitional arrange-
ments in the Norwegian education system developed from the mid-
1960s up until a joint law for the entire field was in place in 2005, is 
crucial to determining the influences on the preconditions for founding 
the University of Nordland.45 

The district university college in Bodø was a direct result of the Further 
Education Reform, an ambiguous and vague reform that was imple-
mented in the latter half of the 1960s. Studies have pointed out that 
reforms such as this create greater scope for institutional transformation 
(Gornitzka 1999, 18, Kyvik 2009, 52).46 The founding of Nordland 
District University College and the subsequent institution building, laid 
the direction for later reform implementation by the district university 
college. The analysis in this section uncovers the relationship between 
the founding of Nordland District University College and the unin-
tended consequences of national reforms, which laid the ground for the 
university process in Bodø. A number of relevant questions arise from 
this. Firstly, how did the democratisation of knowledge at the national 
level affect local institution building? Secondly, how did regional gov-
ernance and regional research activity affect the university college sec-
tor and Nordland District University College in particular? The third 
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question is which stakeholders and driving forces contributed to the 
integration of the university college sector, a development which was 
a prerequisite for clear sector boundaries and the founding of the new 
university. Clear sector boundaries were an essential component in the 
coming into place of transitional university college to university status 
arrangements.

3.1.1 Democratisation of knowledge as a local institutional value
The Norwegian education system was, until the end of the 1960s, a dual 
system for a small proportion of young people with upper secondary 
education. Universities and university colleges recruited a low propor-
tion of ‘Examen artium’ (university entrance exam) graduates and these 
institutions were managed mostly by scientific staff. The living conditions 
survey of 1976 (Forbruker- og administrasjonsdepartementet 1976, 46, 
55) showed that a university education was associated with high social 
status, and that higher education largely was an inherited attribute. 

Destabilising factors and decisive premises: growth, profession and 
equality
The democratisation of knowledge provided equal education opportu-
nities irrespective of social background and region. This phenomenon 
is referred to in this book as the principle of equality. The democrati-
sation of knowledge was based on a new normative approach to higher 
education, and contrasts the prior traditional elitist model that reserved 
universities for the few. The principle of equality was strong in national 
and local development, destabilising the dual education system in three 
ways, this destabilisation forming the premise for the founding of the 
district university colleges. These three destabilising factors must be 
closely examined if an understanding of the institutional development 
in Bodø is to be reached. 

The democratisation of knowledge firstly created a strong and sustained 
growth in the number of Examen artium graduates in Norway, the 
number of pupils and students increasing considerably (Madslien 1965, 
Monsen 1993, 143, Kyvik 2009, 72). This can be partly explained by 
the growth of upper secondary schools. Examen atrium was, however, 
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not solely used by universities. It was also used (from the 1920s) as an 
entrance requirement by the country’s teacher training programs, a two-
year Examen atrium teacher training course being introduced by the 
country’s teacher training colleges in 1930. The need for an expansion 
of upper secondary schools was now anchored by the Examen atrium 
teacher training in both the regions and in the university towns.

A large-scale expansion of the upper secondary schools began after 
World War II, Northern Norway in 1965 being ten years behind the 
rest of the country. This expansion was, however, in Bodø, expansive 
and fast. There were, according to historian Wilhelm Karlsen (2016, 
318), up to four applicants per upper secondary school place in Bodø 
in the 1960s. The town in 1965 had, according to Madslien (1965, 39 
ff.), 13 upper secondary education sites with up to 16 full-time classes, 
this expansion laying the grounds for higher education in the county 
being centred in Bodø (Madslien 1965, 119). The strong growth in 
the number of Examen atrium graduates lead to the education system 
coming under pressure. Growth is, according to Trow (1974, 69, 75), 
a factor that influences ‘…every form of activity and manifestation of 
higher education’ by challenging established norms and structures and 
by undermining current practices. The growth in the number of stu-
dents created a need for structural changes that in turn destabilised the 
higher education system.

The democratisation of knowledge, secondly, led to the geograph-
ical decentralisation of vocational education. Kyvik (2009, 80) has 
pointed out that this strongly influenced the locations of new higher 
education institutions: ‘A geographically dispersed pattern of colleges 
was a precondition for institutional decentralisation of higher education 
to take place… ’47 The new district university colleges were primarily 
located where vocational education was being provided (Yttri 2008, 12, 
15, Haukland 2015, 42; 2018). Vocational education had, according 
to Kyvik (2009, 70) high status and had recruited more young peo-
ple than the universities. Student nurse training (1920) and teacher 
training (1951) were both available in Bodø, the management of both 
the new district university college and the Regional University College 
Board in Nordland being recruited from Bodø teacher training college 
(Haukland 2015, 42). The existing education provided by the upper 
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secondary schools and by the vocational education colleges functioned 
in many ways as a premise for the new district university college being 
located in Bodø.

The third destabilising factor was the impact of the principle of 
equality in the 1960s on Norwegian higher education policy. The growth 
in the number of students was the subject of two national commit-
tees in this period, the Kleppe Committee and the Further Education 
Committee.48 The committees had, however, different views on how 
growth should be managed, and therefore also different approaches 
to the principle of equality. The Kleppe Committee was appointed in 
1960, the Further Education Committee five years later. Both were set 
up to study how the authorities should ensure future skills needs and 
meet the expected increase in student numbers. The Kleppe Committee 
believed that growth should be resolved within the framework of the 
existing education system through institutional decentralisation. The 
Further Education Committee advocated institutional and geographical 
decentralisation, and the operationalisation of higher education democ-
ratisation through founding district university colleges.49 

The Further Education Committee was the first to refer to all who con-
tinued their education after upper secondary school as a student, irre-
spective of where they studied. The committee’s position was that edu-
cation was to meet student demands for education, instead of being 
focused on society’s skill requirements. All therefore would have an equal 
opportunity (Kirke- og undervisningsdepartementet 1966, 7, Appendix 
2, 50). The committee claimed that skill needs of society should only 
form the background for the distribution of courses, but not for the 
total level of education available (Kirke- og undervisningsdepartemen-
tet 1966, 12, Wold Johnsen, 101). As Monsen (1993, 144) has pointed 
out, higher education should no longer be reserved for the few, but be 
a right of all who qualify.50 As a result of the committee’s report, the 
number of student places was scaled up to the number of applicants, the 
education system changing to include a university college sector. The 
growth in student numbers and the demand for equality became self-re-
inforcing driving forces in the development of the new sector.
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The Further Education Committee went beyond referring to pupils 
as students, the Report to the Storting no. 17 (1974–75) stating that 
the work of the Further Education Committee ‘created a new way of 
looking at and assessing higher education’ (Kirke- og undervisningsde-
partementet 1975b, 4). The Kleppe Committee referred to what had 
previously been called post-secondary education, as higher education 
‘whether this applies to universities or other institutions’. This laid the 
foundation for the entire field being viewed as a single entity, sector 
boundaries therefore also arising for the first time (Kirke- og under-
visningsdepartementet 1975b, 4).

What was, however, the background for the Further Education 
Committee’s advocacy of the principle of equality? The answer is found 
in the relationship between the national and local level (which would 
later play a significant role in the university process in Bodø), this rela-
tionship being between the proponents of a university in Rogaland and 
the central authorities. The ambition of the country’s fourth university 
being founded in Rogaland arose as early as the 1960s. The plan for 
a university in Rogaland was inspired by developments in Sweden, in 
which university branches were being established as a part of institu-
tional decentralisation (Lind 2005, 239). The pattern in Finland, which 
differed from that of Norway, was of small university colleges without 
significant research being named universities (Wold Johnsen, 1999, 84, 
Kyvik 2009). Pressure was exerted from Stavanger in Rogaland on the 
national level by, for example, the University Committee. 

Key driving forces in Stavanger’s university process were raised sta-
tus and a strengthening of the region. This, however, created tensions 
between two different views of the university. Should the university 
serve the nation or should it serve the region? Should it be rooted in the 
very local situation or develop independently of the needs of the region? 
Norway’s nation building project had come to an end. Norwegian uni-
versities were still, however and as a conservative institution, strong 
symbols of the nation of Norway. Historians Fredrik W. Thue and Kim 
G. Helsvig (2011, 11) refer to this as the beginnings of ‘the great trans-
formation’ and a ‘radical change of heart’. The number of students at the 
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University of Oslo quadrupled between 1960 and 1975, the teaching 
staff almost tripling, the university therefore changing from an organ-
isation with a relatively simple structure to a complex one (Thue and 
Helsvig 2011, 11, 12). The university as such now evolved from being a 
national symbol, to also being seen as the solution to the regions’ grow-
ing skills needs, particularly in the Agder, Troms and Rogaland regions.

The University Committee in Stavanger used the normative princi-
ple of equality to justify their project: They wanted the number of stu-
dent places allocated to Stavanger to be based on the population, and 
that the distribution of student places between regions ensured all had 
equal access to higher education. This was an important precursor to 
the later concept of geographical decentralisation, in which education 
expansion would be based on population sizes and district policy consid-
erations (Wold Johnsen 1999, 41). Kjølv Egeland was a member of the 
Further Education Committee. He later became Director of Rogaland 
District University College and head of the University Committee in 
Stavanger. The University Committee in Stavanger was therefore directly 
influenced by the work of the Further Education Committee, and was 
instrumental in the number of student places being based on popula-
tion size. The committee, in its first recommendation, proposed twelve 
education regions based on population size and independent of county 
boundaries, each region having its own district university colleges. The 
regional influence of Rogaland was particularly strong in national higher 
education decisions. Rogaland initially wanted a separate university, but 
chose to establish the district university college as an intermediate step, 
the principle of equality proving to be a quiet-mannered and almost 
indefatigable facilitator in the time ahead.

The founding of the University of Tromsø in 1968 was, according 
to historian Bodil Wold Johnsen (1999, 44 ff.), seen by the Ministry 
as a means of preventing the founding of universities in Rogaland and 
Agder. It also put an end to any alliance between Southern and Northern 
Norway that could lead to new universities in all three counties. The 
Ministry also saw the low local interest in the north of Norway in the 
university issue, as a guarantee that the Ministry could set the pace of 
change.
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The Further Education Committee’s proposal included in the Tromsø 
region, both Troms and Finnmark. Nordland was, however, defined as a 
separate region with Bodø as the education centre. The committee envi-
sioned a district university college in Bodø with 2,000–2,500 student 
places (Kirke- og undervisningsdepartementet 1966, 17, 18), the prin-
ciple of equality being operationalised by the division of regions being 
based on population size rather than county boundaries.

The district university colleges, as Fulsås (2000, 391) has pointed 
out, represented a completely new type of educational institute in the 
field, supplementing post-secondary, university and scientific university 
college educations. They represent a culture in which access to study 
opportunities and the relationship between students, academic staff, 
facilities and courses reflect egalitarian values.

The growth in the number of Examen atrium graduates, school pupils, 
and students, and the decentralisation of vocational education and the 
impact of the principle of equality were important premises for the 
founding of Nordland District University College in 1971.

The core of the principle of equality: independent of background and 
region
Two new universities and 15 district university colleges founded between 
1968 and 1980 were a result of processes related to the democratisa-
tion of knowledge.51 The rise of district university colleges challenged 
the dual education system through the interaction between universities 
and university colleges, and through the contours of sector bounda-
ries between a university college sector and a university sector form-
ing. The new district university colleges were characterised by a cul-
ture based on four values: societal benefit, quality, efficiency, and equal 
education opportunities irrespective of social background and region 
(Kyvik 2009, 27, 79). When Nordland District University College was 
founded, the higher education institutions formed what Kyvik (2009, 8, 
56) describes as a loose dual education system. The universities and the 
scientific university colleges operated in a single clearly defined sector. 
The post-secondary education providers and the new district university 
colleges operated, however, in a sector in which the links between the 
two were weak and boundaries with the university sector were unclear. 
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The new district university college in Bodø introduced a policy 
of recruiting students without Examen atrium. This met the equality 
requirement in terms of social background and geographical affiliation 
in Nordland. Upper secondary education was still poorly developed 
outside of central parts the region.52 The district university colleges also 
introduced democratically composed boards on which students and 
staff were represented, which set demands for processing requirements 
and the professionalisation of central administration.

The new normative orientation of the principle of equality greatly con-
tributed, in the period, to creating and legitimising national change pro-
cesses for decentralising higher education. Geographical decentralisa-
tion was seen, according to Kyvik (2009, 61), as a means of creating 
educational opportunities outside the established university towns, to 
secure a sufficiently skilled workforce and to stimulate economic and 
social development in the regions. This provided the scope for higher 
education institutions to develop strong ties with society. The goal of 
institutional decentralisation was, according to Fulsås (2000, 386), to 
promote innovation, to relieve the universities and to reduce costs,53 the 
goal in Norway initially being institutional decentralisation to relieve 
the universities. The new district university colleges therefore became, 
according to Kyvik (2009, 56), hybrids that combined ‘vocationally 
oriented programs and university courses’ by adopting elements from 
similar educational institutions abroad. Nordland District University 
College early on offered courses on lower levels in both sociology and 
history, disciplinary subjects that traditionally only had been offered by 
universities (Haukland 2015, 39). The sector boundaries that had previ-
ously been clearly defined between the university sector and the growing 
university college sector, became more difficult to draw because of uni-
versity colleges offering such disciplinary subjects.

The political process, in which the principle of equality was central, 
resulted according to Fulsås (1993, 95, 2000) in the continuation even 
of geographical decentralisation, which was furthermore an aspect of 
European development. Kyvik (2009, 80) describes the development as 
follows: ‘The process of geographical and institutional decentralisation 
thus became to reinforce each other… the latter process enhanced the 
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geographically decentralized institutional pattern’. Vocational education 
institutions represented and defined institutional logics linked to soci-
ety expressed, for example, through the principle of equality and the 
social benefit requirement, which were important elements in the real-
isation of higher education geographical decentralisation. Norway was 
an early starter. A similar change, which emphasised decentralisation 
and regional identity, came according to Neave (2004, 17) to Western 
European countries such as Belgium, France, Spain and Italy in the 
1980s. The history of education was young in these countries compared 
with other European countries. The education system was therefore less 
institutionalised, which according to Clark (1983, 185) is a factor that 
facilitates a higher pace of change.

The democratisation of knowledge set the direction of the insti-
tutional development of Nordland District University College right 
from the start. Expectations linked to the principle of equality and the 
requirement of social benefit laid the foundation for the institution tak-
ing responsibility for skill development in the region. The university 
college was, as mentioned earlier, a hybrid of the universities’ academic 
subjects and regional university college studies. The latter is based on the 
need for highly skilled labour. Obligations relating to equality and social 
benefit later became important in the university process. Geographical 
decentralisation is defined as the creation of educational opportunities 
outside the established university towns, and the promotion of growth 
in a region. Geographical decentralisation at Bodø University College is 
shown by the creation of decentralised courses at a number of campuses 
in the county, and in a strong third mission in which an institutional 
logic associated with the market was also in play (Haukland 2015, 109, 
211). 

The democratisation of knowledge required a dual education system 
with a strong normative orientation, if academisation of the university 
college sector was to be avoided. Student growth, geographical decen-
tralisation and the impact of the principle of equality were important 
factors in Norwegian higher education policy and the development of 
the new informal sector boundaries.
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3.1.2 Regional research as a starting point for academic drift
The founding of the district university colleges was according to Fulsås 
(2000, 394), not initially intended to create academic drift.54 The found-
ing of the district university colleges was, for the Ministry, instead an 
attempt to prevent academisation gaining momentum outside the uni-
versities. The new university colleges were therefore to provide under-
graduate studies, so that the universities could concentrate on research.55 
The district university colleges were, in particular, to provide courses in 
business finance and administration, and to ensure competence increases 
in their regions. Business economics and administration subjects were 
the most dominant at Nordland District University College right from 
the start (Haukland 2015, 39).

Central authorities had left it to the new educational institutions, in 
the trial period, to themselves define the district university college as an 
entity based on regional needs, development rate, education provided 
and research.56 The district university colleges were, according to Wold 
Johnsen (1999, 224), as autonomous as the universities. This created the 
scope for institutional transformation. The district university colleges 
were, in principle, to provide vocational studies to meet the region’s 
needs (Kirke- og undervisningsdepartementet 1967b, 27, 28). Giving 
the university colleges responsibility for their own professional devel-
opment, paved a way for a regional adaptation of the courses provided. 
The notion was that the decentralisation of decision-making power was 
to be implied for subjects.

The regions responded by including more and more university sub-
jects in their portfolios and advancing the academic level of subjects 
(Stortinget 1974, 92). This was a result of normative obligations associ-
ated with regional interests and academic quality, and regional research 
and teaching ideally being on a par with the universities. Nordland 
District University College made good use of the scope opened in the 
trial period, by making contact with the two-year-old district university 
college in Stavanger, by expanding its subjects portfolio, by building 
up academic areas and conducting regional research (Haukland 2015, 
38, 43). The relationship with these university college environments 
was important to the innovation culture that developed at Nordland 
District University College.
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The real growth in numbers of students between 1975 and 1985, which 
was a global trend, was channelled into the regional university colleges 
and the new district university colleges (Wold Johnsen 1999, 17, Kyvik 
2009, 12, 62).57 The growth increased the opportunities for academic 
innovation within the university college sector and contributed, accord-
ing to Stensaker (2006, 54), to the educational institutions prioritis-
ing quality control more than previously. The district university colleges 
contributed significantly to the fragmented expansion of the university 
college sector through ‘differentiation of study programmes and diver-
sification of organisational forms, curricula, and staff qualifications …’ 
(Kyvik 2009, 44). Academic drift of programs and curricula among stu-
dents and scientific staff, and centrally in the institutions, represented 
an academisation process in which the stakeholders influenced and rein-
forced each other (Kyvik 2007, 337). 

The most important explanation of why the district university colleges 
became hybrids and became characterised by academic drift, is found 
in the cultural background of the scientific staff. Academics were pri-
marily recruited as lecturers, and brought with them internalised norms 
from the university at which they had studied and possibly also worked 
(NAVs Utredningsinstitutt 1976, interview Sandberg 2011).58 This 
identity was linked to cultural cognitive references, and therefore rep-
resented a common understanding among the scientific staff of what 
type of an institution should be built. The university was, of course, an 
obvious model of what the staff believed the district university colleges 
should become. The academic culture of the district university colleges 
however, according to Kyvik (2009, 51), acted as a barrier between the 
district university colleges and other university colleges. This was rein-
forced by scientific staff in the university college sector being required 
to deliver courses that were of the same quality as those of the universi-
ties. The students, scientific staff and management all saw the academic 
development of the university college sector as being desirable. This 
strengthened a collective institutional will and laid a good foundation 
for jointly developing the campus. The district university college also 
had a more assertive, but also pragmatic, approach to other educational 
institutions in the region, to the authorities and the political levels.
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The link between the district university colleges and the national level 
was facilitated by a separate section of the Ministry. This, according 
to Kyvik (2009, 51), reduced the risk that ‘bureaucratic routine would 
hamper development work’. The district university college’s desire for 
strong professional development was well received in this Ministry sec-
tion.59 The leader of the section, Ingjald Ørbeck Sørheim, had previ-
ously been the secretary of the Further Education Committee (Yttri 
2008, 54). He later described the development as follows:

The exceptional speed of developments left open many questions to 
teachers, students and administration in the new institutions, and this 
helped to create an atmosphere of initiative, responsibility and auton-
omy (Sørheim 1973, 62 in NAVs Utredningsinstitutt 1976, no. 2, 44).

This key state stakeholder at the national level helped legitimise the 
academic drift of the district university college. 

The founding of the country’s fourth university in 1968 in Tromsø, 
and Rogaland District University College in the year after meant that 
plans for a university in Stavanger had to be placed on hold. Stavanger’s 
university process continued, however, through the struggle to change 
its institutional category from university college to university.60 This 
worked as a destabilising factor in the dual education system, the sys-
tem not permitting a university college to change institutional category 
to university. A central element in this struggle was the demand that 
a transitional arrangement was established that specified criteria for a 
district university college’s category change. According to Fulsås (2000, 
391), Stavanger District University College became ‘a driving force in 
the general academisation of higher education’. The university process 
in Stavanger contributed to the initiation and development of the insti-
tutionalisation process at the district university colleges, by Stavanger 
demanding transitional arrangements that would facilitate transition 
into the university sector (Wold Johnsen, 1999, 51). This also set the 
direction of Nordland District University College’s management, who 
looked to Stavanger to build up the business economics and administra-
tion program and expand its study portfolio.
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Academisation was promoted at the national level by education author-
ity reforms that were introduced to solve new challenges and the need to 
rectify the unintended consequences of previous reforms. The challenge 
of large student cohorts was solved by district university colleges reliev-
ing the universities of the lower degree level (Kirke- og undervisnings-
departementet 1975b, 84 ff).

Regional academic drift also became a central driving force in the 
professional development of Nordland District University College 
(Kyvik 2009, 53, Haukland 2015). The management of Nordland 
District University College was advised by Rogaland District University 
College to establish as much as possible and as quickly as possible in the 
trial period, and not to wait for guidelines from the national level.61 The 
management of Nordland therefore focused on providing new courses, 
generating development and meeting the skill needs of the region.62 The 
business economics and administration program was, one year after 
opening, supplemented by a two-year program in fisheries econom-
ics (Haukland 2015, 39, Landstad 2001, 17).63 There were no plans to 
become a university at this time. Nordland District University College 
did, however and like the other district university colleges, have the high 
ambition of providing an educational level that was equivalent to the 
universities, and to build the region through this. The institution was an 
innovation in the field of higher education. It combined academic and 
regional values, but ​​with less institutional barriers than the universities.

The relationship between the universities and the district university 
colleges, which determined the nature of informal sector boundaries, 
was partly defined by the degrees and titles the institutions could award. 
District university college scientific staff were required to have the same 
qualifications as the academic staff of the universities. Whether district 
university college staff could conduct research was, however, a conten-
tious issue. The Further Education Committee’s third recommendation 
stated that universities were differentiated from the district university 
colleges by research (Kirke- og undervisningsdepartementet 1968, 13, 
14). The state budget proposal of 1973/1974 emphasised that ‘one will 
still have a division based on research scope’ between the two types of 
institutions. Greater space was, however, being given to research at dis-
trict university colleges (Stortinget 1974, 84). The Ministry supported 
regionally anchored and applied research by the academic environments 
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before this was finally adopted as a right in Parliament in June 1975 
(Nasjonalbiblioteket 1975, 4660, Fygle 2001, 29). The district university 
colleges section in the Ministry had stated that there should be regional 
research activity at the new district university colleges (Sørheim 1978, 
vol. 9, 553). This focus on regional research did not, however, threaten 
the established research environments, and was therefore an academic 
drift that went ‘under the radar’ as Nordland District University College 
did not have any concrete plans to become a university. Research could 
therefore start earlier and progress at a faster pace than would otherwise 
have been possible. 

Research in separate research institutes had already become a practice 
in Germany and France, before this was adopted in Norway (Witte et 
al. 2008, 221). Rogaland District University College played a central 
role in the new research market that developed in the 1960s, this and 
the region’s economic growth leading the university college to focus on 
research at an early stage (Wold Johnsen 1999, 10, 20). The county 
municipality established Rogaland Research in 1973, which was the first 
research organisation linked to a district university college.64 Rogaland 
District University College and the county municipality therefore, 
through this, established a form of cooperation that strengthened the 
research environment at the district university college and yielded syn-
ergies. This was a type of collaboration that other counties could copy.65 
Nordland Research Institute, the country’s second regional research 
foundation, was established in 1979 by Nordland County Municipality. 
Nordland Research Institute’s focus was on regional competence needs 
and contract research. The establishment phase of this type of organi-
sation did not really fully start until the mid-1980s, Rogaland Research 
and Nordland Research Institute therefore being early starters. 66 

Nordland Research Institute gained local importance in Bodø for its 
influence upon the academic drift of scientific staff and of the institu-
tional level. The foundation provided, right from the start, scientific 
staff at the district university college with the opportunity to take a doc-
torate. Nordland Research Institute could grant short term employment 
contracts that could provide academic staff with the opportunity to 
develop their research expertise. The institutions could also strengthen 
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their academic environments by sharing positions with research foun-
dations, so extending the number of employees beyond the limits set 
by the Ministry.67 Scientific employees with a doctorate could also be 
engaged in projects at Nordland Research Institute, which laid the foun-
dation for them gaining professorial competence. Nordland Research 
Institute therefore contributed to the academic drift of the university 
college.68 Bodø University College and Nordland Research Institute in 
1999 constituted, according to Fygle (2001, 35), the largest academic 
social science environment in Norway, this being a direct result of 
Nordland Research Institute strengthening the research environment of 
the university college.

The regional research focus created what Helsvig (2011, 126, 127) has 
called an anarchist aspect in Norwegian higher education. Regional 
interests drove development at the local level and the ‘education and 
research policy conditions’ of the national level. Regional research 
would later prove to be one of the most important factors in the univer-
sity process.

Academic drift led to a displacement of the division of labour, and there-
fore the sector borders between the universities and university colleges. 
Rogaland District University College could from 1980 when awarded 
civil engineering (a master’s degree program), offer high level tradi-
tional university courses (Wold Johnsen, 1999, 217). Nordland was 
awarded a master’s degree program in business economics and admin-
istration in 1983, the County Council having pushed for this develop-
ment, Nordland District University College becoming two years later 
the third largest of the country’s 13 district university colleges, Rogaland 
and Agder being larger.69 The authorities, to retain control of academisa-
tion in the university college sector, took greater control by isolating the 
two district university colleges with the strongest academic drift. The 
district university colleges in Rogaland and Nordland had professors. 
They were therefore separated out in 1986 into two university college 
centres to prevent the academic drift of the other district university col-
leges (Haukland 2015, 55 ff.).70 This can be seen as being a de-institu-
tionalisation attempt to ensure that the original intention of the district 
university colleges, which was that they should relieve the universities of 
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the lower levels of degrees, came to fruition. Strong identification with 
the academic quality of the other university colleges made this attempt 
a failure, because the new university college centres gained a high degree 
of legitimacy in the sector and were seen as role models.

The initial objective of higher education geographical decentralisation 
was to promote regional development. District university colleges were 
to also be an alternative to the universities, but were not to conduct 
extensive research nor high level academic development. Academic drift 
was confronted from below by both verbal and formal barriers. These 
barriers gradually lowered, a great deal of government policy being 
based on the political consideration of regional development. According 
to Fulsås (2000, 394), conflicting signals on what a district university 
college should be meant that they moved closer to the universities. This 
hindered regional horisontal integration, which is defined by Kyvik 
(2009, 81) as ‘de-differentiation and de-diversification of professional 
and vocational programs in the college sector’. This integration process 
provided unclear sector boundaries and made it difficult for transitional 
arrangements to be established between the university college and uni-
versity sectors. This will be examined in more detail below.

3.1.3 A weak regional level of governance
The academisation of Nordland District University College was not 
only promoted by regional research and the district university colleges 
in Agder and Rogaland. It was also advanced by the lack of regional 
governance before the University College Board of Nordland was estab-
lished in 1976, and by the lack of governance power of this new level. 
The factors that contributed to the weakening of regional governance, 
and the consequences of this for the district university college’s develop-
ment, must be examined if an understanding of the role of interaction 
between the local and national level is to be uncovered in the founding 
of the University of Nordland.

The district university colleges as a regional governance level?
Each district university college was initially, and as part of the regional 
integration of higher education, to administer all higher education in its 
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region (Wold Johnsen, 1999, 221, Kyvik 2009, 14). A clear division of 
labour and stronger cooperation within and across sectors should lead 
to horisontal integration. This is characterised by well defined sector 
boundaries in a binary education system. Report to the Storting no. 66 
(1972–1973) of the Korvald government broke, however, with this line 
of reasoning. Integration was (in the trial period) put on hold, the orig-
inal purpose of district university colleges being repealed by Report to 
the Storting no. 17 (1974–1975) of the Bratteli government (Kirke- og 
undervisningsdepartementet 1975b).71 The district university colleges 
had, by this time, become established as independent higher education 
institutions, making regional governance more difficult to establish.

The opposition of the district university colleges and post-secondary 
education providers meant that regional governance came into place 
late (Wold Johnsen 1999, 221, Yttri 2008, 72, Haukland 2015).72 
Opponents believed that regional integration was a centralising force 
that moved the power held by the institutions into regional govern-
ment. The Further Education Committee argued, however, that regional 
government represented a decentralisation of power from the national 
level to the regions (Nasjonalbiblioteket (1974–1975), 4611, Kirke- og 
undervisningsdepartementet 1975b, 14)73. The strongest protests against 
regional governance came from post-secondary education providers. 
Vocational education was based on a cultural cognitive symbol system 
and a strong identity in an educational culture that was not academia. 
These institutions were characterised by vocational drift. They therefore 
believed that their uniqueness was threatened by coming under the rule 
of the district university colleges. Nordland District University College’s 
managers were recruited from Bodø Teacher Training College, the rec-
tor of this college Einride Hveding playing a central role in the planning 
of Nordland District University College, which he became a director of. 
A close collaboration between teacher training and the district univer-
sity college was, however, not established until much later (Haukland 
2015, 38, interview Hveding 2015).

The two cultural cognitive paradigms rooted in the university and 
teacher training can not alone explain the lack of collaboration between 
Bodø Teacher Training College and Nordland District University 
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College. The climate of cooperation cooled when Bodø Teacher Training 
College was placed under the control of the University College Board in 
Nordland in 1977, the Board being responsible for ‘all higher education 
in the region’ (Haukland 2015, 27).74 The secretariat function of the 
new University College Board in Nordland was temporarily transferred 
to Nordland District University College, a change which Nesna Teacher 
Training College (the county’s oldest) believed stymied ‘the greatest pos-
sible degree of equality between the institutions involved’.75 The two 
teacher training colleges in the county were both brought under the gov-
ernance of the regional board. Teacher training in the country was also 
moved from the School Department to the University and University 
College Department in the Ministry.76 Bodø Teacher Training College’s 
unwillingness to cooperate can also be seen as a reaction to the college 
losing some of its autonomy to the new regional governance.

The critics won acceptance for their positions in the Church and 
Education Committee recommendations and in hearings in Parliament 
in June 1975, this weakening the new regional governance in three main 
areas (Kirke- og undervisningsdepartementet 1975a, Kirke- og under-
visningsdepartementet 1975b, 14).77 The Ministry and not regional 
government was firstly made responsible for allocating funds. Each uni-
versity college was also to have the right to appoint staff. Thirdly, the 
authority to approve curricula was transferred from regional govern-
ance to national academic councils.78 The University College Board in 
Nordland therefore found the role of regional coordinator and devel-
oper of higher education in Nordland very difficult to practice (Kirke-, 
utdannings- og forskningsdepartementet 1991c).79 

Opposition to district university colleges becoming the regional govern-
ance level resulted firstly in the Ministry maintaining institutional cat-
egories instead of creating university college regions (Kirke- og under-
visningsdepartementet 1975b, 13, Wold Johnsen, 216, 235). The local 
level, as Clark (1983, 113) and Musselin (2000, 298) describe, therefore 
influenced how and the extent to which national reform was imple-
mented. The district university colleges gained greater scope to manoeu-
vre from tensions between the regional governance and the institutional 
logic of autonomy of the university colleges and the national level, and 
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tensions between the academic drift of the district university colleges 
and the vocational drift of vocational education. This challenged the 
relationship between university colleges and universities. What should 
separate them and what could they have in common? Defined sector 
boundaries, as called for by university advocates in Rogaland and Agder, 
were gradually developed in a field of tension of many different stake-
holders with different goals and driving forces.

Secondly, the authorities did not give up the ambition of establish-
ing a regional level of government, even if this was not to be achieved 
through the district university colleges. The establishment of the 
regional university college boards was therefore the result of this oppo-
sition. According to Neave (2004, 4, 17), regional levels of government 
are both a recognition of regional cultural identities, and represent a 
step towards higher education operation being in line with national pri-
orities. This can therefore, in the long run, promote the integration of 
the field. How did the new University College Board in Nordland con-
tribute to the institutional development of Nordland District University 
College?

Stronger actual autonomy under regional control
The autonomy of the district university colleges became weaker after the 
establishment of the university college boards. The district university 
colleges, however, in practice gained even stronger control of their own 
development (NAVs Utredningsinstitutt 1976, Kirke-, utdannings- og 
forskningsdepartementet 1991, 22). There were several reasons for this. 
The first was that they now could concentrate on the development of 
their own institution and academic areas, instead of also having to focus 
on the demanding role of regional coordination. The district university 
colleges could also continue their academic development and regional 
research activity without having to do this with the university colleges 
in the other Nordland regions of Ofoten and Helgeland.

Opposition was secondly rooted in expectations of the role district uni-
versity colleges would play in the higher education field. The fight against 
what the district university colleges believed was not just a regional cen-
tralisation of higher education, but also a fight to determine which local 
stakeholders would have contact with the national level. This contact 
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was an important prerequisite for academic drift in the university col-
lege sector (Neave 1979, 155). Weak regional governance meant, how-
ever, that Nordland District University College did not lose contact 
with the national level, despite the university college board taking over 
some tasks.80 Nordland District University College received, for exam-
ple, strong support in its interaction with the national level, through its 
contact with Minister Langslet in the fight to bring the master’s degree 
in business economics and administration to the campus (Nordland dis-
triktshøgskole 1982, Haukland 2015, 47 ff.). The university college also 
received support from parliamentary representative Petter Thomassen 
on the Nordland bench in Parliament (Haukland 2015, 47).81 

Thirdly, the board members of the regional university college boards had 
associations with the region and were therefore interested in promot-
ing the geographical decentralisation of research funding and education. 
The regional University College Board in Nordland played a strong sup-
portive role for Nordland District University College (Utdannings- og 
forskningsdepartementet 1991, 73, 77, Wold Johnsen 1999 231, inter-
view Hveding 2015).82 The district university college’s established roles, 
routines, culture and collective code of conduct were rarely challenged 
regionally.

Fourthly the formal relationship between the local and national lev-
els was weakened by the regional governance level, so protecting the 
region from central governance (Neave 1979, 156). The regional univer-
sity college boards took over the Ministry’s responsibility for ensuring 
that district university colleges operated in accordance with budgets and 
legislation. The boards were not, however, delegated enough author-
ity to control development (Utdannings- og forskningsdepartementet 
1991, 73, 77). Nordland District University College could therefore 
continue to develop based on local initiatives and a local innovation cul-
ture (Musselin 2000, 309, Haukland 2015, 47), this increase in scope 
gradually strengthening the district university college’s institutional 
autonomy.

The regional university college boards to a certain extent met the goal 
of integrating the sector. It was claimed in a joint statement in 1978 by 
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all elected and administrative district university college leaders that the 
university college boards had contributed to a unification of regional 
university colleges that offered a wide range of very different educa-
tional courses. Decision-making processes had, however, became ‘more 
bureaucratic and time consuming’, so weakening the link with the region 
(Wold Johnsen, 1999, 237). A unanimous statement by the National 
Council for District University Colleges in June 1984 recommended 
that the regional university college board scheme was abolished.83 This 
was supported by Anne-Lise Bakken and Einride Hveding’s 1991 report 
‘Governance scheme for regional university colleges’, which showed that 
regional governance never achieved the intended regional integration of 
higher education in Norway (Kirke-, utdannings- og forskningsdepar-
tementet in 1991c).

Opposition to regional integration intensified after post-secondary 
vocational education was reorganised in the late 1970s and early 1980s 
into state university colleges, Agevall (2016, 72) describing a similar 
development in Sweden in the late 1970s. The Norwegian dual educa-
tion system of a university sector with no formal points of contact with 
a differentiated university college sector, therefore came to full fruition 
(Kyvik 2009, 56). The reorganisation was an expression of a normative 
development that was in line with the principle of equality, vocational 
education in this being given a higher status. According to Fulsås (2000, 
392), the district university colleges were given an intermediate position 
in the field, this leading to them identifying more strongly with the uni-
versities and gravitating towards them.

A stronger academic drift of district university colleges meant, according 
to Wold Johnsen (1999, 216), that they ‘… became part of the research 
system and were represented in the research councils. New top positions 
such as university college lecturer and scholarship leave schemes were 
introduced’. The opposition of the district university colleges to regional 
integration also came to the fore with the Ministry’s plans in 1978 to 
establish a common recruitment regime for the university college sec-
tor (Wold Johnsen, 1999, 238, Kyvik 2009, 74). The district university 
colleges wanted a framework that included the universities. The tension 
between the vocational drift of profession educational institutions (that 
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had now become university colleges) and the academic drift of district 
university colleges was still hindering the regional integration of the uni-
versity college sector.

The Examinations and Degrees at Universities and University Colleges 
Act in1981 became applicable to the district university colleges and the 
teacher training colleges, which could now graduate master degree stu-
dents (Wold Johnsen 1999, LovdataPro 1981).84 This was interpreted 
as being a step in the right direction by those who wanted transitional 
arrangements between the university college and university sectors.

The attempt to organise growth by establishing a regional level of gov-
ernance is a clear example of education reforms having effects that dif-
fer from that intended. Local development took place in competition 
with or in opposition to the national level, the framework not being 
strong enough to prevent the competitive situation destabilising symbol 
systems within the institution, and so facilitating institutional changes. 
The district university colleges instead manipulated restricting interven-
tions, so turning these into new opportunities for academic drift.

3.1.4 From the democratic to academic scale
The conversion of post-secondary educational institutions to univer-
sity colleges created a need for a more integrated university college sec-
tor. Bodø Teacher Training College received university college status 
in 1981, Nordland Nursing Training School receiving university col-
lege status in 1983 and becoming state owned in 1986 (Monsen 1993, 
144). The state special college for psychiatric nursing in Bodø was 
directly controlled by the Ministry until it came under the control of 
the University College Board in Nordland in 1980. The college became 
more strongly linked to the university college sector seven years later, 
after it merged with Nordland Nursing College. There were now three 
state university colleges in Bodø. This change looked like a drawing of 
institutions closer together, but in practice revealed differences between 
them. The greatest tensions were between the academic and vocational 
drifts, the meeting of academic and vocational identity promoting last-
ing changes in the field. The integration of the university college sector 
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took, however, longer. Academisation was stronger than was originally 
intended due to the institutional logics associated with society or with 
the market playing a greater role.

The academisation of the district university colleges required constant 
political and institutional pressure from the local level. The district uni-
versity colleges wanted, according to Fulsås (2000, 394), central aca-
demic standards to be harmonised across the field, as opposed to an 
alternative institutional category being developed at the local level. 
The rapid growth in the field brought diversity under pressure. Locally 
through a stronger academic drift based on the demand for equal con-
ditions with the universities, and nationally through the need to make a 
strongly growing field more efficient. Harmonisation therefore became 
increasingly relevant across the field. One driving force behind this was 
that students would be given credit for their university college studies 
when applying to universities. This demand challenged sector bounda-
ries and, from the turn of the millennium, also part of the harmonisa-
tion of higher education in Europe.

There were many traces of a university culture at Nordland District 
University College. Academic subjects have already been mentioned in 
this context. The institution was awarded the same credit points for the 
business economics and administration study program established in 
1983 as the university equivalent (Wold Johnsen, 1999, 154). The new 
master’s level business economics and administration study program also 
functioned as a separate university college until the establishment of the 
University College Centre in Nordland in 1986.85 The university college 
centres were also an institutional category that was not clearly defined 
at the national level. This new university college category was an initia-
tive of Rector Audun Sandberg at Nordland District University College, 
who wanted to highlight that the institution now had a professor and 
could supervise PhD students.86 The authorities saw the proposal as an 
opportunity to prevent Rogaland District University College from gain-
ing scientific university college status, which would be an important 
step towards university college status.87 This would ensure the unity of 
the university college sector. It also allowed local development and inno-
vation at the new University College Centre in Nordland, and created 
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another governance vacuum that strengthened the academic drift of the 
institution.88 The business economics and administration program was 
allowed to separate from the rest of the institution, with its own depart-
ment led by a collegiate, and the institution’s only professor as dean. 
This bore clear similarities with the universities. ‘There are still some 
who dream that they will be as similar as possible to the universities… 
It is a bad dream,’ said Minister Langslet during the opening of Campus 
Mørkved that autumn (Haukland 2015, 58), no one on the new cam-
pus therefore envisioning that it one day would be a university.

The principle of equality which paved the way for the democratisation 
of knowledge irrespective of social background and region was replaced, 
through the academic development that took place at the University 
College Centre, by the centre’s demand for academisation on equal 
terms with universities. This change took place throughout the sector. It 
also, however, intensified tensions between the vocational training uni-
versity colleges and the district university colleges.

The University and College Committee’s 1988 recommendation ‘Med 
viten og vilje’ (With knowledge and willpower) put into words the two 
dimensions behind these tensions.89 The first dimension was ‘the big 
problem of the small population’, which requires academic research-
ers in a research field to be concentrated to ensure good breadth and 
quality. The second is ‘the vast country’s big problem’, which was that 
education and research policy was required to take into account district 
policy considerations, to ensure that the whole country benefited from 
the competence development.90 

The main problem is that there are too many and too small insti-
tutions with poor cooperation between them. This can only change if 
we look at higher education as a national system in which the parts can 
work together and draw on each other, and not act as a set of rival insti-
tutions and regions. The solution is a more clearly defined division of 
labour and better developed collaboration.91

Tensions peaked at the point where the principle of equality and 
the requirement for academic quality met, the committee’s solution to 
this being to see the field as a whole and to establish stronger collabo-
ration between higher education institutions. The vocational education 
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colleges were those most opposed to academisation, district university 
colleges fighting for equality with the university sector. Many of the 
other regional university colleges worked, however, to prevent acade-
misation. This primarily was due to the wish to preserve the unique-
ness and identity of this education, these being the oldest educational 
institutions in the sector. Institutionalisation was so strong that many 
reacted with strong emotions and high levels of frustration instead of 
presenting factual arguments when facing processes of change.92 The 
student nurse training college was most strongly characterised by voca-
tional drift among these colleges in Bodø. Here, the scientific staff had a 
profession identity that had strong ties with the field of practice. Teacher 
training, which was relatively new in Bodø, had initiated collaboration 
with Nordland District University College and with a number of uni-
versities, and in 1990 established a master’s program in pedagogy with 
the University of Tromsø. It also established a master’s degree in the fol-
lowing year in special pedagogy with the University of Oslo.

Development in the period after post-secondary education provid-
ers became state university colleges was characterised by horisontal 
and vertical integration. Horisontal integration meant study pro-
grams in the university college sector were less diverse and structur-
ally more similar to each other. Vertical integration is understand in 
line with the position of Kyvik (2009, 81), as the transition from ‘the 
long period of geographical decentralisation of non-university insti-
tutions ...’ to a period of regional centralisation. 93 This development 
laid the foundation for the 1994 University College Reform, in which 
the dual education system was transformed into a weak binary edu-
cation system, the reform defining university colleges and universities 
into two vaguely defined sectors with transitional arrangements for 
students (Kyvik 2009, 9).94 This contrasts the United Kingdom, which 
introduced a unified system in 1992 (Yttri 2015, 8). According to 
Kyvik (2009, 9), the binary education system was originally intended 
to develop university colleges as an alternative to the universities, and 
not to make university colleges as similar to universities as possible. 
This was to ensure sufficient skilled labour and regional development. 
The normative orientation associated with the geographical decentral-
isation of higher education and with academic drift at the local level, 
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nevertheless maintained the demands of university colleges with uni-
versity ambitions to change institutional category.95

The university college reform involved a merger of 98 educational insti-
tutions into 26 regional university colleges.96 The so-called ‘Norgesnettet’ 
(Net of Norway), which was to ensure the quality of courses and a 
clearer division of labour between universities and university colleges, 
was also established. According to Stensaker (2006, 43, 46), the reform 
resulted in institutions with hybrid organisational practices and com-
plex identities. It created an institutionalisation process in which reg-
ulative, normative and cultural cognitive elements were at play at the 
same time. Scott (2014) has highlighted different activities as bearers of 
institutional elements. One of the activities that marks a stronger reg-
ulative element in institutions is, according to Scott (2014, 96), their 
exposure to interruptions or disturbances to sanction unwanted behav-
iour. The establishment of Bodø University College can be seen to be 
such an interruption of an institutionalisation process, this process lead-
ing to a stronger cultural-cognitive orientation towards the universities 
than the authorities wanted. This was an attempt to solve the tensions 
between academisation at the local level and the wish of government 
and Ministry for two separate sectors with a clear division of labour, and 
efficiency challenges. Diversity in the university college sector was lim-
ited, so allowing integration to be intensified.

The newly founded Bodø University College raised the challenge of 
vocational education and academic subjects having to find their way 
forwards together. Rector Inger Johanne Pettersen, who had a master’s 
degree in business economics and administration, expressed her con-
cern to the local newspaper Nordlandsposten in October 1996, saying 
that ‘Bodø University College will end up as an advanced upper second-
ary school’, after high student admissions to student nurse and teacher 
training that autumn were not accompanied by increases in budgets.97 
She believed that this would affect the institution’s research activity, 
which should be in the ‘1st division’ (Haukland 2015, 80). It was there-
fore not just vocational education that wanted to go back to being an 
independent university college. Academic researchers with ambitions to 
conduct research also considered the vocational educations to be a heavy 
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restraint. Sanctions against a stronger integration of vocational and pro-
fessional education therefore worked in the short term.

The university college reform placed, however, vocational training under 
an academic standard. This weakened vocational drift, which acted as 
a counterforce to integration in the field. All management positions at 
Bodø University College were announced and academics were recruited 
to all positions, including for courses. Other staff were required to qual-
ify for their positions.98 

Vocational education marked by vocational drift was no longer provided 
by separate institutions, but was now a part of a larger organisation in 
which the management goals for the academic staff were academisa-
tion and professionalisation.99 This resulted, as it also did in Sweden as 
described by Agevall (2016, 73), in the vocational educations ‘[coming] 
under systemic pressure to become more academic’. Negotiations on 
the relationship between practice and science were shifted in the direc-
tion of what Agevall has called ‘an academic imperative’ (Agevall and 
Olofsson 2013, 15).

The authorities’ ambitions to establish a homogeneous university col-
lege sector created strong tensions internally in the new university col-
leges, between previous vocational education and district university col-
leges. The academic standard now applied equal to all. The principle of 
equality and profession identities, however, lived on as cultural driving 
forces in the regional university colleges. But these gained a cultural 
hegemony in the new university colleges, due to the parts that had been 
district university colleges scoring highest on the new academic scale.

3.1.5 Transitional arrangements established
The university college sector came, as we have seen, into being in the 
period that led up to the founding of Bodø University College. It is 
therefore important to look more closely at factors that contributed, 
both before and after the university college reform, to sector boundaries 
and transitional arrangements coming into place.
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Sector boundaries were a result of the integration of the field. They were 
consolidated by the 1989 Act on Universities and Scientific University 
Colleges, the setting up of Norgesnett, the 1994 University Colleges 
Reform and a common University and University College Act in 1996. 
The new sector boundaries represented vertical separation. This meant 
that different institutional categories had different roles, but there were 
no opportunities for institutions to transition between them. This 
boundary was challenged from several quarters, most notably through 
the demand that state university colleges should be allowed to offer doc-
toral programs.

Statutory vertical sector divide
The University and University College Committee recommendation 
proposed establishing a vertical divide between the sectors. This rec-
ommendation was made because the committee believed a binary edu-
cation system (which dominated the European higher education field) 
prevented academic drift in the university college sector and the found-
ing of more universities (De Wit and Verhoeven 2010, 144). A divi-
sion of labour defined through an integrated network for higher edu-
cation and research was, however, established, which was instead of 
allowing university colleges to gain university status. It was achieved 
through Norgesnettet, which was established in 1998 (Kyvik 1999). 
The network’s role was to strengthen the relationship between the sec-
tors through increased cooperation across the vertical divide. 

The contours of the divide appeared for the first time in the 1989 Act 
on Universities and Scientific University Colleges. The legal text of the 
Act defined the relationship between the sectors, by drawing up a clearer 
distinction between them (Lovdata Pro 1989, Kirke-, utdannings- og 
forskningsdepartementet 1991b, 5, Eriksen 2006, 65). 

Kyvik (2009, 14) sets the point in time at which the binary edu-
cation system in Norway ended, this being the point in time of the 
implementation of the University College Reform. The Universities 
and University Colleges Act came into force on 1 January 1996, which 
established Norgesnettet. This was the first time a law for the entire field 
was passed, a change that would facilitate transition opportunities. The 
legal text, however, named all universities and university colleges, this 
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meaning that a change in the law was now required to change insti-
tution category. A number of factors, however, challenged the sector 
boundaries.

Overlapping job structure in the field
The two former university college centres in Stavanger and Bodø had 
already employed professors, this representing a potential weakening of 
the sector boundaries. Fulsås (2000) has highlighted the University and 
University College Committee’s second recommendation as the most 
important to transitional arrangements. This included an overlapping 
job structure between the sectors, and professorships as a promotion 
scheme. This allowed the position category of staff in both sectors to 
be changed when they met the new position criteria (Kultur- og viten-
skapsdepartementet 1988, 168). A minority noted, in the recommenda-
tion, that this ‘could lead to demands for research conditions at all uni-
versity colleges and thus blur the national division of labour’ (Kultur- og 
vitenskapsdepartementet 1988, 168).

A circular was distributed by the Ministry in February 1995 that intro-
duced a common position structure for teaching and research staff 
that applied across the entire field. This was a natural consequence of 
establishing an integrated network for all higher education institutions 
through Norgesnettet (Eriksen 2006, 87).100 It was also an important 
step towards the establishment of transitional arrangements between 
the sectors. Integration now related not only to the university college, 
but both sectors. Even university colleges without university ambitions 
such as Bodø University College, also therefore become more similar to 
universities.

Hernes, a minister in the Brundtland III government of 1990, pre-
sented the Storting Report ‘Fra visjon til virke’ (From vision to action) in 
1991. The report was primarily based on the proposal of the University 
and University College Committee which Minister Hernes had chaired 
(Kirke-, utdannings- og forskningsdepartementet, 1991a, 5).101 The 
report argued that no new universities or university colleges should be 
established (Kirke-, utdannings- og forskningsdepartementet, 1991a, 
8). The Church and Education Committee moderated this to that ‘there 
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is right now no basis for establishing a fifth university’ (Kirke-, utdan-
nings- og forskningsdepartementet, 1991b), the words ‘right now’ sig-
nalling that it was only a matter of time before the committee could see 
a university college advancing to university status.

The democratisation of the professorships, which was an incentive 
that aimed to build the academic level of subjects even in the university 
college sector, was adopted during the report discussions in Parliament 
on 18 June 1991 (Stortingsforhandlinger 1991, 4199). This, accord-
ing to Fulsås (2000, 396), weakened sector boundaries because the 
two sectors could operate on equal terms much more than before.102 
Urban Dahllöf and Staffan Selander (1996, 210) have called professors 
being employed in the university college sector despite the authorities 
not wanting university colleges to aspire to the university sector ‘the 
Norwegian paradox’. The demand for academic equality increasingly 
became the starting point for decisions at both the local and national 
level. According to Fulsås (2000, 394), research had ‘become a symbolic 
capital across the entire system, i.e. the common measure of value, status 
and success’,103 the symbolic value of the university as a model of teach-
ing and research activity being greater in the university colleges at the 
local level than the authorities understood. The institutionalisation of 
the university college sector can perhaps be summed up in a quote that 
is often attributed to the socio-economist Peter Drucker: ‘Culture eats 
strategy for breakfast’.

The battle for research education
The growth in the number of scientific staff from the end of the 1960s 
led to a recruitment requirement that was so strong in 1985, that only 
38 per cent of scientific staff held a doctorate (NAVFs utredningsin-
stitutt 1988). The University and University College Committee had 
two proposals to remedy this. These also, however, strengthened the 
demand that the university college sector could award doctoral degrees. 
The first proposal was that permanent employees at Norwegian uni-
versities must hold a PhD. This requirement was introduced in 1990 
(Kultur- og vitenskapsdepartementet 1988, 28).

The second proposal was the introduction of standardised doctoral 
programs as part of the standardisation processes in the field. This 
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requirement, according to Bleiklie and Høstaker (2004, 230), was 
already a part of the national standardisation processes of Sweden and 
the UK at this time. Bleiklie and Høstaker however also point out that 
development in Norway differed from that of these two countries. PhD 
students were in Norway paid members of staff, and were seen as being 
‘trainee researchers’. The scheme therefore provided the university col-
leges with the opportunity to expand their staff through temporary sci-
entific staff positions, so qualifying them for future permanent posi-
tions. This was despite PhD students being formally admitted to the 
universities.104 This scheme contributed to some university colleges 
becoming more like universities, irrespective of whether they had uni-
versity ambitions or not.

The demand for equality in the form of equal academic quality require-
ments across the entire field, created a persistent dilemma for the divi-
sion of labour between universities and university colleges. Why were 
university colleges with sufficient competence not allowed to provide 
PhD programs? Equal academic quality requirements had already been 
fulfilled by the Private University Colleges Act. New doctoral programs 
had to therefore achieve an academic level that was equivalent to that 
of the universities. This was a strong argument for establishing these 
programs at state university colleges that met the academic quality 
requirements.105 

The business economics and administration program in Bodø was, 
before the University College Reform, ready to embark on a doctoral 
degree program in this area. Doctoral programs were, however, reserved 
for the universities. The University College Centre had allies in parlia-
ment. Petter Thomassen, the Conservative Party member for Nordland, 
vented the centre’s frustration from Parliament’s rostrum during the dis-
cussion of the 1991 University and University College Committee’s rec-
ommendation by saying:

… (It is) something close to a compulsion when many claim 
that it would end badly if Stavanger and Bodø gained such 
rights. The civil engineering program in Stavanger and the 
business economics and administration program in Bodø are 
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… in a district university college context, in a special position 
in relation to other district university colleges in the country, 
because they have complete and equivalent programs in their 
fields in relation to NTH in Trondheim and the Norwegian 
School of Management in Bergen. Agder District University 
College is, in a limited subject area, also in a similar position 
with its master’s degree in business economics and administra-
tion (Nasjonalbiblioteket 1991, 4170).106

Petter Thomassen linked the University College Centre in Nordland 
to the two regional university colleges in the country that had plans to 
become a university. This would prove to be crucial. Minister Hernes 
managed to stop the issue being voted on through an alliance between 
the Labour Party, the Centre Party and the Christian Democrats Party 
(Nasjonalbiblioteket 1991, 4170).107 Attempts were made to establish 
the transitional arrangements through research education in the uni-
versity college sector. No one, however, advocated or envisioned that 
the sector boundaries should be erased.108 The goal in Stavanger and 
Kristiansand was to leave the university college sector and migrate into 
the university sector. The goal in Bodø was, instead, to maintain the 
same academic level as equivalent courses and to advance academically 
to a higher degree.

Two conflicting signals of the university college reform
The introduction of the University College Reform in 1994 heralded 
this issue flaring up of once again. The consolidation of the binary edu-
cation system by the reform sent two conflicting signals. The first was 
that regional university colleges were to be separated from the university 
sector and were not to be given the opportunity to transition. The sec-
ond was that the academic strength of the university colleges was to be 
raised,109 the university colleges growing closer to the university sector 
despite the opposite intentions of the reform.

The implementation of the university college reform in Nordland was 
however an exception, the number of regional university colleges falling 
not to one but from five to three. Nesna University College and Narvik 
University College remained independent because higher education 
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regional integration in the county was seen to be impossible. The organ-
ising committee appointed in 1991 by the University College Board 
of Nordland to study the implementation of the reform in the county, 
stated that the plans for a joint university college (a so-called univer-
sity college centre) for Nordland ‘had to be buried until the geography 
changes or people can be digitally transported’.110 Campus Mørkved 
in Bodø was 290 km from Nesna and 300 km and a ferry ride from 
Narvik.

If the five university colleges in the county had merged, then much 
management time would have been bound up in solving the regional 
struggles between academic and vocational professionals in the for-
mer university colleges in the regions of Ofoten, Salten and Helgeland. 
Bodø was, however, now confirmed the centre of higher education in 
the county. Bodø University College also gained a stronger institutional 
autonomy than the three university colleges in the town that merged,111 
the three university colleges facing the challenge of three autonomous 
cultures that were to be incorporated into a new identity. Each insti-
tute was, at the same time, working to strengthen its academic auton-
omy. What single identity could manage to embrace such lone wolves? 
Thomassen’s request for a doctorate in business economics and adminis-
tration at Bodø was more divisive than unifying, the ultimate goal being 
to separate out the business economics and administration degree into 
an independent business school. This environment identified with the 
Bergen School of Business and drew inspiration from Sweden, where 
the geographical decentralisation of higher education was achieved by 
the university colleges in Karlstad, Örebro and Växjö changing institu-
tional category to university in 1999 (Lind 2005, 274, 287). 

As Fulsås (2000, 394) has pointed out, a joint law for universities and 
university colleges would give those wanting equal academic conditions 
for the two institutional categories one more victory (Fulsås 2000, 394). 
The University Act of 1989 had strengthened the sector boundaries. 
The chapter in this on degree qualifications and examinations had, how-
ever, also been made applicable to the university college sector, which 
was a first step towards a joint law. The new Universities and University 
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Colleges Act of 1996, which was a result of the University College 
Reform, allowed university colleges to conduct research programs ‘in 
their special subject areas’ (Lovdata 1996, Eriksen 2006, 87) .112 The 
law, which also defined the vertical divide between the sectors, therefore 
became a watershed in order to make way for doctoral programs in the 
university college sector.

The university process begins
Minister Lilletun was a strong advocate of transitional arrangements 
between the sectors. The Minister, according to Eriksen (2006, 104) and 
Fossum (2010 interview), however maintained a low profile externally 
because the Norgesnettet arrangement required a division of labour and 
a vertical separation between universities and university colleges. Being 
seen to actively promote transitional arrangements could be interpreted 
as undermining the division of labour in Norgesnettet. This could also 
be a so politically controversial issue that it could undermine the oppor-
tunity for new university colleges being permitted to run doctoral pro-
grams. The right to award doctoral degrees was seen by those fighting 
for universities in Agder and Rogaland, as the first step towards univer-
sity status.

Minister Lilletun referred the issue to the Norgesnett Council, which 
was appointed in March 1997 and led by Professor Magnus Rindal. The 
council arose from the merger of previous quality assurance bodies and 
was responsible for ensuring the division of labour between university 
colleges and universities in Norgesnettet. Norgesnettet did not, how-
ever, have the instruments that were required to maintain the intended 
division between the sectors.113 It therefore functioned solely as an advi-
sory body to the Ministry. The council also had a quality assurance func-
tion and was to determine the academic criteria for different courses. 
A national arena for regular sector meetings came into being therefore 
for the first time, so promoting the integration of the field and laying 
the ground for the voluntary merger in 2000 of the University Council 
and the University College Council into the University and University 
College Council.114 
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Minister Lilletun assured parliament in October 1997 that the award-
ing of doctoral degrees was ‘not very likely’. He stated, however, that he 
would ‘ask the Norgesnett Council to determine the requirements that 
would have to be met for an academic environment to be allocated doc-
toral degrees’ (Nasjonalbiblioteket (1997–1998), 208, 209).115 This was 
a strong signal of change in the authority’s position. This position was 
in line with the new law, but was contrary to Hernes’ previous political 
line. This statement therefore represented, according to the then rector 
of Stavanger University College, a ‘softening of Norgesnettet’ (Eriksen 
2006, 104). This softening meant that Rector Frode Mellemvik and 
Director Stig Fossum at Bodø University College saw that a future uni-
versity in the town was now a real possibility. The management, how-
ever, kept their intentions to themselves, Minister Lilletun taking the 
initiative to look at the case, and worked intensely to get the manage-
ment to take on the challenge.116

The application for a doctoral degree in business economics and admin-
istration with an emphasis on innovation and entrepreneurship, was sub-
mitted in March 1998, one month after the private ‘Bedriftsøkonomisk 
Institutt’ had been granted the right to provide research education in 
business economics and administration.117 This was a research field in 
which the university college already had a national hub function in the 
Norgesnettet.

The University Colleges in Stavanger and Agder submitted their appli-
cations to provide doctoral programs shortly after Bodø University 
College submitted theirs. The university college management in Agder, 
Rogaland and Nordland now joined forces in an alliance that was 
called the ‘troika’ by the Minister, that enabled them to stand stronger 
in the fight for transitional arrangements. It was by no means pre-or-
dained that the university college management of Agder and Rogaland 
would join forces with the management of Bodø University College. 
The university college environment in Lillehammer was, according to 
Svein Skjæveland, former Rector of Stavanger University College (2002, 
170), initially more relevant. The management at the university col-
leges in Agder and Rogaland were, however, sceptical about submitting 
applications for programs for which there were no procedures, Bodø 
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University College applying first for a doctoral program being, accord-
ing to Skjæveland (2002), a decisive factor in Bodø becoming a part of 
the alliance.

Norgesnett Council’s proposal on the requirements that academic envi-
ronments had to meet to be awarded doctorates was approved by Minister 
Lilletun in November 1988. The approval process was, according to 
Eriksen (2006, 110), simplified significantly by the university colleges 
being able to base their applications on these doctoral program require-
ments. Stavanger University College became the country’s first regional 
university college that was given the right to conduct PhD programs, 
Agder University College being the second. The awarding of doctoral 
degrees was now not determined by type of institution, a development 
that was similar to that of the Netherlands (Witte et al. 2008, 222). This 
was also a first step towards transitional arrangements for changing sta-
tus from university college to university. Norgesnett Council rejected, 
however, Bodø University College’s application (Haukland 2015, 149).

The start of Bodø University College’s university process can be 
dated to the submission of the application for a doctoral degree in busi-
ness economics and administration in March 1998. The local press had 
started writing about the possibility of a university in Bodø the year 
before. Launching the university process too early could, however, dis-
rupt the second round of the application for a doctoral degree in busi-
ness economics and administration (Haukland 2015, 147, 185).

The three university colleges in the ‘troika’ were now, according to 
Rector Skjæveland (2002, 173) of the University of Stavanger, commit-
ted to cooperating in the university process: ‘Cooperation with Bodø 
and Agder was an established understanding. We agreed that all three 
institutions should support each other and avoid being played off against 
each other’. The alliance was made up of the three university colleges 
with the strongest academic drifts in the university college sector. This 
resulted in a constructive collaboration instead of competition, at a time 
when competition was growing in the field. According to Scott (2014, 
61), increasing competition would have destabilised the institutions in 
the field, unless regulatory elements were introduced to preserve the 
status quo. The alliance between the three most important higher edu-
cation institutions in the higher education sector released the potential 
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that lay in intensified competition, and pushed otherwise impossible 
transitional arrangements into a reality. 

The development bore similarities with that of other European coun-
tries. Most reform changes in Germany, France and the Netherlands 
that weakened the binary education system were, according to Witte 
et al. (2008), pushed by lower status higher education institutions that 
wanted to advance higher. 

The Mjøs committee was appointed in April 1998 by the Bondevik 
government, one month after Bodø University College had submitted 
its first doctoral application.118 The committee was to take a closer look 
at how quality could be raised in Norwegian higher education, in the 
context of international developments. European integration in higher 
education started in the 1960s, and contributed to a stronger focus in 
the 1990s on the education system’s international context.119 According 
to Gornitzka and Langfeldt (2008, 165), Norway was concerned about 
falling behind or falling outside the European Community. There was 
therefore a strong focus on the international reform context through-
out the period.120 This was revitalised by France, Germany, Italy and 
The United Kingdom signing the Sorbonne Declaration on 25 May 
1988, the Ministers of the four signatory countries inviting the rest of 
Europe to establish a joint education area, and led to the initiation of 
the Bologna process. 

Norway became in 1999 a participant in the process to by 2010 harmo-
nise higher education in Europe and to establish a common higher edu-
cation market. This process did not directly reform European education 
systems. It did, however, lead to a harmonisation of qualification struc-
tures and grading and, according to Witte et al. (2008), also indirectly 
affected other areas of development in the participating countries. The 
Bologna Process, however, led to the weakening of sector boundaries 
in the binary education systems of Europe. Qualifications, grading and 
quality control were harmonised, the aim of this harmonisation being to 
establish transitional arrangements between the countries. The process 
also awoke a stronger need for harmonisation in the higher education 
field. 
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Establishing transitional arrangements between the university college 
sector and the university sector was an unspoken part of the Mjøs com-
mittee’s work. It was unspoken to ensure doctoral programs at univer-
sity colleges was not thwarted. Bodø University College kept itself well 
informed of the processes in the committee. The greatest tension related 
to how many doctoral degrees the committee decided was the minimum 
for changing institutional category from university college to univer-
sity. Could Bodø’s single business economics and administration pro-
gram that was not yet approved, be enough to achieve university status? 
Rector Frode Mellemvik stated to the local press on the submission of 
Bodø’s application that another solution ‘would require intense school-
ing’, as the other academic environments were not strong enough to 
carry a doctoral degree (Nordlandsposten 18.03.1998, Haukland 2015, 
142).

Minister Lilletun, in parliament’s Question Time in October 1999, 
mentioned a future university in Bodø for the first time by highlighting 
the town as one of three that ‘had developed (the university ambition) 
for the longest period of time’.121 He emphasised the academic quality 
level requirement as being the determining factor of whether this was 
possible: ‘It is the academic and not the geography or name that will 
decide this’.122 The management of Bodø University College chose not 
to comment in the media on this, as the application for a doctoral degree 
in business economics and administration had not yet been approved.

The right to offer a doctoral degree in business economics and admin-
istration had to be in place for a new university in Nordland to provide 
Minister Lilletun with a district policy alibi for two new universities 
in the south of Norway. Director Fossum proposed that the Ministry 
approved the university college’s application after it had been rejected 
by Norgesnett Council. No one in the Ministry was, however, openly 
willing to sign the application. Lilletun therefore finally asked Secretary 
of State Svein Helgesen to determine the outcome.123 In February 2000, 
nine years after Thomassen had in parliament accused his opponents 
from Nordland of delusions, Minister Lilletun granted Bodø University 
College the right to a research education program in business econom-
ics and administration,124 this political decision being the trigger for the 
management of Bodø University College announcing plans for a new 
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university (Nordlandsposten 2000, Haukland 2015, 143). Minister 
Lilletun was the architect of the idea of ​​a university in Bodø, the univer-
sity processes in Agder and Rogaland serving as a guarantee that tran-
sitional arrangements would come into place. The interaction between 
the local and national level was crucial to the start of Bodø’s university 
process. But how many doctorates would a university status require?

The Mjøs committee, three months later proposed in its recommen-
dation, that university colleges with ‘independent responsibility for 
research education in at least four different subject areas’ could change 
their name to a university (Kirke-, utdannings- og forskningsdeparte-
mentet 2000, 49, Utdannings- og forskningsdepartementet 2001).

There was not as much enthusiasm in the new government for the 
university plans when Minister Giske took over from Lilletun in 2000. 
Giske thought it was only a theoretical possibility that Bodø would have 
its own university. He stated to the local press that he was not ‘so con-
cerned about a name’ (Nordlands Framtid 2000). He, however, found 
in February/March of the following year a solution to the pressure being 
applied by the university college sector to establish transitional arrange-
ments. He wanted new university approvals to be based on just one doc-
torate. This was, however, a solution that only Bodø University College 
wanted (Nordlands Framtid 2000, Fædrelandsvennen 2001, Eriksen 
2006, interview Jahr 2014). The academic professionals behind the 
application had wanted an independent business school in Bodø from 
when the business economics and administration program was started. 
They had the support of Rector Mellemvik, who was a part of the aca-
demic college and was involved in drafting the application for a doctoral 
degree in business economics and administration (Haukland 2015, 142, 
14 8, interview Mellemvik 2011). A university status that was based 
on the right to one doctoral degree finally allowed the split. Minister 
Giske had, according to Skjæveland (2002, 173), also considered only 
allowing the transitional scheme to apply to the university colleges in 
Stavanger, Kristiansand and Bodø. This would permit the vertical divide 
between the sectors to survive beyond a time-limited period of new uni-
versities being founded. 
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The university sector’s opposition to new universities was based on new 
universities becoming, through this, ‘division b universities’ so reducing 
the academic level of the sector. This criticism was clearly directed at the 
vocational drift the new universities would bring to the university sec-
tor. University colleges could offer research education. Transition was 
therefore just a question of time, the solution to this dilemma therefore 
being to place new universities into a separate group. New and estab-
lished universities could be more clearly separated where this separation 
was based on the provision of just one PhD.125 The two most central 
stakeholders in the university college sector, at the national level, were at 
odds with each other in this question. Parliament would not differenti-
ate between new and established universities. The government, however, 
worked to promote this differentiation, which was expressed in Report 
to the Storting no. 27 (2000–2001) ‘Gjør din plikt – krev din rett. 
Kvalitetsreform av høyere utdanning’ (Do your duty – demand your 
rights. Quality reform of higher education). The report stated that there 
was ‘no room for additional broad universities beyond the four that exist 
today’ (Utdannings- og forskningsdepartementet 2001, 22, 61). 

The majority of the parliamentary committee wanted the Mjøs commit-
tee’s criteria of four doctoral programs to be used as a basis for university 
college transition to university status, and this was adopted by parlia-
ment on 12 June 2001. A transitional arrangement between the sectors 
was finally in place.

3.1.6 Sector boundary erosion
Bodø University College wanted to now establish three more doctoral 
programs, to allow it to apply for university status. The university col-
lege did not want to found a broad university like the University of 
Tromsø or the University of Oslo. The university college’s ambition was 
to become a regional vocational university.

The binary education system consists of a university sector and a uni-
versity college sector, and does not provide any opportunities to transi-
tion between the two. The attempt to consolidate the binary education 
system through the University College Reform of 1994 and the new law 
on universities and university colleges two years later, in practice laid 
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the ground for the dissolution of the binary education system, which 
was brought about by a stronger research focus across the field. Fulsås 
(2000, 394) claims that the academisation of district university colleges 
laid the foundation for regional university colleges, ‘[eroded] the fea-
tures of the binary system and established a homogeneous system, or 
…a single division system. A single division system is a single hierar-
chical system’. The hierarchical education system led to a stronger focus 
on and demands for research. Academisation had, by the mid-1990s, 
permeated across the field under the guise of the geographical decen-
tralisation of higher education. This led, towards the end of the period, 
to a skewing towards a unified education system based on accreditation. 
This type of education system is characterised by most higher education 
programs being also offered by universities. Different versions of this 
system were, according Kyvik (2009, 10, 11, 14), introduced in Spain, 
the UK, Iceland and Australia through university colleges being accred-
ited as universities, or through different types of university college and 
university integration.126

A new common law on universities and university colleges in 2005 
led to the integration of the field progressing as far as it did.127 No divi-
sion of labour between the two sectors was defined in the text of this 
law, the new law therefore contributing to the severe weakening of sec-
tor boundaries (Kunnskapsdepartementet 2008, 8). What separated the 
two sectors now became increasingly difficult to distinguish.

3.2 From university college to university  
(1998–2011)
The management of Bodø University College began working on uni-
versity plans in 1998. What interaction and what tensions, however, 
contributed to these plans being realised over the next twelve years? This 
section takes a closer look at what brought about the successful com-
pletion of the university process for Bodø. The development of the uni-
versity college sector in Norway had, from before the district university 
colleges existed, followed the general European trend. The European 
level influenced the development of higher education in Norway more 
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strongly after 1998, and in a way that had a direct effect on the univer-
sity process in Bodø. This influence was exerted through the direct and 
indirect consequences of the Bologna process, which represented a con-
tinuation of the broad and extensive structural change at the European 
and national level (Gammelsæter 2002, 10, Neave 2004, 12, Musselin 
2004, 37).

The Bologna process: the direct and indirect consequences
Some parts of the 2003 quality reform were a direct consequence of 
Norway signing the Bologna Declaration in 1999. One example is the 
common degree qualification system that was introduced at universi-
ties and at university colleges.128 The Norwegian ‘Cand. Mag.’ qual-
ification was replaced by the shorter bachelor degree, and ‘hovedfag’ 
was replaced by the master degree qualification. Rector Mellemvik and 
Director Fossum stated that this change freed up supervisory capac-
ity and academic development at a higher level, so making it easier to 
establish new doctoral programs.129 The quality reform also contributed 
to the integration of and the focus on quality and internationalisation 
in the field, internationalisation not however being a clearly defined 
quantity.130 This gave the university college more scope to operate. 
Cooperation with foreign universities, especially in Russia, strength-
ened Bodø’s identification with the university sector and created a more 
flexible organisation,131 the institution internationally using the name 
Bodø Regional University. According to Kyvik (2007, 336), this name 
symbolised a high academic standard, and promoted the recruitment of 
many foreign students (Haukland 2015, 111). 

Changes directly associated with the Bologna Process opened space for 
renegotiating sector boundaries in the national binary education system 
in Norway and in other European countries,132 integration reducing the 
factors that differentiated the institutions in the two sectors.

The Bologna process indirectly generated institutionalisation processes at 
the European level that were linked to academic quality assurance. This 
had major implications for the university process. The need for qual-
ity assurance in academia had been problematised for a long period of 
time, The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
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in Europe (OECD) pointing out the need for national academic quality 
standards as early as 1988. The Norwegian higher education institutions 
continued, however, to bear primary responsibility for academic quality 
assurance until the Norgesnett Council was established ten years later 
(Norgesnettrådet 2002, 9).133 

A change took place around the turn of the millennium in the standard-
isation of academic quality in the field of higher education in Europe, 
that can be described as a paradigm shift. The cultural cognitive element 
in the field was now weakened in favour of a regulative element in the 
form of a posteriori accreditation. Scott (2014, 60) views accreditation 
as being part of the institutions’ normative orientation. The accredita-
tion agency was, however, also built on a strong regulative logic.

The European Commission established the European Network for 
Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) in 2000. This was an 
indirect consequence of the Bologna process, the objective being a com-
mon European education market with common degrees, grading and 
quality standards by 2010. The process was, according to Kjeldstadli 
(2010, 96) and Elken and Frølich (2017, 104), used to legitimise a 
national development that would otherwise have met stronger resist-
ance.134 A national independent supervisory body, the Norwegian 
Agency for Quality Assurance in Education (Nokut), was established 
in 2003 based on ENQA’s guidelines embodied in the quality reform 
of the same year.135 Nokut was a result of the interaction between the 
European and national levels meeting two different local level require-
ments. The first was the academic quality assurance requirement in 
the university sector, the second being the transitional arrangements 
requirement in the university college sector.

The establishment of Nokut resulted in many unintended consequenc-
es.136 One consequence, according to Elken and Frølich (2017), was that 
the road to the university sector became easier for university colleges 
with university ambitions. An aspect that did change was, however, that 
the struggle with parliament to establish transitional arrangements was 
replaced with the struggle to achieve university accreditation from the 
new accreditation agency. Nokut, unlike the Norgesnett Council, was 
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an autonomous and politically independent body. Professional assess-
ments of the accreditation of educational courses and institutions were 
now carried out by expert committees based on given criteria. The uni-
versity process in Bodø therefore changed from being a politically con-
ditioned process, into an academic accreditation issue (Fulsås 2000, 
interview Rasch 2010). This indicates that the field had moved from a 
cultural cognitive to a normative basis for institutionalisation. Higher 
education institutions, including universities, were to now fulfil specific 
requirements to ensure continued drift. For example, doctoral programs 
were approved based on clearly defined criteria. This meant that assess-
ment was independent of whether doctoral programs were offered by 
a university or university college. This is how the new regulative logic 
came to be applied to the whole field. 

A key question here is how the establishment of Nokut affected the uni-
versity process. To answer this question, we must go back to the time 
before Nokut existed. The political tug-of-war over the establishment of 
the accreditation agency created a governance vacuum. This meant that 
the Norgesnett Council’s secretariat formally operated until the new 
year of 2003. This hesitation around the institutionalisation process 
was, according to Stjernø (2012, 44), the reason why Bodø University 
College achieved its university status. The university college gained time 
from the hesitation, and could start the development of doctoral pro-
grams before and while Nokut’s regulations and practices were being 
tested and consolidated.

3.2.1 Nokut and Bodø University College
Nokut also took over responsibility for the quality assurance system of 
educational activities conducted by higher education institutions. Bodø 
University College was the first in Norway to apply for approval from its 
new system. Locally this was seen as a step towards university status,137 
the university college’s activities having, prior to this, been rooted in an 
ongoing dialogue with the Ministry. The new quality assurance system 
was defined but not operationalised in the organisation. The university 
college management had understood that this was sufficient from their 
contact with Nokut before submitting the application. The Norwegian 
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education system environment was, however, no longer as easily manip-
ulated by political craftsmanship. The application was rejected in 2004. 
This came as a surprise to the university college management, who had 
previously been given the green light to submit an application. The 
green light had, however, not been given by the expert committee, the 
body that was ultimately responsibility for assessing the application. 
This was a new practice that the university college management had 
not been aware of. Director of Studies Rasch and the management con-
cluded that ‘Nokut as a body can say what they want, but the commit-
tee is independent’.138 The establishment of Nokut had created a new 
relationship between the local and national level that was based on fixed 
criteria instead of informal dialogue.139 This meant a stronger regulative 
element in the institutions in the field.

The Norwegian university becomes a measurable entity
Which academic quality requirements university colleges must meet to 
become a university was still an unanswered question. The institutions 
in the university college sector where therefore left to answer this ques-
tion themselves.140 The Universities and University Colleges Act would 
have to include private higher education institutions if the criteria were 
to be established. This took place in April 2005 (Lovdata 2005), a regu-
lation for the transition from university college to university status being 
ready five months later (Lovdata 2005, Nokut 2006, Elken and Frølich 
2017).141 The University of Stavanger had been accredited, at this point 
in time, in October of the year before, Bodø University College also 
having been awarded a doctoral degree in sociology. 

The regulations served as a template for the new university, and for how 
a university application should be structured. It therefore represented 
a breakthrough.142 More resources would, according to Rasch (2010 
interview), have been required without such a guidance document: “We 
wrote applications based on what we thought they should contain and 
submitted them to politicians and the Ministry, that is before Nokut 
and the accreditation system”. The university college established a sepa-
rate planning and development department in 2007, which focused on 
complying with Nokut’s regulations on university accreditation (Nokut 
2006). The University of Agder was established in the same year.143 The 
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university college took measures to improve course credit production, 
department head Magne Rasch stating that this released between 12 and 
15 million Norwegian krone more to the university process (interview 
2010).

An increasing number of hybrid organisational practices and more com-
plex organisational identities in the field, according to Stensaker (2006, 
43), helped ensure that change processes not only met the administra-
tive function requirements of higher education institutions, but also aca-
demic quality and entrepreneurship requirements in the face of stronger 
competition. There is, in this complexity, a robustness that prevents 
bureaucratisation mechanisms gaining too much room to manoeu-
vre, such as through the rule of ‘rubber law’ (Valen and Katz 1964).144 
What was initially called ‘the bureaucratic problem’ was solved through 
Nokut’s evaluation of higher education institutions and by educational 
courses being carried out a posterior, i.e. after a development was estab-
lished. According to Neave (2004, 32), an a priori evaluation would 
have been equivalent to an even stronger bureaucratisation of the sector. 

The establishment of Nokut was nevertheless an expression of stronger 
regulative elements in the field than before. Competition had desta-
bilised the field, as the partly politically driven certification of institu-
tions had been replaced by a stronger regulative accreditation, to ensure 
that an institution’s future now was being determined by a fixed-cri-
teria based assessment of academic quality, and not political consider-
ations. The dilemma that arises in democratisation processes between 
democracy and bureaucracy was therefore still relevant, not least in the 
‘oligarchic problem’. This problem highlights power being accumulated 
among new elites in the democratisation processes.

The three doctoral programs and Nokut
The new accreditation agency took time to come into place, so buy-
ing the university college valuable time. The doctoral programs in pro-
fession praxis and aquatic bioscience, in particular, were dependent on 
completely new colleges of academic staff being built up, which would 
then innovate new academic areas. The Centre for Practical Knowledge, 
which was to develop the doctoral program in profession praxis, was 
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established in the autumn of 2003. The application was not, however, 
ready until November 2004. It was not until the following year that 
a master’s degree in aquaculture was established, and which a doctor-
ate in aquaculture could build on. This application was submitted in 
2007. These and the doctoral degree in sociology benefited from the 
postponement of the establishment of Nokut, which meant that the 
university college dealt with an accreditation agency that had no estab-
lished practices. Bodø University College moved the dialogue to deter-
mine the requirements that had to be met at the national level from the 
Ministry to Nokut’s expert committees. Such a dialogue was not for-
mally recognised. Previous practices were, however, through this contin-
ued. Contact with an expert committee was the university college’s only 
opportunity to gain crucial advice.

Nokut’s expert committees practiced an informal supervisory function 
until April 2009, when the right to a doctoral program in profession 
praxis was awarded to Bodø University College (Haukland 2015, 173). 
The academic environments that applied for accreditation were able to 
pass an application through a number of application rounds with an 
expert committee, before the final application was submitted to Nokut’s 
board. This guidance function was crucial to the application process for 
the doctoral program in sociology, profession praxis and aquaculture 
(Haukland 2015, 178).145 Nokut’s academic committee now submitted 
its first conclusion directly for a decision by Nokut’s board, so closing 
dialogue with the national level.146 Bodø University College had used 
the time-limited room given by the setting up of the new accredita-
tion agency, to develop the new university’s doctoral programs. This was 
not the result of an ambiguous and vague reform. It was due to a com-
pletely new institution in the field providing a greater scope for insti-
tutional transformation in the establishment phase than was originally 
intended.147

The accreditation agency was important to the university process, 
because it united the central administration and the scientific staff in 
a common goal of achieving university status. They worked closely 
together on the development of the doctoral programs up to 2009, and 
on meeting Nokut’s requirements.148 The management wanted to build 
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a robust institution with strong institutional autonomy. The former 
vocational college faculties considered this an opportunity to win back 
the academic autonomy they lost in the merger of 1994, because uni-
versity status gave the right to establish new masters and doctoral degree 
programs. Hence separate doctoral degree programs in nursing and 
teaching could be achieved. The Bergen School of Business also wanted 
this, after the battle to become a separate university was lost. The accred-
itation agency therefore drew the university college together internally.

The universities and university colleges had now become of a compa-
rable size. They could be ranked by a common set of criteria, which 
meant a hierarchisation of the field, institutional diversity giving way to 
ever stronger competition. The hierarchisation of the field, according to 
Fulsås (2000, 396), allowed the best institutions to qualify for univer-
sity title. A key prerequisite for ensuring that the hierarchy was correct 
was a stronger regulative element that ensured equal treatment and aca-
demic quality.

3.3 Summary of the analysis (1965–2011)

The analysis has shown how district university colleges with univer-
sity plans contributed to the establishment of the sector boundaries in 
Norwegian higher education, and to these being changed over time. The 
integration processes in the field extend back to the establishment of the 
district university colleges, but were reinforced after the 1994 University 
College Reform.

The democratisation of knowledge was the starting point for growth 
in the field and the change processes this generated. A regionally based 
academic drift, the desire for stronger institutional autonomy, and that a 
common academic quality requirement for both sectors were key driving 
forces. Vocational drift and stronger academic quality assurance require-
ments from the university sector acted as the strongest counter forces. 
This development strongly affected the sector boundaries and therefore 
Bodø University College’s prerequisites for achieving university status.
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The analysis shows that relations between the local and national level 
affected development in ways that were not initially intended. The same 
was true for the integration processes at the European level (Pierson 
1996, 123, 157; 2000, 72, 86). Nordland County Municipality, the 
University College Board of Nordland and parliament played an impor-
tant role in institutional development in Bodø. The original intention 
behind establishing the district university colleges was, according to 
Wold Johnsen (1999, 134), ‘to break up the rigidity of existing edu-
cational patterns and create institutions that could change both them-
selves and their relationships with society’. This was achieved, but in a 
way that called for and challenged the sector boundaries in the field. The 
struggle for transitional arrangements encouraged reforms that would 
stop the founding of more universities, but instead led to an erosion of 
the sector boundaries and made the establishment of transition oppor-
tunities inevitable. The Norwegian binary education system had devel-
oped towards a unified education system.

Studies have shown that various forms of quality assurance and 
accreditation facilitate major change processes in education systems. 
Quality assurance has therefore been highlighted as ‘the most potent of 
change agents (Kogan and Hanney (2000, 240) in Stensaker 2006, 44).

The reform changes unfolded gradually in the field up until 1994. It 
had been shown in other European countries that gradual change lead 
to less resistance, and more room for manoeuvre than all changes being 
introduced at the same time. The unintended consequences of this are 
also known. The international orientation around the millennium also 
legitimised (through the Bologna process) a higher national reform pace 
and a larger national reform breadth (Stensaker 2006, Witte et al. 2008, 
219, 228).

There were two factors that contributed in particular to the increase in 
the pace of reform of higher education in Norway. One was the relation-
ship between the state and the field, which was characterised through-
out the period by consensus and dialogue, the important key role of 
the Minister of Education in this being a moderator of contact between 
the sectors. The second factor was a growing international perspective, 
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reforms and strengthened the relationship between higher education 
institutions and society. Key stakeholders at the European level were the 
OECD, the EU and ENQA.

The quality reform first and foremost affected the university process 
through the establishment of Nokut. This accreditation agency was 
an indirect consequence of the Bologna process, the integration of the 
field with joint sector arenas contributing to a common understanding 
that the quality assurance of university colleges, education systems and 
the accreditation agency would be moved out of the Ministry. Nokut 
defined the Norwegian university as a measurable quantity for the first 
time in 2005, which contributed to the last part of the university pro-
cess being highly targeted. The Norgesnett Council, the University and 
University College Council and Nokut were key to this development at 
the national level.

The European integration process began before the Bologna process 
started. Nevertheless, this process increased the pace and breadth of 
integration, and indirectly allowed the facilitation of new Norwegian 
universities, because it added a stronger international focus that created 
a new scope for institutional growth. The university title was now avail-
able to qualified university colleges. This resulted in the establishment 
of the University of Stavanger in 2005, the University of Agder in 2007 
and the University of Nordland in 2011. The new universities did not 
operate in a binary system with clear sector boundaries, as the ‘troika’ 
had initially envisioned. Universities and university colleges had to now 
accept that the requirement for quality had been moved out of the insti-
tutions themselves and the Ministry, and into Nokut an independent 
body. The university as a symbol and identity marker had undergone a 
de-institutionalisation process in which norms and rules played a major 
role, so allowing university colleges to be institutionalised into the uni-
versity sector a posteriori. The university status was therefore, to a cer-
tain extent, filled with new content.
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CHAPTER 4

THE KEY DRIVERS AND TENSIONS 
OF THE ANALYSIS

What are the most important factors that led to Bodø University College 
being accredited as a university on 1 January 2011? We, through using a 
longer time span, can isolate three strong driving forces in the develop-
ment of higher education, which were also crucial to Nordland gaining 
its own university.

The first strong driving force was the growth in the field throughout the 
period. This created a need for structural changes, growth being a result 
of the democratisation of knowledge. The expansion of the upper sec-
ondary schools led to a sharp increase in the number of students, lead-
ing to the challenge of a shortage of study places, which was primarily 
solved through establishing the regional university colleges. The second 
strong driving force was the academic drift among academic staff outside 
of the university sector, in particular in the new district university col-
leges where the staff was largely made up of academics with a university 
degree. The third driving force that propelled the processes was a large-
scale standardisation process. This was triggered by the growth of higher 
education and its geographical decentralisation, and was reinforced by 
an ever-increasing need for quality assurance. Standardisation further-
more led to the integration of the field that defined and challenged the 
sector boundaries throughout the period. 

These driving forces were not, however, alone in determining the direc-
tion of development. The three driving forces, as Smelser (1973) has 
pointed out, instead constituted dynamics of change in the field that 
gave rise to and structured new conflict patterns and tensions. Tensions 
that were brought into play led to a development in which results that 
differed from those originally intended, were created by reform changes. 
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Growth, academic drift and standardisation created and maintained 
three strong tensions throughout the period. These gave Bodø University 
College the opportunity to become the University of Nordland.

The most striking tension was between the national and regional 
level.
Tension rose between the national and regional level due to national 
education policy coming into conflict with regional development needs. 
The regional governance level that was established in the 1970s never 
achieved its intended role. It was weakened, and the regional univer-
sity college boards also focused on regional interests. The goal of higher 
education in the regions was not just securing highly skilled labour and 
academic development, but also economic and demographic growth, 
reputation building, identity, geographical decentralisation and a logic 
of equality in which the districts were also to be included. The regional 
governance level therefore functioned as a buffer for the academisation 
of the university colleges to the national level.

The tension between the national and regional levels was also shown 
in the tug-of-war over what a Norwegian university should be. Could 
Norwegian universities be established based on geographical decentral-
isation and achieve regional affiliation? Or should they primarily serve 
national interests? Strong regional alliances helped open up new areas 
of action at the national level for regional universities.

The alliance between the regional level and parliament was a decisive 
factor in how this tension affected this development. Regional devel-
opment and growth repeatedly prevailed over the demand from the 
government and Ministry for clear distinctions between the sectors. 
Opponents of regional universities also backed many of the reform 
changes. The strongest breakthrough for the regional level was, how-
ever, Minister Lilletun putting regional universities for the first time 
on a Norwegian government’s agenda. The national level also wanted 
stronger cooperation and a clearer division of labour in the field. The 
dilemma between the need to differentiate between the sectors and 
the need for cooperation between them kept the tension between the 
regional and national level alive. 
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The other tension of importance to the establishment of the University 
of Nordland was the tension between academic and vocational drift. 
There were two conflicting educational cultures in the university col-
lege sector prior to the university college reform. Vocational education 
had a longer history, a strong profession identity and was anchored in 
the field of practice, these being the hallmarks of a vocational drift that 
contrasted the educational culture of the new district university col-
leges. The staff of these university colleges were academics who primar-
ily identified with the universities. The university colleges were there-
fore characterised by academic drift. This tension led to the district 
university colleges not exercising the coordinating role for higher edu-
cation in the county as originally intended, and the regional university 
college boards never successfully integrating the sector at the regional 
level.

Vocational drift, which acted as a counter force to academic drift, was 
confined to separate university colleges prior to the university college 
reform of 1994. When the schism between vocational and academic 
drift became released by the inclusion of both in the sector, academic 
drift had become so strong that it could not be countered.

The district university colleges therefore gained greater scope for 
academisation than originally intended. The new university colleges 
would have converged less towards the universities if the integration of 
the university college sector had taken place earlier.

The last tension, between democratisation and standardisation, 
should be highlighted because it created a dynamics of change that 
directly affected the founding of the University of Nordland.
Growth was an expression of a democratisation of knowledge, a broad 
proportion of the population having access to higher education, includ-
ing citizens in the districts. This growth also, however, created new 
demands. Student rights were to be safeguarded, and equal treatment 
was to be ensured. The university sector demanded that university col-
lege teaching was at the same level as university teaching. How could 
these demands be met in an ever-growing field of major reform changes? 
Quality was increasingly converted into quantitative terms, in line with 
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the main European processes of the OECD, EU, the Bologna process 
and obligations to ENQA’s program. The solution was a standardisa-
tion process that included academic quality at the interface between 
the field’s internal and external logic. Research quality and state priori-
ties could both be safeguarded by the accreditation agency.

The power to define quality was eventually moved out of the Ministry 
and the higher education institutions, and into an independent body, 
the newly created NOKUT. Assessments were no longer based on 
being equal among peers, but of being assessed by the professionals of 
an independent body outside of higher education and national educa-
tion politics. Nokut was also required to be accredited by ENQA every 
five years, to be certified as a European accreditation body. National 
control of development was therefore weakened and the sector bound-
aries were eroded.

A well-known Weberian dilemma arose in the tension between democ-
ratisation and standardisation, due to democratisation processes requir-
ing organisation and therefore the delegation of power from those who 
democratisation is to benefit, to a bureaucracy that is to ensure effi-
ciency and equal treatment. One challenge presented by the new edu-
cation system was that decision power and organising authority was 
transferred from students and collegiates of academic staff, to the higher 
education institution’s central management. A democratic ideal of par-
ticipation was therefore sacrificed to allow equality to be secured by a 
democratic ideal based on representativeness. The aim of the Bologna 
process was to strengthen the autonomy of higher education institu-
tions, which many interpreted as a strengthening of the academic staff’s 
academic and administrative autonomy. Two new centres of power in 
academia, largely governed by rules, arose: the central administration 
of higher education institutions and Nokut. The dilemma has no final 
solution. It is instead a permanent issue in the field, and will continue 
to be as long as higher education is a right of the many and not a priv-
ilege of the few.



It is a paradox that the transition to a stronger central administration 
of higher education institutions, and the setting up of the accreditation 
agency were decisive factors in Bodø University College achieving its 
university process goal. It gave the institution space to manoeuvre and 
more predictable criteria, these defining the ‘steps’ up the new hierar-
chy in the field to cross the sector boundaries.
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A THREE DIMENSIONAL THEORETIC 
FRAMEWORK OF UNDERSTANDING

Introduction
There is, as mentioned in the introduction to Chapter 1, a need for a com-
mon theoretical framework within the sociology of higher education. The 
field of research is fragmented and lacks a common conceptual framework. 
One possible solution is to establish a common theoretical framework of 
understanding that facilitates comparison and a deeper understanding of 
the dynamics of change in the field of higher education. Part I of this book 
is primarily from my doctoral dissertation work which was completed in 
December 2018. From this work grew an ever-increasing awareness of how 
conceptual understanding and theories in the sociology of higher educa-
tion lacked one dimension: the impact of society through demands for 
efficiency and quality assurance. This dimension is associated with the ten-
sion between democratisation and standardisation, which was highlighted 
in Chapter 4. 

The introduction chapter also highlights that the university always has 
existed in the field of tension between an inner logic of its own, and an 
external logic from the relationship with the state and society. The external 
logic is often omitted in the analysis of the sociology of higher education. 
Martin Trow (1974, 3) argued however, in the early 1970s, that society 
would exert an increasing influence on developments in higher education, 
as higher education for the many required greater investment in the field. 
Few attempts have been made to implement this third dimension in the 
definitions of concepts in higher education and the subsequent analysis of 
developments. Higher education systems and higher education reforms are 
still primarily analysed along two dimensions. Trow’s point, even though it 
was only an assumption, was the impetus for my three-dimensional under-
standing of the field.
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The point in time at which I truly saw this was so late in my doc-
toral dissertation work, that I did not have the opportunity to present an 
explicit three-dimensional theoretical understanding in the theory chapter 
of the introductory part of my doctoral thesis (University of Nordland. 
‘Spenninger og samspill i en høgskolesektor’. (Tensions and interactions in 
a university college sector) (Haukland 2018b)), which is presented in an 
edited form in Chapter 1 of this book. The analysis in Chapter 3 is, how-
ever, written based on an implicit three-dimensional framework of under-
standing. The third dimension in higher education analysis is the focus of 
Part II, the third dimension being highlighted more explicitly. The topic 
of Part II is therefore a three-dimensional theoretical framework of under-
standing in the higher education field, and is based on the theory presented 
in Chapter 1. 

The need for a new theoretical understanding is becoming increasingly 
pressing. Most previous concepts and models are structured along two 
dimensions, research therefore mainly uncovering the relationship between 
the state and higher education institutions, and between the higher educa-
tion institutions themselves. This is despite this relationship being in recent 
decades challenged by a third dimension: the relationship between higher 
education institutions and by society. All three dimensions have under-
gone fundamental change due to major and more frequent reforms in the 
field of higher education (Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring bounda-
ries, 229). The role of society has become established in a new and stronger 
way, so making it an influencal actor in the field. It should today be con-
sidered as being crucial to forming an overall picture of higher education 
in Europe. This highlights a need for a new theoretical understanding to 
uncover the new complexity and the new dilemmas at play in the field. 
This understanding is not only a necessary tool for researchers, managers 
in higher education and politicians. It is also crucial for academic staff, in 
order to gain a deeper understanding of the changes in the field.

This part presents such a three-dimensional understanding of the higher 
education field. The developments that led to a number of new Norwegian 
universities, as presented in Chapters 3 and 4, will serve as a case here. Such 
an understanding allows concepts to be defined and development to be 
explored in a fundamentally new way.



Part II consists of two chapters. Chapter 5 uncovers the weaknesses of a 
two-dimensional theoretical understanding framework, and the relation-
ships in the higher education field that constitute a potential third dimen-
sion. Chapter 6 presents a synthesis of the theory in Chapter 1 and the 
analysis in Chapter 3. This synthesis constitutes a three-dimensional the-
oretical framework of understanding in the field of higher education. The 
chapter also describes how this understanding framework was developed, 
and places the analysis in Part I into this frame, through presenting later 
studies conducted by the author based on the synthesis and the empirical 
data used by the analysis in Part I. This is the central issue of Part II and III:

How does a three-dimensional theoretical framework of understanding 
affect the analysis of the field of higher education?

The justification and a proposal for a three-dimensional theoretical 
understanding of the field are presented in the following, and some 
examples of how this can be used and what it can illuminate are given. 

In order to answer this research question, Part II and III presents a synthe-
sis of the theory and analysis of Part I in the form of a three-dimensional 
theoretical framework of understanding in the field of higher education. 
This can provide an expanded and deeper understanding of how the rela-
tionships between higher education institutions and the state, and between 
these institutions and society, can influence the development of the field. 
My hope is also that this three-dimensional theoretical understanding 
will make complex relationships and change dynamics more accessible to 
researchers and stakeholders. In Chapter 6 I provide a number of exam-
ples of how such a theoretical starting point highlights new dimensions in 
the analysis of developments in the field of higher education. Chapter 3 
integrates the local, regional, national and European level in a joint analy-
sis, to determine the change dynamics that were at play at each level, and 
between the levels, in the process that led to the founding of the University 
of Nordland. This is presented here in an explicit three-dimensional under-
standing framework to demonstrate how this affects analysis in the field.
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CHAPTER 5

NEED FOR A NEW THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK OF UNDERSTANDING

Chapter 5 examines a two-dimensional understanding of the higher 
education field and how this understanding falls short when tensions 
and dynamics of change are analysed. The examination is based on expe-
riences with the analysis of the emergence of the University of Nordland 
described in Part I. The need for a three-dimensional theoretical frame-
work of understanding is therefore brought to the fore by describing 
the change dynamics generated by society’s growing influence during 
the university process, at the regional, national and European level. The 
relationship between higher education institutions and society represent 
the third dimension of the analysis.

5.1 A two-dimensional framework of understanding 

Development in the wake of reforms in the higher education field has 
previously been analysed along two dimensions. The lack of a third 
dimension in concepts and analysis tools has, however, led to key change 
dynamics not being illuminated.

Examples of the influence of regional, national and European inte-
gration processes on autonomy, hierarchy and accreditation are pre-
sented in the following. The main focus within autonomy has been 
higher education institutions’ struggle for independence and the state 
being a decisive factor in determining their room for manoeuvre or 
autonomy. The hierarchisation of higher education institutions is a pro-
cess which builds and strengthens a hierarchical regime between higher 
education institutions, as opposed to the alternative state-regulated divi-
sion of labour between them. Hierarchisation is therefore considered 
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to be a result of academic drift. The introduction of higher education 
institution accreditation has been considered to be an expression of the 
state’s quality assurance of the education system. These three integration 
processes are seen to be the result of tensions along two dimensions: the 
relationship of higher education institutions to each other and to the 
state, as shown in Figure 5.1 and Table 5.1.

Figure 5.1 Institutional positions in higher 
education systems I. Based on Bleiklie 
2004 (figure 1).

Table 5.1 Focus areas in the analysis of 
central integration processes using a 
two-dimensional theoretical understanding 
framework (See Table 7.1 for focus areas in a 
three-dimensional theoretical understanding 
framework).

The analysis of the university process which led to the University of 
Nordland being founded in 2011, shows that the institution gained 
more than a university status. The exploration and explanation of new 
aspects of the Norwegian higher education system, in order to develop 
an understanding of the effect of European, national and regional inte-
gration processes on the university process in Bodø, has been testing. 
One major challenge has been that analytical concepts changed as soci-
ety increasingly played a crucial role in the development of the field. 
Because of this, terms cannot be defined in the same way as they were 
previously. There is therefore a gap between the European integration 
processes per se and our understanding of them. 
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5.2. A three dimensional framework of 
understanding 
Key development features of the higher education field are presented 
in the following, to substantiate the three-dimensional framework of 
understanding as a beneficial analytical tool. Two development fea-
tures are highlighted, which reinforce the third dimension. They are the 
national and institutional integration of the field.

Three dimensional national integration
Teichler (2005, 466) argues that models that describe the development 
of higher education ‘top-down’ can not explain the growing complex-
ity and the increasing social significance of higher education after 1990 
(Kyvik 2009, 33). The field’s increasing complexity is one reason why 
field development did not lead to heterogenisation. ‘Top-down’ mod-
els do not, for example, satisfactorily explain the relationship between 
regional higher education institutions and national key actors (Kyvik 
2009, 33). Trow’s (1974) analysis was, however, based on an American 
context, which is dominated by private educational institutions. The 
European situation is fundamentally different, most educational insti-
tutions being state owned. State ownership created a development that 
was driven by the principle of equality and the requirement for aca-
demic quality, as opposed to a heterogenisation of the field (Trow 1974, 
58). A key question therefore is how can the complexity of the higher 
education field be analysed. 

Greater institutional integration 
According to Bleiklie (2003, 346), the strengthening of the relation-
ships between higher education institutions led to institutional inte-
gration, through the introduction of ‘common public, legislative and 
budgetary systems’ within one sector or the entire field. Integration has 
also resulted in greater dependence on the state, the authorities choosing 
the way the relationship between the institutions is organised (Ibid.). 
The relationship between higher education institutions and the author-
ities, according to Gornitzka (1999, 22), functions as an intermediary, 
a limitation and a facilitator of the formulation of policy and institu-
tions’ responses to this. The authorities’ influence on the relationship 
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between higher education institutions in Norway has, according to 
Bleiklie (2003), taken form through a strengthening of management at 
the individual education institution, and through creating systems for 
the evaluation and accreditation of institutions. 

The development of the knowledge society means that higher educa-
tion institutions have become a part of a stronger interaction with society, 
creating a development in which society and institutions mutually influ-
ence each other. This shift can be explained by the growth in the number 
of students and academic staff increasing the pressure on the institutions 
to benefit society (Trow 1974). Different stakeholders in society, according 
to Bleiklie (2003), exert different types of pressure, the pressure being in 
a specific direction – science becomes both more research orientated and 
more anchored in society. The strength of the relationship between higher 
education institutions and society is dependent on whether quality assur-
ance is managed by the institutions or by external quality assurance bodies.

The complex interaction between society, higher education institu-
tions and the state has led, according Bleiklie (2003), to relationships 
between higher education institutes increasingly taking a hierarchical 
form. Integration affects all interaction and its relationships. Little can 
therefore be derived from examining the relationship between the insti-
tutions, the relationship between the state and the institutions, and 
between the institutions and society as isolated processes. This complex 
interaction is instead a three-dimensional complexity in which the three 
are connected to each other to varying degrees.

There are therefore reasons to claim that a three-dimensional theoretical 
approach will help concepts and analysis reflect and explain the dynam-
ics of change in the field of higher education. 

We must, if we are to fill the gap between integration processes in the 
higher education field and our understanding of them, therefore develop 
definitions of these processes along three instead of two dimensions. 
This will allow us to analyse a more complex field. New definitions of 
key terms that refer to all three axes will open up a three-dimensional 
space that can be explored and can therefore enhance our understand-
ing of the dynamics of change, and uncover new dilemmas in the field.
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A new theoretical approach along three axes will, in sum, strengthen 
the understanding of change dynamics and dilemmas, and serve as a 
tool for analysing the increasing complexity of the higher education 
field in the present and throughout history. It will open up new oppor-
tunities to understand and analyse changes in the relationship between 
higher education institutions, between them and the state, and between 
these institutions and society. Appropriate tools for analysing changes in 
the higher education field can therefore be developed in this way. The 
researcher’s awareness of the third dimension will help ensure that con-
cepts, theories and analysis are more precise.

The relationship between higher education institutions, between these 
and the state, and between the institutions themselves, strengthened in 
the period covered in Part I. The relationship between higher education 
institutions and society is, however, a dimension that was previously not 
considered to be as important as the relationship between higher educa-
tion institutions and between these institutions and the state. Bleiklie’s 
two-dimensional figure (Bleiklie 2004, figure 1), as Bleiklie (2004) him-
self called, needs to be developed if we are to be able to analyse the grow-
ing complexity of the field that this has created. As shown by Figure 
5.2 and 5.3, a stronger relationship with society has strengthened the 
three-dimensionality in higher education relationships. 
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Figure 5.2 Higher education institution relationships along three axes, as a starting point 
for defining concepts and developing the analysis of the dynamics of change in the field of 
higher education. a. Relationships between higher education institutions, b. Relationships 
between higher education institutions and the state and c. Relationships between higher 
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education institutions and society.

We can develop a new figure based on Figure 5.2, that shows the institu-
tional positions of higher education institutions in relation to the a, b and c 
axes – as a whole and individually. The point of origin represents a theoreti-
cally possible missing relation along each axis. The distance from the origin 
defines how strong the relations of a, b and c are, as shown in Figure 5.3.
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Figure 5.3 Institutional positions in higher education systems II. Based on Bleiklie 2004 
(figure 1), Stensaker 2006, Kyvik 2009. The letter W at the origin stands for weak and S 
on the axes stands for stronger relation. W and S also apply to other figures where not 
specified.

The axes in Figure 5.3 indicate a continuum from a weak to a strong 
relation, the three-dimensional space between the axes indicating pos-
sible positions for individual higher education institututions. Viewing 
higher education institutions as two-dimensional quantities, defined by 
their relationship to each other and to the state, is here also defined 
based on their relationship to society. This underscores the increasing 
complexity of the field. There are infinitely more positions in the space 
between the three axes in Figure 5.3 than in the two dimensional model 
of Figure 5.1. Figure 5.3 therefore shows that analysis in the field must 
address the strength of higher education institutions’ relationships to 
the state, society and other higher education institutions. This figure is 
the foundation for all the three-dimensional figures in the remainder of 



Part II. Concepts and analysis can be developed in three dimensions in 
the higher education field, based on Figure 5.3. 

Figure 5.3 is a tool for simplifying a complex reality. Synthesising 
between the theory in Chapter 1 and the analysis in Chapter 3 leads to 
the emergence of an empirically based theory that provides an under-
standing of development through three relations, as shown by figure 
5.3. Concepts are defined using three relations, to allow a richer picture 
of development to be drawn. This leads to new questions and illumi-
nates new dilemmas. The answers to these questions and the tensions 
that unfold in the light of the dilemmas are, however, not along the 
three axes, but in the space between them. Analysis conducted using a 
three-dimensional theoretical framework of understanding is, like any 
theoretical approach, a simplification of reality that focuses on certain 
aspects of development. This can be compared to adding a filter to a dig-
ital image, so masking everything except the main features.

A two-dimensional theoretical framework of understanding is, even so, 
still both a beneficial and desirable tool, as it draws out other themes and 
questions. The two different frames do not exclude, but complement 
each other. A two-dimensional and a three-dimensional framework of 
understanding are both, however, strengthened by applying definitions 
along all three axes in Figure 5.3. This will make the researcher more 
aware of the interfaces (the area defined by a and b, a and c, or b and c in 
Figure 5.3) on which a development is analysed, and will reveal whether 
a third dimension will, over time, play a stronger or weaker role in the 
analysis theme and issue. 
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CHAPTER 6

TOWARDS A THREE DIMENSIONAL 
THEORETIC FRAMEWORK OF 
UNDERSTANDING

The analysis and conclusion of Chapters 3 and 4, as earlier mentioned, 
implicitly bear a three-dimensional understanding of the dynamics of 
change in the field that led to the University of Nordland being founded. 
A recurring challenge in these chapters was that the concepts did not 
accommodate the actual development. The real issues were obscured by 
a conceptual understanding and analysis tradition that was largely two 
dimensional (see Figure 5.1). Towards the end of my doctoral disserta-
tion work, it became increasingly clear to me how this obscuring masked 
key topics, issues and dilemmas in the higher education field. I there-
fore included the relationship between higher education institutions 
and society in the analysis (Chapter 3) and the conclusion (Chapter 4). 
Time was, however and as mentioned in the introduction to Part II, too 
short to expand on a three-dimensional theoretical framework of under-
standing of the field. 

Three driving forces were highlighted in part I as being crucial to the 
university process in Bodø. The growth in the number of students, aca-
demic staff and higher education institutions was a result of the democ-
ratisation of knowledge, the relationship between higher education 
institutions and society gradually becoming stronger in the wake of this 
democratisation process, so allowing regional development needs to 
prevail in the field. The second driving force, standardisation, resulted in 
an independent accreditation agency, also strengthening this relation-
ship. The standardisation of the field was also the result of the relation-
ship between higher education and the state. The principle of equality 
was prominent in the first part of period, the driving of the university 
process by the need for efficiency being prominent in the last part of the 
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period. The third driving force, academic drift, affected the relationship 
between higher education institutions, and was a result of the struggle 
for university colleges to be accredited as universities. 

The tensions, because they played out in a three-dimensional space 
where relationships encountered each other, are complex and multifac-
eted. Tensions which affected the relationship between higher educa-
tion institutions and the state (more precisely between the national and 
regional levels) were centred on the geographical decentralisation of the 
universities and the university colleges’ opportunity for academic drift. 
Tensions related to academic drift manifested in a different way, in the 
relationship between higher education institutions, the tension between 
academic and vocational drift dominating particularly before the quality 
reform. The third dimension highlights the relationship between higher 
education institutions and society, in which growth played a major role. 
Tension between national and regional levels in relation to regional 
development needs, was also prominent. 

The analysis in Part I also highlights an increasing tension between 
democratisation and standardisation. This largely passed below the 
radar, due to an established two-dimensional theoretical framework of 
understanding. Examining all three dimensions more closely therefore 
shed new light onto the dilemma between these two driving forces.

The standardisation processes were, in the relationship between higher 
education institutions and the state, largely motivated by the principle 
of equality and the need for efficiency. Standardisation of the field was, 
for higher education institutions, largely about protecting or pushing 
sector boundaries. This however was, in the relationship between higher 
education institutions and society, about depoliticising decision-making 
processes related to quality in academia through the establishment of an 
independent body, Nokut. This would ensure that society’s large invest-
ment in higher education achieved the greatest rational return possible. 
The analysis in Part I can be summarised in Figure 6.1.

The diverse and new themes and dilemmas raised by the develop-
ment in the field, with the exception of the dilemma between democra-
tisation and standardisation, have not been highlighted by the driving 
forces and tensions. Some of these will therefore be presented here in 
Part II (see Tables 6.1 and 7.1).
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I have, after completing my doctoral dissertation in December 2018, 
expanded upon different aspects of a three-dimensional understanding, 
which I will present in the following. 

In the chapter ‘Et paradigmeskifte sett nordfra’ (A paradigm shift as 
seen from the north) in the anthology ‘Geografi, kunnskap, viten-
skap. Den regionale UH-sektorens framvekst og betydning’(Geo-
graphy, knowledge, science. The growth and significance of the regional 
higher education sector) published by Cappelen Damm in 2019, I have 
described how a stronger third dimension in the Norwegian higher edu-
cation field led to a shift from a geographical to an academic paradigm 
(Haukland 2019). 

Regional development of higher education was seen, under the geo-
graphical paradigm, as the fulfilment of young people’s rights, as a guaran-
tee of highly skilled labour in the districts and as part of regional knowl-
edge development. Geography became a subordinate issue, quantitative 
academic quality goals then playing a decisive role under the academic 
paradigm that evolved following the establishment of Nokut. This chapter 
shows how higher education in Norway has progressed from an organic 
order with a division of labour both within and between the sectors, to 
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Figure 6.1 Central driving forces in the higher education field during the Bodø university 
process. Presentation of Chapter 4 (Part I) as translated into a three-dimensional 
theoretical framework of understanding based on Figure 5.3.
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a hierarchical order dominated by mergers and competition between 
higher education institutions. ‘Et paradigmeskifte sett nordfra’ (A par-
adigm shift as seen from the north) is the product of my work on the 
book ‘Lærerutdanninga på Nesna 1918–2018’ (Teacher training at Nesna 
1918-2018) published by Museumsforlaget in 2018, and which formed 
the foundation for examining the development at Bodø University College 
from a new geographic and institutional perspective. The chapter focuses 
on how the third dimension, the relationship between higher education 
institutions and society, is institutionalised through quality assurance.

The chapter ‘Bologna, Nokut og Universitetet i Nordland’ (Bologna, 
Nokut and the University in Nordland) in the anthology ‘Nord og 
verden’ (The North and the World) published by Orkana Akademisk 
(Haukland 2020b), highlights the historical development behind this 
paradigm shift. This shift is the introduction of an independent body 
outside the Ministry, which quality assures higher education through a 
posteriori evaluation. The establishment of Nokut was a direct result of 
European integration processes in the field, and the relationship with 
society becoming stronger and more binding. The analysis shows that 
the third dimension has contributed to a depoliticising of the field. 
What was initially a democratisation of higher education is today less 
affected by electoral power and the participation of academic staff.

The paper ‘The Bologna Process and HEI’s Institutional Autonomy’ 
published in the Athens Journal of Education (Haukland 2020a, see 
Appendix 1) explores the development of higher education institutional 
autonomy through the use of the three dimensional framework of under-
standing. This approach changes the focus from an analysis of whether 
the autonomy of university colleges and universities has been strength-
ened or weakened, to a closer examination of what form of autonomy 
in higher education institutions is affected. Uncovering a strengthening 
of autonomy then adds depth to the analysis by allowing a closer look 
at where in the institution autonomy is strengthened, and how rela-
tionships with other higher education institutions, the state and society 
are affected by this development. The paper is an example of an analy-
sis along three axis of the field, in which different forms of autonomy 
emerge. The paper is reproduced in full in Appendix 1 as an example of 
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an analysis based on a three-dimensional framework of understanding. 
I will shed light on why such an analysis is important in the following, 
through highlighting some of the findings of the paper. 

The relationship between the state and the institutions is firstly defined 
by the institutions’ substantivist autonomy, which includes what they 
are to do and their procedural autonomy, defined by how they carry 
out their mission (Torjesen et al. 2017, 80). This shows that higher edu-
cation institutions operate as independent and dependent stakeholders 
in the field. These two are rarely differentiated in research. Torjesen et 
al. (2017) have helped highlight this distinction, which is important if 
the increasing complexity of relationships in the field is to be under-
stood. There is a substantial difference between being autonomous in 
relation to your role and being autonomous in how you implement this 
role. Institutional autonomy is often referred to, in public documents 
and research, as a procedural autonomy (Sørheim 1973, 44, Trow 1974, 
Kyvik 1999, Wold Johnsen 1999, 224, Fulsås 2000, Kirke-, utdannings- 
og forskningsdepartementet 2000, Kunnskapsdepartementet 2008a).

The relationship between the state and higher education institutions 
is, secondly, defined by where autonomy in the organisation is located, 
or who holds the autonomy. Professional autonomy is defined by aca-
demic staff having the power to make decisions. Administrative auton-
omy is defined by the majority of decision-making power being held by 
the organisation’s central administration (Etzioni 1964 in Schmidtlein 
and Berdahl 2011, 70). The different types of institutional autonomy 
therefore illuminate different dimensions, as shown in Figure 6.2 as 
taken from ‘The Bologna Process and HEI’s Institutional Autonomy’ 
(Haukland 2020a, see Appendix 1).

The different types of institutional autonomy presented in the paper 
show the independence of higher education institutions from the 
state, society and each other. This can challenge academic freedom. 
Professional autonomy is, according to Schmidtlein and Berdahl, not 
equivalent to academic freedom: ‘academic freedom as a concept is uni-
versal and absolute, whereas autonomy is, of necessity, parochial and rel-
ative’ (2011, 71). Loss of professional autonomy is therefore not equiv-
alent to the loss of academic freedom (O’Neil 2011, 91). 
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Understanding that academic freedom is not necessarily threatened if 
professional autonomy is weakened, is fundamental. Academic staff can 
lose their power to make decisions without this weakening their individ-
ual academic freedom. It can, on the contrary, lead to academic freedom 
being even more protected, because differences of opinion and other 
conflicts between academic staff do not have the same consequences 
upon employment relationships or other administrative issues (O´Neil 
2011). Scientific staff can, in such a system, also attend to their own 
research interests independently of their colleagues.

A weakening of substantivist autonomy does, however, challenge 
academic freedom through increasing integration in the higher educa-
tion field. The institutions do not define their roles to the same extent, 
even though they have been given greater authority to decide how these 
are executed. Academic freedom does, however, come under pressure 
when higher education institutions, and therefore also academic staff, 
lose their power to define what their work is to consist of through the 
weakening of their substantivist autonomy. This is not, however, an 
unambiguous picture.

B. Relation to state:
Decicive power (WHO)

Professional vs. 
administrative 

autonomy

A. Relation between HEIs:
Procedures (HOW)
Individual vs. procedural autonomy

C. Relation to society:
Mission (WHAT)
Substantive vs. 
bene�icially based 
autonomy

Figure 6.2 Different types of institutional autonomy in higher education systems. Based on 
van Vught, 1996; Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011; Torjesen, Hansen, Pinheiro & Vrangbæk, 
2017. Source: Haukland 2020a, figure 1 (see Appendix 1). Reproduced with permission.
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6.1 The impact of integration on social order

Three-dimensionality captures conditions that relate to the autonomy 
of higher education institutions and the social orders within which they 
operate. Bleiklie (2004) has shown that the stronger the relationship is 
between a higher education institution and the state, the less autonomy 
the institution has in decision making and in the relationship of the 
institution with other higher education institutions. A higher educa-
tion institution goes from being part of an autonomous order, to being 
part of a heteronomous order. The stronger the relationship between a 
higher education institution and other higher education institutions is, 
the stronger the hierarchical order between them. The organic order is 
therefore weakened (Bleiklie 2004, figure 1). These two dimensions tell, 
however, little about the institutions’ relationship to society.

The education system is characterised by an organic order if the rela-
tionship between higher education institutions and society is weak. The 
system is, where this relationship is strong, however characterised by an 
‘output’ order of accreditation and funding based on research produc-
tion and candidate production. This is in addition to external accredi-
tation and funding.

We see that when higher education institutions are defined using a 
three-dimensional relationship, that dichotomies are not able to fully 
describe the development in the period, as pointed out by Stensaker 
(2006). A picture is formed, based on the different types of autonomy, 
of different social orders as a perception internally in higher education 
institutions, in the relationships between higher education institutions, 
and in the relationships between theses institutions, the state and society.

The higher education system consists of different combinations of 
a hierarchical order. Academic status therefore determines institution 
ranking and an organic order in which relationships between institu-
tions are defined by functions and roles through specialisation (Bleiklie 
2003, 341).

If the institutions’ relationship with society at both the local and 
national level (and what characterises them) are included, then a 
three-dimensional understanding of the integration will emerge in 
which social orders operate ‘with conflicting principles’ (Bleiklie 2003, 
345), as shown by Figure 6.3.
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Figure 6.3 Social orders in higher education systems (based on Bleiklie 2004, figure 1).

The strengthening of relations along three axes created dynamics which 
opened up new scopes for the higher education institutions to act. 
The relationship between the state and the higher education institu-
tions is primarily influenced by the degree of institutional autonomy 
types, and the degree of heterogenisation, in which the state exercises 
decision-making power and higher education institutions have limited 
autonomy (Bleiklie 2003). 

The relationship between institutions is primarily affected by the 
relationship between an organic and a hierarchical order in the educa-
tion system, which has increasingly become an object of state control 
(Bleiklie 2003). The relationship between the institutions and society 
is characterised by the degree to which the institution is adapted to the 
needs of the labour market. This characterises an organic order, and how 
well they are adapted to an integrated education market in an ‘output’ 
order. They are also affected by whether quality assurance takes place 
inside the institution (organic) or outside (‘output’), by the extent to 
which the institution is run through the use of state or external funding 
and how strong the ‘third mission’ is in the higher education institution 
(‘output’ order). An administrative order is characterised by the man-
agement having administrative and procedural autonomy.



The relationships can be schematically presented as shown in Table 
6.1 below.

Relationship 
between higher 
education 
institutions and:

WEAK RELATION STRONG RELATION

Characteristic Social order Characteristic Social order

a Other 
educational 
institutions

Division of labour
Specialisation

Organic Integration
Academic drift

Hierarchical

b State Professional and 
substantivist 
autonomy

Autonomous Administrative 
autonomy 
(de-politicisation)

Administrative

c Society Parameters
Enrolment
Research activity

Quality assurance
Academic freedom 
(‘for the few’)

Funding:
State

‘Input’ Parameters
Graduation Research 
production
The third mission

Quality assurance
Accreditation

Funding
State 
External partners

‘Output’

The different social orders, according for example to Thornton and 
Ocassio (2008), operate as institutional logics in the field. These, accord-
ing to Musselin (1999), promote the interests of different groups, the 
dynamics of change through this arising. They can be informal, as for 
example in perceptions and established practices, or formal as in laws 
and regulations.

We have here seen how a three-dimensional theoretical framework 
of understanding highlights the social dimension in the analysis, and 
reveals key changes in the field of higher education. The illumination of 
these changes raises new questions, such as whether the terms used have 
changed content and which dilemmas are at play. The third dimension 
therefore provides a better analytical perceptual depth.

Table 6.1 Relationships between Norwegian higher education institutions, the state and 
society. Key characteristics and social orders
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CONCLUSION: NEW TOPICS, RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS AND DILEMMAS RAISED

Part III presents how a three-dimensional theoretical framework of 
understanding affects the analysis in the field of higher education on 
a theoretical level. As shown in Part II such a framework brings new 
themes, issues and dilemmas in the higher education field to the surface.

We have seen that it is no longer possible to define and understand 
higher education systems solely along the two axes that have tradition-
ally been used in their analysis – one for the relationship between higher 
education institutions, and one for the relationship between these 
institutions and the state. A third dimension is therefore required that 
reveals the relationship between higher education institutions and the 
post-industrial knowledge society. This paves the way for a new theoret-
ical framework of understanding that makes it possible to analyse both 
the consequences of reforms in the field of higher education, and the 
path of university colleges to university status.

A theoretical framework of understanding in three dimensions raises 
new topics and questions, these furthermore uncovering the complexity 
of the dynamics of change. These change dynamics have led to a funda-
mental change in what we can call the DNA of European higher educa-
tion, this framework of understanding also revealing how old concepts 
have been filled with new content. It furthermore explains why the defi-
nitions of these concepts are no longer sufficient to understand develop-
ments in the field.

Using concepts in a new way and transferring them from a two-dimen-
sional to a three-dimensional framework of understanding, shifts the 
focus on type of phenomenon from a focus on whether the phenomenon 

Reference: https://doi.org/10.33673/OOA20205
License: CC BY 4.0

https://doi.org/10.33673/OOA20203
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is strengthened or weakened, and whether the state or higher education 
institutions lead the process, to the type of phenomenon this relates to. 

A three-dimensional analysis reveals new aspects of concepts such as 
autonomy, accreditation and hierarchisation, through the influence of 
society being included in the analysis. This creates a deeper understand-
ing of the dynamics of change in the field.

Defining concepts along three dimensions allows analysis to uncover 
more than a superficial understanding. Researchers can therefore explore 
three-dimensional spaces, these providing infinitely more possibilities 
for the positioning of a phenomenon, and raising new questions on 
complex changes and change dynamics in the higher education field. 
A theoretical understanding of three dimensions also reveals the funda-
mental changes undergone by the field, and how old concepts are used 
by politicians and stakeholders for new purposes. Table 7.1 below sum-
marises three major integration processes in the field, and shows how 
the study along all three dimensions of a phenomenon in the higher 
education field and its concepts, adds depth to the analysis and raises 
new questions. Underlying dilemmas are uncovered and questions that 
are crucial to understanding the complexity of the field become the sub-
ject of the researcher’s attention. This is instead of the focus being on 
examining whether a process is in one direction or another (or in whose 
favour).

Studies of processes along two axes have, as shown in Table 7.1, been 
of unique value. They have raised unique questions and led to a focus 
on specific topics and issues. The three-dimensional perspective is not a 
replacement for the two-dimensional, and should not serve as a starting 
point for ‘major narratives’ that exclude other perspectives. This per-
spective is therefore a path to deeper understanding, and to establish-
ing a foundation for comparative research in the field of higher educa-
tion across European borders, particularly the dynamics of change from 
1998 when the Bologna process began in Europe.

Definitions of concepts will, however, be strengthened by using a three-
dimensional approach in both two-dimensional and three-dimensional 
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Table 7.1 Different focus areas in the analysis of central integration processes using 
a two-dimensional and a three-dimensional theoretical framework of understanding, 
with relevant references to analysis that explicitly address the focus areas in a three-
dimensional theoretical framework of understanding.

Dimensions in theoretical 
framework

Higher
educational 
institutions

TYPE OF RELATIONSHIP
* INTEGRATION PROCESS 

Two-dimensional 
analysis

Three-dimensional analysis

Key themes 
and issues

Key themes 
and issues

Dilemmas that 
are revealed 
and reference to 
research

a. OTHER HIGHER 
EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS
* Accreditation of higher 
education institutions

Central theme
Autonomy

Central theme 
Accreditation

Central dilemma
Qualitative quality
versus quantitative 
quality

Key issue 
Does the accreditation 
agency strengthen 
the quality of higher 
education institutions?

Key issue 
What quality has 
been strengthened in 
the higher education 
institutions?

Reference
Haukland 2020b

b. THE STATE
* Autonomy of higher 
education institutions

Central theme 
Autonomy
Institutional 
independence / 
decision-making 
power

Central theme 
Autonomy
Institutional leadership

Central dilemma
Bureaucratisation
versus 
democratisation

Key issue 
Is the autonomy of 
higher education 
institutions 
strengthened?

Key issue 
What type of autonomy 
is strengthened in 
the higher education 
institutions? 

Reference
Haukland 2017
Haukland 2020a, 
(Appendix 1)

c. SOCIETY
* Integration of higher 
education systems

Key theme 
Different types of 
education system

Key theme 
European integration

Key dilemma
Organic versus 
hierarchical order

Key issue 
How does the 
integration process 
affect the higher 
education institutions?

Key issue 
What types of higher 
education institutions 
are promoted and 
shaped by the 
integration process? 

Reference
See chapters 3 & 4; 
Haukland 2019



analysis. This will also allow researchers to argue for which perspec-
tive should be used, and why the focus should be on specific relation-
ships. Concepts defined along three dimensions allow the researcher to, 
for example, analyse a development that progresses from one area (for 
example as defined by axes a and b) to another (for example as defined 
by b and c), or from a two-dimensional to greater three-dimensional 
complexity. The university process in Bodø has followed this path – 
from tensions and interactions mainly along axes a and b to develop-
ment along axes a, b and all relationships (a, b and c) being strengthened 
as shown in Part I. This also allows the researcher, where combined with 
looking at change over time, to develop a stronger awareness and deeper 
understanding of the relationships involved.

A more precise analysis at the national level will also prepare the ground 
for comparative research across higher education field sectors and across 
national borders.
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Abstract 

The Bologna Process has had a great impact on the development of 
European higher education, although the greatest impact has not been 
from the process itself, but from the national reforms introduced along 
with it.1 With a relatively young higher education system, Norway 
was ahead of most European countries in implementing the Bologna 
Process and reforms indirectly linked to it. Due to path dependencies 
and the Higher Education Institutions being, to a certain extent, auton-
omous and carriers of their own culture, we cannot draw conclusions 
at the local level without empirical studies. Therefore, the case of Nord 
University shows us how this process directly and indirectly affected 
Higher Education Institutions in Norway.

The Higher Education Institutions (HEI) integrated horizontally in an 
education system that was increasingly hierarchical and competitive. The 
need for standardisation in order to secure equality and efficiency, and 
the demand for greater autonomy in the HEIs was answered by strength-
ening some and weakening other forms of institutional autonomy along 
with the establishment of a new accreditation system. Three dimensions 
of autonomy are touched on in this study. Firstly, the question of who 
has decision-making power in the HEIs defines whether they are ruled 
by professional or administrative autonomy. Secondly, the question of 
the HEIs’ mission is decided either by the HEI itself, representing sub-
stantive autonomy, or by external demands on production and external 

1	 Stensaker, ‘Governmental policy’; Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring boundaries, 219, 228.
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funding, representing what I call beneficial autonomy. Finally, the ques-
tion of how the HEIs fulfil their mission decides whether they have 
individual autonomy or procedural autonomy. In the last case, the HEIs 
are given external frameworks, which, to a great extent, define how they 
are to carry out their mission in order to succeed.

The development of higher education in Norway shows how the 
introduction of the accreditation system hampered different types of 
institutional autonomy and strengthened others, a development that 
also brought dilemmas and tensions related to academic freedom. 

The Bologna Process played the role of both supplier of terms and 
a catalyst for these dilemmas. One of the consequences in Norway was 
a development where former colleges gained university status, among 
them Nord University (University of Nordland) in 2011.

Keywords: Bologna, Higher education, Norway, Nord University,  
HEI autonomy.
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THE BOLOGNA PROCESS AND HEIS 
INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY IN NORWAY

Introduction

The European integration of higher education, which gained momen-
tum from the 1960s onwards, has resulted in extensive national change 
processes. However, in relation to previous national education reforms, 
the reforms that have taken place in the wake of the Bologna Process, 
have been marked by a higher pace.2 Analyses of these national change 
processes must include the influence of supranational organisations 
in order to present the whole picture.3 The OECD and the EU have 
played key roles, both as drivers of and agenda setters for European 
development.4 

The OECD’s recommendations are based on empirical data and 
thus have a high degree of legitimacy.5 This organisation has played an 
important role in the development of knowledge about higher educa-
tion across national borders, which is a condition for the increasing inte-
gration of higher education systems in the West.6 It has also played a 
key role in the overriding process of introducing goal and performance 
management in European higher education. According to Kyvik, the 
EU has played an important role in connection with the establishment 
of a common education market in Europe. 7 After 1998, the European 

2	 Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring boundaries, 229. This made room for a greater degree of change 
than that anticipated by North’s model from 1990. 

3	 Gumport, Sociology of Education, 26; Zgaga, Teichler, Schuetze and Wolter, Introduction, 14 and 
Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 23. It is also relevant, according to Gammelsæter, to take a closer look 
at countries outside Europe that have a hegemonic influence on these developments, such as the USA. 
That is outside the scope of this article, however. Gammelsæter, Høgskoler til besvær, 10.

4	 See, for example, Maassen and Olsen (eds.), University dynamics; Gornitzka and Langfeldt (eds.), 
Borderless Knowledge; Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring boundaries and Kyvik, The Dynamics of 
Change.

5	 Gammelsæter, Høgskoler til besvær, 10.
6	 Bleiklie, Hierarchy and Specialisation.
7	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change.
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Commission increasingly set the agenda for the development of higher 
education in Europe.8 

This article takes a closer look at how the Bologna Process directly and 
indirectly affected the reforms of Norwegian higher education between 
1998 and 2010, with respect to HEIs’ autonomy. The Bologna Process 
was an initiative to harmonise higher education standards in Europe 
which indirectly influenced the development of HEIs’ autonomy.

Since national reforms also have unintended consequences at the 
local level and studies have shown that it is the HEIs with the low-
est status that drive developments in the field, the process whereby 
Bodø University College became a university is used as a case. This 
took place in parallel with the Bologna Process. It serves as an example 
of how increased European cooperation in higher education contrib-
uted to increasing the autonomy of HEIs.9 The development that cul-
minated in university status and the establishment of Nord University 
(the University of Nordland) in 2011, was both directly and indirectly 
affected by the Bologna Process. 

Literature Review

When it comes to the impact of the Bologna Process at the local level 
in Norway, a number of books are crucial to this study, both in order to 
understand continuity and new developments as well as key consepts. I 
will present some of them that have relevance to different parts of this 
study.

In the article ‘Governmental policy, organisational ideals and insti-
tutional adaption in Norwegian higher education’ from 2006, Stensaker 
explores the relationship between the Government’s intentions and the 
implications of education policy between 1990 and 2000, the period 
leading up to the Bologna Process. He traces a development towards the 
bureaucratic ideal in Norway due, among other things, to more cen-
tralised decision-making processes in the HEIs.10 Another factor is the 

8	 Castells (interview, 2014); Keeling, The Bologna Process.
9	 Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring boundaries, 228.
10	 Askling, Berit, ‘Quality monitoring as an institutional enterprise’, in Quality of Higher Education No. 

3, 1997, 17–26. Referred to in Stensaker, “Governmental policy”, 43.
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institutional implementation of external quality assurance and politi-
cal guidelines in order to improve and secure the quality of teaching 
and learning, dominated by the European level.11 Stensaker underlines 
that there is a gap between the governmental policies and their organ-
isational implementation. In order to find effects at the local level, it is 
therefore crucial to study how the leaders make use of new room for 
manoeuvre in reforms, as well as their role in bringing meaning and 
direction to the organisational implementation process. This insight is 
the premise for my analysis.

One of the main theoretical sources that illustrates the historical 
development within the college sector in the Norwegian higher edu-
cation system, is Svein Kyvik’s book The Dynamics of Change in Higher 
Education. Expansion and Contraction in an Organisational Field from 
2009, which provides crucial concepts and definitions for analysing the 
development of higher education in Norway. 

Kyvik presents dynamics that follow different partially overlapping 
phases. One of these phases is when the HEIs became more similar 
due to a horizontal integration of the college sector where they became 
more strongly related to each other. Horizontal integration is defined as 
‘de-differentiation and de-diversification of professional and vocational 
programmes in the college sector’.12 In this phase, there was a reduction 
of colleges in the sector due to mergers, and the college sector was sep-
arated from the university sector in a binary system.13 Another phase 
took place during the Bologna Process in Norway and differed from 
most other western countries. Here, academic and vocational drift met 
in a more or less unified  education system where universities offered 
most educations, both academic and professional.14 Kyvik defines, like 
other researchers in the field of higher education, the education system 
along two dimensions: in relation to the state and in relation to other 
HEIs. In this article, I present a third dimension, defining higher educa-
tion systems also along the dimension of society at large.

11	 Kogan, Maurice and Stephen Hanney, Reforming Higher Education, Jessica Kingsley, 2000, 240. 
Referred to in Stensaker, ‘Governmental policy’, 43.

12	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 81.
13	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 9.
14	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 10.
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Theoretical Perspectives and Sources

In this article, I draw on an institutionalist perspective that takes account 
of the cultural, normative and formal changes that affected the field of 
higher education in Norway.15 This perspective enables us to take a closer 
look at the interaction between institutions, organisations and key per-
sons at the national, regional and local level. The resource dependence 
theory is also used to highlight the tension between dependence on an 
institution’s surroundings and the independence achieved by the insti-
tution through what we now call local entrepreneurship and network 
building.16 This combination produces a richer picture of the develop-
ment of higher education.17

The impact of structural and cultural factors as well as the impact 
of interest groups has been crucial to this study. Structural explanations 
take a closer look at ‘the impact of technological, economic, and social 
change in society on the organisation of human activity’ in addition 
to changes generated by the education system itself.18 The theoretical 
paradigm structural-functionalism has been criticised for not explain-
ing the mechanisms leading to change, among them conflict.19 What it 
does explain, is the growth in student numbers as a result of an expand-
ing middle class and the expansion of new professions in the welfare 
state.20 Due to this paradigm, the transition from fragmented expansion 
to horizontal integration could, according to Kyvik, be explained as ‘a 
shift from a dysfunctional organisational structure to a more functional 
or effective way of organising this part of the educational system’.21

When it comes to cultural explanations, Kyvik highlights the role 
of norms and values in developing higher education systems as one 
theoretical approach.22 In this article, the values of social benefit, effi-
ciency, quality and equal opportunities for education, by me called ‘the 
principle of equality’, are given special attention.23 Another theoretical 
approach that is given weight is the influence of global ideologies on 

15	 Powell and DiMaggio (eds.), ‘The iron cage revisited’; Scott, Institutions and Organizations.
16	 Pfeffer and Salancik, The External Control.
17	 Gornitzka, ‘Governmental policies’.
18	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 26, 189.
19	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 27.
20	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 26.
21	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 27.
22	 Kyvik refers to Clark 1972.
23	 Haukland, ‘Universitetet i Nordland’, 29.
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higher education systems, which implies that they change as a result. 
One key question here is whether they respond more to their global 
context than to their own cultural and social history. Finally, in addition 
to the specific local organisational culture, there is a tendency for organ-
isations to copy each other.24 

As structural and cultural explanations do not involve actors; 
‘Structural development and cultural trends do not make decisions’, 
there also has to be a third theoretical approach in order to reveal the 
dynamics of change on the field of higher education.25 The influence of 
interest groups is a perspective of power and conflict, and emphasises 
change as a product of interaction and power struggles.26 This study also 
uses this approach both at a local, national and European level.27 

In the article ‘Governmental policies and organisational change in 
higher education’ from 1999, Gornitzka presents a theoretical frame-
work for comparative research on organisational change in the field of 
higher education. She bases her framework on both new institutional-
ism and on resource dependency, in order to understand how HEIs’ eco-
nomic frameworks and plans are affected by the policy and programme 
of the government.28 How do they change as a result of their response? 
Both theories have two basic prerequisites: ‘organisational choice and 
action are limited by various external pressures and demands, and the 
organisations must be responsive in order to survive’.29 They differ, how-
ever, in to what extent and how they change.

The theory of resource dependency, first presented by Pfeffer and 
Salancik in 1978, highlights that organisations are flexible and basically 
oriented towards other organisations in order to protect their autonomy 
and decision-making power when they meet limitations and external con-
trol.30 They make active and independent choices firstly because their 
development is also dependent on them, secondly because they can lead 
and manipulate their dependency through alternative responses to external 
24	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 28, 189.
25	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 29.
26	 Ibid.
27	 Kyvik refers to Baldridge 1971; Archer, Margareth S., Social Origins of Educational Systems, Sage, 1979; 

Rhoades 1983. Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 30. Later new institutionalist works have implemented 
this perspective in order to understand change in the field of higher education. Haukland, Universitetet 
i Nordland.

28	 Gornitzka, ‘Governmental policies and organizational change’, 5.
29	 Gornitzka, ‘Governmental policies and organizational change’, 7.
30	 Gornitzka, ‘Governmental policies and organizational change’, 7. Gornitzka also draws on Pfeffer, 

Jeffrey, Organizations and Organization Theory, Pitman, 1982.
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demands, and thirdly, the demands are not always consistent. They find 
themselves ‘in complex environments faced with competing demands’.31

The new institutional approach has another viewpoint, emphasising 
stability and hindrances for changes within organisations. For exam-
ple, March has shown that most organisational changes are the result 
of ‘relatively stable routine responses that relate organisations to their 
environments’.32 Gornitzka takes a closer look at why this is dependent 
on whether the reform is in line with the institutional identity of the 
organisation or not. What she calls ‘a normative match’, a concurrence 
between values and prerequisites for change and the identity and tradi-
tion of the organisation, is, according to her, decisive in order for polit-
ical initiative to generate organisational change.33

Witte, Wende and Huisman’s article ‘Blurring boundaries: how 
the Bologna process changes the relationship between university and 
non-university higher education in Germany, the Netherlands and 
France’ from 2008 concerns how an overarching European process 
influences and limits the different national contexts affected by it. The 
authors show how this, among other things, led to political freedom of 
action at the national level to renegotiate the autonomy of HEIs.34 

The authors assert that the Bologna Process affected the relationship 
between HEIs and the State because the change of the degree structure 
at the national level paved the way for further changes to the education 
system: 

If the degree structures changes, this is an opportunity for pol-
icy makers and other stakeholders to reconsider the distribu-
tion of roles and status between the institutional types in the 
system … Understanding the power struggles that took place 
means looking behind the surface of converging degree titles in 
Europe.35

According to Douglass North’s model for institutional change, percep-
tions derived from an international context can lead to a more extensive 
31	 Gornitzka, ‘Governmental policies and organizational change’.
32	 Gornitzka, ‘Governmental policies and organizational change’, 9; March (ed.), Decisions and 

Organizations.
33	 Gornitzka, ‘Governmental policies and organizational change’, 10.
34	 Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring boundaries, 219.
35	 Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring boundaries, 218.
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change process than expected.36 Although developments differed in the 
three countries and were strongest in Germany, an integration of higher 
education took place in all of them.37 This article takes a closer look at 
this integration process in the Norwegian context.

Two of the sub-goals of the Bologna Process were to strengthen 
HEIs’ autonomy and to increase efficiency in the field of higher edu-
cation.38 Both of these goals were achieved through the establishment 
of the accreditation system, which was made possible through the 
strengthening of HEIs’ institutional autonomy in connection with the 
1994 Norwegian college reform.39 However, the increasing complexity 
of the field necessitates taking a closer look at the type of institutional 
autonomy that was strengthened through the different national reform 
processes in connection with the Bologna Process.

There are basically three types of institutional autonomy. The first 
concerns whose decision-making power is strongest when an institu-
tion’s autonomy increases. Professional autonomy means that the aca-
demic staff have most decision-making power in the organisation, while 
administrative autonomy is defined by the organisation’s central admin-
istration having most decision-making power.40 There is also a distinc-
tion between substantive and what I call beneficial autonomy, depend-
ing on what decision-making power the institution has over what the 
organisation will do. Fran A. van Vught has defined substantive auton-
omy as the right to decide the institution’s mission.41 Beneficial auton-
omy means that HEIs have to raise part of their financial base from 
external clients and financial partners, and that HEIs’ income is based 
on their production, primarily in the form of graduates and research 
products, in addition to external funding. 

The third type of institutional autonomy relates to the extent to 
which the organisation itself decides how it achieves its mission. In that 
case, the mission is to ensure profitable operation rather than to develop 
and preserve the region, to develop counter-expertise based on regional 

36	 Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring boundaries, 219, 228; North, Institutions, Institutional Change 
and Economic performance.

37	 Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring boundaries, 223.
38	 Gaston, Challenge of Bologna, 66; Bleiklie, ‘The Social Foundations of the Evaluative State’, 98.
39	 Elken and Frølich, ‘The Big Consequences of a Small Change’, 104.
40	 Etzioni 1964 in Schmidtlein and Berdahl, ‘Autonomy and Accountability’, 70. Etzioni, Amitai, 

Modern Organizations, Prentice-Hall, 1964, 75–84.
41	 Van Vught 1996, 185. Cited in Stensaker, ‘Governmental policy’, 44. Haukland, Nye høyder, 207; 

interview Fossum, 2011; interview Mellemvik, 2014; interview Nilsen, 2011; see Figure 1.
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knowledge development and to ensure the supply of an educated labour 
force also in rural areas.42 The third type of institutional autonomy relates 
to the extent to which the organisation itself decides how it achieves its 
mission. A distinction is drawn here between individual and procedural 
autonomy, depending on whether the HEIs set their own limits, as in the 
case of individual autonomy, or whether their limits are set externally, 
and are thereby limited to exercising procedural autonomy.43 

Methodology

As pointed out by W. Richard Scott, historical presentations provide 
a more correct picture of whether change processes represent a break 
or continuity.44 The Bologna Process did not represent a break, but a 
continuation of an overarching and comprehensive structural change at 
the European and national level in higher education.45 The analysis will 
therefore also be based on a longer time frame where relevant.

A large number of sources touch on this topic. Some local literature 
is available in the form of publications to mark anniversaries, reports 
and articles. I have studied key documents at Nord University, Bodø 
Archive, Nord University, Nesna Archive, the National Archives of 
Norway in Trondheim and Nordland Archive, as well as articles relating 
to the process of becoming a university in the local press. At the national 
level, Official Norwegian Reports, white papers, parliamentary deliber-
ations and draft resolutions and bills are central sources that have been 
reviewed, as have historical accounts of higher education in Nordland, 
in particular, and of higher education, in general.

One of these is my book Nye høyder. Framveksten av Universitetet 
i Nordland (‘New Heights. The development of the University of 
Nordland’) from 2015, which is based on archival studies in national 
and regional archives, along with interviews, covering the development 

42	 Yttri, ‘Motekspertisen’, 52 ff.
43	 Torjesen, Hansen, Pinheiro and Vrangbæk, ‘The Scandinavian Model in Healthcare and Higher 

Education’, 80.
44	 According to Scott, the time frame also prevents analyses from being oriented towards dichotomies 

instead of insight into complexity. Scott, Institutions and Organizations, 258, 270 ff.
45	 Neave, ‘The Bologna Process and the Evaluative State’, 12; Musselin, ‘Commentary on Guy Neave’, 

37. Gammelsæter also underlines this point. Gammelsæter, Høgskoler til besvær, 10.
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in expertise and higher education in the city of Bodø from the 1850s 
up until the establishment of the University of Nordland, now Nord 
University, in 2011. 

I also rely heavily on around 40 semi-structured interviews con-
ducted with faculty and leaders at Bodø University College and other 
HEIs about the process leading up to university status in 2011.46 Some 
of the interviews are with external actors. The interaction between the 
local and European level has been examined through these interviews, 
as well as other sources.

Discussion: Norwegian HEIs’ Autonomy

The interviews reveal that the institutional development at Bodø 
University College was regarded as a regional democratisation of knowl-
edge with the degree of institutional autonomy serving as both a lim-
iting factor and driver. Based on these dimensions, the analysis will 
therefore look more closely at the increase in institutional autonomy at 
Bodø University College, and how it affected the process of becoming 
a university.

When Bodø University College was established in 1994, follow-
ing a merger between the city’s teacher training college, nursing college 
and Nordland College, the new institution had much greater autonomy 
than the former colleges had had. The three former colleges nonethe-
less felt a loss of autonomy because they now had to coordinate their 
activities under the same leadership and within a new framework. The 
biggest challenge for the leadership of the new university college was 
therefore to establish a common organisational culture. The process of 
becoming a university was seen as a key strategy in order to achieve a 
shared identity. 

At the national level, the problem was how the increasing focus on 
quality assurance in the field could both follow up national priorities 
and ensure greater institutional autonomy. An evaluation report from 
1999 in connection with the college reform stated that ‘it is … difficult 

46	 Haukland, Universitetet i Nordland. Interviews given before 01.03.2011 were conducted together with 
historian Svein Lundestad at Nord University.
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to envisage strong national control and a high degree of local autonomy 
being achieved at the same time, while it is fully possible in theory to 
simultaneously increase efficiency and improve the quality of work at 
the institutions’.47 Quality assurance was not linked to national priori-
ties at that time. 

Decision-making power: professional vs. administrative autonomy 
When the university process started in 2000, the goal of becoming a uni-
versity meant that the institution would become part of the university 
sector and enjoy a higher degree of professional autonomy in a binary 
education system. The academic staff held on to this perception until 
the process of becoming a university was concluded. The different aca-
demic communities, with their different college cultures, saw the plans 
to become a university as a strategy to win back the autonomy they had 
lost in the 1994 merger.48 For example, the academic staff at the Faculty 
of Teacher Education and at the Faculty of Health Sciences had a strong 
wish to safeguard the vocational drift of each programme of professional 
study.49 Achieving this within the framework of the new institution was 
challenging, since academic drift was seen as the mark of a good aca-
demic environment and institutional autonomy entailed more adminis-
trative and less professional autonomy.50 Until the merger in 1994, the 
two programmes of professional study had had institutional autonomy, 
with administrative and professional autonomy being largely correlated. 
However, this changed in connection with the merger as the rector was 
no longer recruited from these academic communities. 51 

Their support for the university process was based on the assump-
tion that university status would increase their professional autonomy 
through the right to develop master’s and PhD programmes.52 The 
interview material shows that they did not distinguish between the pre-
viously mentioned different types of institutional autonomy, which 
led to an expectation that greater institutional autonomy would be 

47	 Kyvik, ‘Høgskolereformen’, 6.
48	 University college board, Nordland, ‘Høgskolemiljøet i Bodø’.
49	  Interview Nilsen, 2011.
50	 Academic drift is in this article used as a term for general academisation processes in the college sector. 

Kyvik, ‘Academic drift’.
51	 Karlsen, ‘Styring av norsk lærerutdanning’, 410.
52	 Interview Olsen, 2010; interview Rasch, 2010; interview Nilsen, 2011; interview Brinchmann, 2011.
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synonymous with greater professional autonomy. As mentioned, how-
ever, it was in reality administrative autonomy that increased at the uni-
versity college. Greater institutional autonomy concentrated in the cen-
tral administration enabled Bodø University College to implement the 
changes the process of becoming a university required. Stensaker regards 
this as part of the bureaucratisation process because decision-making 
processes in the institutions became more centralised.53

The plans to become a university presented a new opportunity to 
win back professional autonomy because university status meant that 
the academic communities could establish PhD programmes them-
selves. All of the academic communities regarded an increase in pro-
fessional autonomy as a strong motivation for the process of becom-
ing a university. The fact that the academic staff saw university status 
as being synonymous with an increase in their professional autonomy 
may explain why few of them opposed the goal of becoming a univer-
sity, despite the process generating major change processes within the 
institution.54

Quality assurance has been highlighted as ‘the most potent of change 
agents’.55 The development in Norway was part of an overarching trend 
in Europe, where the need to establish a regulated and independent 
accreditation body became more pronounced as the 1990s progressed. 
In extension of this work, in which Denmark, France, the Netherlands 
and the UK played important roles, the European Commission estab-
lished the European Network for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 
(ENQA) in 2000 with the goal of establishing a common education 
market with harmonised degrees, grades and quality requirements. In 
the same year, the Mjøs Committee recommended that Norway should 
be part of this development. The establishment of the accreditation 
system generated many unintended consequences, however, that went 
beyond assuring academic quality. One of the consequences was that it 
made it easier for university colleges with ambitions to become univer-
sities to enter the university sector.56

53	 Askling, Berit, ‘Quality monitoring as an institutional enterprise’, in Quality of Higher Education No 
3, 1997, 17–26. Referred to in Stensaker, ‘Governmental policy’, 43.

54	 Haukland, Nye høyder, 144.
55	 Kogan and Hanney Reforming Higher Education, 240; Stensaker, ‘Governmental policy’, 44.
56	 Elken and Frølich, ‘The Big Consequences of a Small Change’.
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As we have seen, the distinction between different types of institu-
tional autonomy provides insight into the organisational changes that 
took place in connection with the Norwegian college reform, and partly 
explains why both the leadership and academic staff at Bodø University 
College championed the process of becoming a university. This was 
an important precondition for succeeding. The fact that the strongest 
academic communities in the college sector – at Stavanger University 
College, Agder University College (with its main campus in the city of 
Kristiansand) and Bodø University College – actively participated in the 
process of becoming universities could also explain why there was such a 
strong consensus on the major reform changes in the field in connection 
with the Quality Reform Programme in 2003, a reform that is regarded 
as having introduced the Bologna Process in Norway, and the establish-
ment of the independent national quality assurance body Nokut the 
same year.57 These university colleges had the greatest potential to delay 
the process, but they were keen to realise the plans to become universi-
ties and thus to also agree other central requirements from the central 
authorities, rather than holding back the process.

In the Mjøs Committee’s recommendation from 2000, which 
formed the basis for the reform, institutional autonomy and quality 
assurance were two of the key dimensions that were to be coordinated 
within a new framework:

It is important … to find organisational and management mod-
els that strike an expedient balance between the institutions’ 
wish for more freedom and responsibility and overall control, 
coordination and quality assurance.58

This balancing act resulted in greater, but increasingly limited insti-
tutional autonomy.59 Through the Quality Reform, Bodø University 
College’s central administration gained even more control of the insti-
tution’s activities.60 This was a part of the European development in the 
field, with the exception of England, where HEIs already functioned as 
autonomous units.

57	 Haukland, ‘The Bologna Process’, 8.
58	 The Ministry of Church Affairs, Education and Research , 51.
59	 Neave, ‘The Bologna Process and the Evaluative State’, 22.
60	 Elken and Frølich, ‘The Big Consequences of a Small Change’.
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According to Ivar Bleiklie, the Quality Reform led to educational 
institutions increasingly functioning as special interest organisations ‘in 
which power is transferred from the academic staff and other employee 
groups to appointed leaders and external stakeholders’.61 This power 
shift meant that, while the academic communities developed higher 
degree programmes to either recover lost or win new professional auton-
omy, they also lost control of the development of the institution.62

One example that illustrates how the establishment of Nokut under-
mined professional autonomy was the development of external require-
ments for PhD programmes that were made applicable to the whole 
field of higher education. At the same time, it facilitated greater insti-
tutional autonomy through the establishment of regulations for the 
transition from university college to university status.63 University sta-
tus was thus no longer synonymous with greater professional auton-
omy. It rather led to greater administrative, but also diminished profes-
sional autonomy. Nevertheless, the accreditation system was important 
in relation to Bodø University College’s process of becoming a univer-
sity because it meant that both the administration and the academic 
staff had the same objectives for the work on gaining university status. 
The interview material shows that there was strong support for the pro-
cess within the organisation also after 2003, probably based on lack of 
insight into the shift from professional to administrative autonomy in 
the university sector.

According to John Brennan and Tarla Shah, quality assurance can 
‘undermine existing academic cultures by weakening the boundaries 
between groups within HEIs’.64 This was what transpired; the lead-
ership and academic staff cooperated closely on the development of 
PhD programmes between 2000 and 2009 in order to meet Nokut’s 
requirements.65

It was not just the perception that university status entailed pro-
fessional autonomy that motivated the academic staff. This group also 
saw becoming a university as a means of securing their academic free-
dom, and the interview material also shows that these two aspects were 
61	 Bleiklie, ‘The Social Foundations of the Evaluative State’, 98.
62	 Haukland, Nye høyder, 206.
63	 Nokut, ‘Forskrift om standarder og kriterier for akkreditering’.
64	 Brennan and Shah, Managing quality in higher education, 2000, 119. Cited in Stensaker, 

‘Governmental policy’, 44.
65	 Haukland, Nye høyder, 147 ff.
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regarded as the same thing. University status meant being able to estab-
lish master’s and PhD programmes without having to apply to the 
Ministry. However, the transition to the accreditation system meant that 
external requirements also applied to these programmes at the univer-
sities, so that the academic freedom the academic communities sought 
was in reality not achieved. Instead, the PhD programmes that were 
already established had to be consolidated, rather than new programmes 
being introduced.

A report from Workshops on Higher Education Reform (HER) 
from 2010, states, among other things, that ‘(i)nstitutional autonomy 
has been given a new dimension, but there is a rising suspicion that it 
occasionally comes into conflict with academic freedom …’66 In democ-
ratisation processes, there will always be factors that acts in parallel with 
and challenges the original intention. The standardisation of the field 
had this effect on the university process. While the academic leader-
ship of the faculties primarily saw the process as a means of achieving 
professional autonomy, the academic staff primarily regarded university 
status as a means of achieving greater academic freedom. Academic free-
dom can be defined both individually and collectively, and it is linked 
to the content and results of research. Collective academic freedom is 
safeguarded through professional autonomy, while individual academic 
freedom is not necessarily either safeguarded or undermined by it. 

When academic freedom is to be organised, it is often defined as 
professional autonomy, to ensure that decision-making power rests with 
the academic staff and not with the central administration. The strug-
gle for the professional autonomy of one’s own academic community 
can thereby overshadow or be confused with the struggle for individual 
academic freedom. There are no examples in the interview material of 
a distinction being drawn between the two. Professional autonomy and 
academic freedom were seen as the same thing during the university 
process. This partly explains the strong institutional will and the strong 
internal cooperation at Bodø University College during the university 
process.67

66	 Cited in Zgaga, Teichler, Schuetze and Wolter, Introduction, 20.
67	 Haukland, Nye høyder, 145.
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Mission control: substantive vs. beneficial autonomy
For the university college’s central administration, the process of becom-
ing a university was primarily a struggle to strengthen the institution’s 
possibility of influencing its development, even when the future is uncer-
tain, by strengthening their aforementioned substantive autonomy, i.e. 
the right to decide the institution’s mission.68 To achieve university sta-
tus, the university college first had to meet and function in accordance 
with the requirements made of Norwegian universities. In many ways, it 
had to present itself as a autonomous university before it could actually 
become so. The university college achieved this by, among other things, 
strengthening its ‘third mission’.

‘The third mission’ is the term used for HEIs’ responsibility for 
regional economic development, which Casper has highlighted as an 
important part of their relationship with society.69  Research activity 
with a regional focus and the study programmes’ relevance to the labour 
market have been particularly highlighted in this context, as a source of 
new technology and knowledge in the region. ‘The third dimension’ is a 
spill-over effect that promotes society and the business community, and, 
according to Casper, is strengthened by the institutions’ network build-
ing and personal contacts in the region. 

The reform developments in the field during the period paved the 
way for a stronger third mission in the college sector.70 How and to 
what extent this affected the university college says something about 
how it operated as an autonomous institutional entrepreneur in contact 
with its surroundings during the process of becoming a university. The 
important aspect here is the ability to combine symbolic or material 
resources in new ways. The university college’s regional networks were 
one of the preconditions if the fight for local transitional schemes was to 
result in the transformation of the institution from a university college 
into a university. 

68	 Van Vught has asserted that academic freedom is under pressure because of the strengthening of quality 
assurance in academia. Van Vught, Frans A., ‘The Humboldtian university under pressure’, 185. 
Cited in Stensaker, ‘Governmental policy’, 44. Haukland, Nye høyder, 207; interview Fossum, 2011; 
interview Mellemvik, 2014; interview Nilsen, 2011; see Figure 1.

69	 Casper, ‘The spill-over theory reversed’, 1313. Casper refers to Audretsch and Feldman, 1996, 2003; 
Jaffe et al., 1993; Hage, 2011 and National Academics, 2007.

70	 Gammelsæter, ‘Høgskoler til besvær’, 25.
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The university colleges’ contribution to regional economic develop-
ment was an important part of their relationship with society. Their 
role as region builders generated external funding for the college sec-
tor, which strengthened their position as autonomous parties and their 
institutional entrepreneurship because they could increasingly act inde-
pendently of state funding. This was decisive in the process of becom-
ing a university, since the university college received no funding from 
central authorities.71 Both research activity with a regional focus and 
study programmes of relevance to the labour market were important to 
the success of ‘the third mission’ which was strengthened by a number 
of factors.

First, the institution were strongly involved in building networks 
and cultivating personal contacts in the region throughout the period.72 
This was crucial if regional research results were to benefit the busi-
ness community and society at large, and for identifying and addressing 
the need for new study programmes.73 Bodø University College had an 
advantage here due to its central location, geographically and politically, 
in the capital of the county, and its proximity to other infrastructure in 
the region. 

Both the rector and director of Bodø University College were strong 
network builders who were in contact with central authorities and ‘sec-
ond order actors’ at the local and national level.74 However, the pro-
cess of uniting the region behind strong institutional development in 
Bodø also encountered challenges. Towns in the north and south of 
the county were experiencing a decline in population and in the busi-
ness sector, while there was strong growth in Bodø. This challenged the 
cooperation on Nordland as an entity and Bodø as a regional centre for 
higher education, and thereby also the horizontal integration of uni-
versity colleges in Nordland. The county was one of two counties to 
retain more than one university college following the university college 
reform of 1994. Narvik University College was situated in the north of 
the county, while Nesna University College was situated in the south.75

71	 Interview Rasch, 2010; interview Mellemvik, 2010; interview Fossum, 2010.
72	 Cf. Casper ‘The spill-over theory reversed’, 1313; Haukland, Nye høyder, 212.
73	 Institute for Urban and Regional Research, ‘Høgskolenes regionale Betydning’, 56
74	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 22.
75	 The first merged with the University of Tromsø, while the latter merged with the University of 

Nordland and Nord-Trøndelag University College to form Nord University in 2016.
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The establishment of decentralised campuses in Tysfjord, in 
Helgeland and in Vesterålen was a way of taking responsibility for the 
development of the supply of an educated labour force in rural areas.76 
This was an expression of institutional regionalisation, at the same time 
as study programmes were decentralised, a dynamic that Kyvik believes 
promotes vertical integration.77 Narvik University College and Nesna 
University College saw the development of a university in Bodø as a 
threat to their autonomy.78 Bodø University College’s decentralised cam-
puses, with up to 500 students, were nonetheless involved in generating 
support for the university process in the region.79 The university college 
emerged as an autonomous actor with a will to develop Nordland.

As we have seen, greater institutional autonomy was to be balanced 
with greater overarching control, coordination and quality assurance by 
the Ministry. As well as further strengthening the importance of the 
central administration as a local facilitator, it also made a strong con-
tribution to the standardisation of quality assurance criteria and sys-
tems. Substantive autonomy was thus weakened in favour of beneficial 
autonomy where ‘the third mission’ played a key role in building net-
works in the region and in raising funding for the process of becoming 
a university. In many ways, it enjoyed greater substantive authority as a 
university college than after it secured university status, because it then 
had to be defended in accordance with Nokut’s regulations relating to 
Norwegian universities, although the quality requirements applied to 
both sectors.

The surprise: Individual vs. procedural autonomy
The standardisation encouraged more competition between the institu-
tions, which, in turn, strengthened the horizontal integration previously 
driven by academic drift and equality requirements in the college sector. 
The universities and colleges had become comparable entities, and they 
could be ranked based on a common set of criteria, which led to the 
hierarchisation of the field, where institutional diversity was sacrificed 
76	 Haukland, Nye høyder, 221.
77	 Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 10. Vertical integration is here defined as the shift from ‘the long 

period of geographical decentralisation of non-university institutions …’ to a period of regionalisation. 
Kyvik, The Dynamics of Change, 81.

78	 Haukland, Nye høyder, 182.
79	 Interview Rasch, 2010.
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due to stronger competition. The goal was to be more like the HEIs with 
the highest status. 

This hierarchisation of the field enabled the best HEIs in the college 
sector to qualify for university status.80 Individual autonomy was weak-
ened in favour of procedural autonomy, and expertise trumped repre-
sentativeness with regard to the division of labour.81 According to Kyvik, 
this new competition led to a strengthening of different types of aca-
demic drift in the institutions.82

However, the fact that Bodø University College gained greater 
administrative autonomy, and greater influence on the development of 
the institution, did not mean that the leadership gained more substan-
tive autonomy, which is characterised by decicive power regarding the 
institution’s mission. In connection with the Quality Reform, elements 
of both professional and substantive autonomy were transferred to 
Nokut during the university process, and its administrative autonomy 
was instead accompanied by greater procedural autonomy (see Figure 
1). Instead of determining the institution’s mission, the leadership’s task 
was now to decide how the mission was to be achieved within a given 
external framework. One of the success criterias was to expand the ‘third 
mission’.

It can be argued that this development ensured Bodø University 
College university status. Nokut’s expert committees had an advisory 
function in the application processes for the PhD programmes in sociol-
ogy, professional praxis and in aquaculture, which was decisive in relation 
to their approval.83 The development of three of the PhD programmes, 
campus facilities, a new quality assurance system and satisfactory stu-
dent welfare arrangements increasingly resembled procedures, which 
have to meet pre-defined requirements. Nokut’s regulations served as a 
blueprint for the university in the making. Following the introduction 
of the regulations on minimum standards for Norwegian universities in 
2006, the process of becoming a university mainly focused on meeting 

80	 Fulsås, ‘Frå binært til hierarkisk system’, 396; Haukland, Universitetet i Nordland.
81	 Jonsson, Tanter och representanter, 28.
82	 Kyvik, ‘Academic drift’, 334.
83	 Haukland, Nye høyder.
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the detailed requirements for writing an application for university status 
that would win approval.84 

The establishment of Nokut meant that academics were granted 
decision-making powers on different expert committees, but they did 
not decide what they were to make decisions about or on which criteria 
they were to base their decisions. The professional autonomy of Nokut 
therefore takes on a veneer of organic order through stronger adminis-
trative and procedural autonomy in the institutions. Organic order is 
here understood as when the relation between the HEIs are defined by 
different functions and tasks through specialization.85 At the same time 
it promotes both an ‘output’ order aimed at ensuring efficiency and 
quality pursuant to given standards in higher education, and a hierar-
chical order, where ranking is based on the degree of academic drift in 
the institutions.86

As previously mentioned, the interview material shows that the aca-
demic communities did not distinguish between the different types 
of institutional autonomy. This can partly explain why few people 
opposed the university plans, despite the process generating extensive 
change processes at the institution.87 In reality, a stronger institutional 
autonomy that was concentrated in the central administration follow-
ing the Quality Reform increased Bodø University College’s ability to 
implement changes. While the academic communities developed higher 
degree programmes to achieve greater professional autonomy through 
university status, they also lost control of the development of the insti-
tution.88 Their contribution to the university process was decisive, but 
the premises on which they were originally based changed after the 
establishment of Nokut. The academic communities thus did not gain 
the professional autonomy on which their support for university status 
was based.

84	 For a detailed description of the university process in Bodø: Haukland, Nye høyder, parts IV and V.
85	 Bleiklie, ‘Hierarchy and Specialisation’, 342.
86	 According to Bleiklie, organic order is weakened in favour of a hierarchical order in relations between 

HEIs when university colleges offer PhD programmes. Bleiklie, ‘Hierarchy and Specialisation’, 341.	
87	 Haukland, Nye høyder, 144.
88	 Haukland, Nye høyder, 206. According to Bleiklie, the Quality Reform led the HEIs to increasingly 

function as special interest organisations ‘in which power is transferred from the academic staff 
and other employee groups to appointed leaders and external stakeholders’. Bleiklie, ‘The Social 
Foundations of the Evaluative State’, 98.
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Three dimensions of autonomy
As we have seen, the central leadership and the faculties of the HEI 
Bodø University College had different aspirations for cooperating in 
the university process leading to the establishment of the University of 
Nordland, now Nord University, in 2011. While the central admin-
istration aimed for greater institutional autonomy for the leadership 
and faculty, the faculty members looked at the university process as 
an opportunity either to win back professional autonomy lost in the 
merger leading to the establishment of Bodø University College in 
1994, or to strengthen it. The process was made possible partly by the 
changes following, directly and indirectly, from the Bologna Process. 
The Norwegian Quality Reform Programme did not only entail the 
implementation of the Process, but was also the answer to several chal-
lenges in the field of higher education in Norway, among them the uni-
versity aspirations of the strongest university colleges.

The different forms of institutional autonomy are displayed in three 
dimensions in Figure 1. The first dimension concerns who manages the 
decision-making power. During the Bologna Process, the centre of grav-
ity relating to decision-making power not only shifted from faculty to 
central administration, it also shifted from the HEIs to different com-
mittees of Nokut. The second dimension concerns how the HEIs’ tasks 
are  performed. During the national integration processes following 
the Bologna Process, the individual autonomy of Norwegian HEIs was 
weakened in favour of procedural autonomy. Although the question of 
how the HEIs accomplished their mission was left to the institutions to 
a greater extent, they now had to satisfy stricter formal demands made 
by Nokut. The third dimension mainly went under the radar due to 
the new accreditation regime’s lack of experience. The organisational 
culture of establishing and innovating new education programmes in 
Nordland,  which strongly influenced the mission the HEI was to have 
in the region, was now threatened by the strong demands for economic 
growth. The substantive autonomy, which was assumed to be strength-
ened by the forthcoming university status, was replaced by a new bene-
ficial autonomy for both colleges and universities alike. 
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The different forms of institutional autonomy are presented in 
Figure 1 below:

Figure 1. Different types of institutional autonomy within higher education systems. 

Source: 	 Haukland 2019. Based on van Vught, ‘The Humboldtian University under Pressure’; Schmidtlein 
and Berdahl, ‘Autonomy and Accountability’ and Torjesen, Hansen, Pinheiro and Vrangbæk, 
‘The Scandinavian Model in Healthcare and Higher Education’.

Conclusions

The Bologna Process has had a great impact on the development of European 
higher education, although the greatest impact has not been from the pro-
cess itself, but from national reforms introduced along with it.89 

This article shows how the dynamics of change in higher education 
both at the European and Norwegian level affects the local level with 
respect to institutional autonomy. 

As an indirect and direct result of the Bologna Process, the Norwegian 
binary education system changed into a more uniform education sys-
tem. This was not generated from the relationship between the HEIs 

89	 Stensaker, ‘Governmental policy’; Witte, Wende and Huisman, Blurring boundaries, 219, 228.
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and between them and the state alone. Through stronger ties to society 
at large this was even generated from a third dimension, adding a tre-
mendous complexity to the field. The development was achieved partly 
as a result of the university processes in Agder, Rogaland and Nordland, 
due to a lack of resistance from the three strongest HEIs in the college 
sector, in their struggle to cross the boarder to the university sector. It 
led to the establishment of new universities in Norway with a profes-
sional profile, among them the University of Nordland, which was sub-
sequently merged into present Nord University. 

One of the original central aims of the colleges aspiring for uni-
versity status in Norway was, as for the faculty members, to enhance 
and strengthen their professional autonomy. For the central adminis-
tration, the main focus was to strengthen the substantive autonomy of 
the institution, gaining mission control. However, as the field of edu-
cation underwent great changes along with the Bologna Process, the 
faculty members both in colleges and universities lost their professional 
autonomy to the central administration of HEIs as well as Nokut. On 
the other hand, the central administration did not gain the substan-
tive autonomy they pursued due to the establishment of Nokut, but 
increased their autonomy when it came to their ‘third mission’ along 
with other both colleges and universities.

Although the HEIs’ institutional autonomy has been strengthened, 
it has also become more restricted, resulting in a decrease in profes-
sional, individual and substantive autonomy. In other words, the faculty 
has lost much of its decision-making power, and the HEIs have to man-
age their mission and solutions pursuant to stricter external frameworks 
and demands for quantitative quality and efficiency. National priorities 
have become more influential. The new complex three dimensional edu-
cation system is yet to be examined and defined, in this article I only 
highlight some of the consequences due to institutional autonomy.

There are certain dilemmas associated with this development. It may 
threaten the HEIs’ status as core institutions of society, as long as their 
aim to enhance regional development is redefined from developing both 
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urban and rural areas to pave the way for economic development in 
regional cities. It also entails a dilemma for the academic freedom of 
faculty members as professional autonomy is partly transferred from the 
HEIs to the different professional committees in Nokut. This concern 
has also been raised for the European HEIs in general.90
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HEI		  Higher Education Institution
OECD		  The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
			   Development
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