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ABSTRACT

Drawing on international research into changing university profiles, structures and strategies, this study applies a neo-institutional perspective to the analysis and critique of underlying global trends in university corporatisation and commercialisation. Identifying primary environmental and historical influences, the paper investigates the importation of new public management and private sector philosophies and strategies into university governance and strategic management. The findings reveal a profound transformation that has reconfigured universities: their missions, core values, structures, strategies, management and operations. Mimicking private sector corporate governance structures, and returning to scientific management approaches of a century ago, universities are revealed as reoriented towards being market responsive instruments of economic and business development. Their realignment with shifting societal economic preoccupations and priorities has permeated their intellectual core and commodified knowledge production as a means for commercial aims rather than as an end in itself.

UNIVERSITIES REDEFINED: ENGINES OF COMMERCE

INTRODUCTION
From the late 20th century onwards, many universities have experienced an arguably exponential rate of change in their environment, structures, strategies and processes. Emerging from a period of relatively sheltered existence, serving predominantly elite and stable national markets, often supported to large degree by government funding, they have been launched into a global educational market, and required to more actively generate their own constituencies and resources. This has brought profound changes in their approaches to education, research, services to the public and private sectors, and community relationships. While some see such changes as progressive opportunities, others lament the potential risks and losses to both universities and communities that may be involved. In response there has emerged a growing body of research into such changes, their motivations, impacts and higher education policy implications. These have often been conducted at national levels, with some comparative analyses across countries.

This paper addresses the apparent commercialisation of universities in a global context. The nature and magnitude of the recent shift in university identity and role can be characterised in terms of structure and strategic focus, as a corporatisation of university structures and cultures, along with the commercialisation of their missions, objectives and strategies. This has profound implications for all stakeholders involved, from academics to students, from government to business, and from communities to societies. The implications potentially stretch from educational policy, to national economic development, to society’s knowledge generation and cultural development.

To this end, this paper aims to investigate and interpret the underlying nature and process of university commercialisation. In doing so, the paper addresses a number of fundamental questions. At the macro-level of analysis, it inquires into what key environmental factors have spawned such a radical transformation of university identity and focus? How has government played such a central role in motivating these changes? What are the corporate characteristics that universities have imported from the private sector and what historical origins do they appear to reflect? At the micro-level of analysis, the paper investigates both the key commercial foci and behaviours of the corporatised university and the dominant outcomes of the foci identified.

The study applies a neo-institutional sociology (NIS) theoretical lens to a considerable array of research into university structures and processes over recent decades. The data employed combines a rich tapestry of published research employing survey, interview, case study and historical methods. The countries embodied in these sources range predominantly across European, North American and Australia and New Zealand nations, including some OECD studies, with particular statistics and some examples drawn from the Australian environment. The findings and conclusions therefore more properly relate to developed country universities and may offer some further limited implications beyond the focal countries represented. The analysis presented offers both an interpretive dissection of the commercialisation process and a critical evaluation of its nuances and impacts. 

The paper first offers an outline of the NIS theoretical perspective that informs the analysis and then moves on to set the scene of public sector reforms that have provided the backdrop to change in higher education. University responses in terms of corporate mimicry and regression to historical governance approaches are then examined. Following this, the key commercial themes in the new corporatised university focus and their major areas of impact are examined in some detail, with a view to drawing out the strategic and policy implications for universities, governments and society.

A NEO-INSTITUTIONAL SOCIOLOGY PERSPECTIVE

This study’s examination of the redefinition of universities is informed by a neo-institutional sociology (NIS) perspective that has been developed and refined over the past 30 years. This theoretical perspective contends that organisations pursue legitimacy, approval and funding from their general environment and culture (social, economic, political and institutional) and from organisations and constituents key to their survival and prosperity (Stone, 1991; Euske and Euske, 1991; Fogarty, 1996). This pursuit takes place both formally and informally, with informal processes gradually becoming cemented into formal organisational structures and processes, thereby becoming institutionalised. In their general tendency to conform to prevailing societal beliefs and values, where organisations find themselves functioning in similar environments, they also tend to gravitate towards establishing and institutionalising homogeneous structures and processes. 

This organisational tendency to conform and homogenise is exhibited via one or more of three behaviour patterns: coercive, mimetic and normative isomorphism. Coercive isomorphism occurs when an organisation adapts and changes to conform with external pressures applied to it. Changes in values, behaviours, structures and processes can occur for example in response to pressures exerted by other organisations or groups upon which the organisation depends. These can for example take the forms of laws and regulations applied by governments, performance standards imposed by monopoly suppliers or buyers, or strategies imposed by dominant sponsors or donors (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Carruthers, 1995; Carmona et al, 1998; Fogarty, 1996; Cornforth and Edwards, 1999; Steane and Christie, 2001). Mimetic isomorphism refers to a pattern of behaviour where an organisation voluntarily imitates other groups’ or organisations’ values, characteristics, behaviours, structures or processes. This form of behaviour may include echoing currently accepted community ideas and values, adopting a fashion or custom in the industry or community, or copying another organisation’s apparently successful strategy. Normative isomorphism represents another route to organisational conformity and homogeneity that takes place through the beliefs and actions of key groups within its own organisational members. Specific member groups (eg. Professional, administrative) who share particular common professional training, background, or norms, may import those into their employing organisation. These will reflect their profession’s wider norms and values transmitted through its disciplinary paradigms, networks, and education of its profession members. (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Carruthers, 1995; Carmona et al, 1998; Fogarty, 1996; Cornforth and Edwards, 1999). These isomorphic behaviour patterns may of course combine. For example one powerful organisational group, namely senior management, may for example interact directly with key external environmental stakeholders and factors to translate pressures for organisational change coming from outside the organisation into internal organisational implementation, thus combining both coercive and normative isomorphisims (Modell, 2001). Similarly, organisational members may take on board the legal and cultural rules and expectations of the society around them through a process of both coercive and mimetic isomorphism, so that the social values and expectations of government, consumers and other external stakeholders become reified as organisation members’ own social reality. In this way, the organisation becomes shaped and institutionalised by its environment (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott and Meyer, 1991; Scott, 2001; Dambrin et al, 2007).

Within organisations, NIS argues that operational and financial management processes increasingly formalise and become institutionalised as the organisation seeks to project an image of rationality and compliance with convention. The whole raft of organisational planning, control and performance measurement systems play this role, from strategic plans, to budgeting systems, to costing systems to human resource management systems and onwards. These all serve to project an image of rationality and compliance with government, industry, professional and societal conventions. In addition they reinforce the organisation’s efforts to reduce ambiguity and uncertainty in its internal and external environment, induce cohesive behaviour amongst its workforce, and by projecting an image of rationality win general stakeholder approval for its existence and behaviour (Euske and Euske, 1991; Stone, 1991; Carmona et al, 1998). In so doing, the organisation strives to maintain an image of efficient and rational management that attracts approval and support from those it identifies as its key stakeholders (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Covaleski and Dirsmith, 1986; Scapens, 1994; Carruthers, 1995; Fogarty, 1996; Greenwood et al, 2002; Kostova and Roth, 2002). 

However all is not plain sailing. Formal institutionalised organisational structures and processes have been observed to sometimes exist decoupled from what in fact occurs within an organisation. Actual informal organisational structure and processes may differ significantly from the formal, reported structures and processes that simply act as symbolic window dressing presenting a mythical, ceremonial image to placate outsiders.  This decoupling may serve a range of organisational purposes. They can include mustering support from targeted potential stakeholders, circumventing major potential conflicts within the organisation, or preserving flexibility in how it can respond to emerging contingencies while at the same time outwardly presenting legitimising formal processes (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Covaleski et al, 1993; Carruthers, 1995). 

While offering unique potential insights into organisational processes and philosophies, NIS, as with any theoretical lens, does have its limitations. Some consider it to present a rather deterministic theorisation of organisational isomorphism that does not sufficiently consider processes of institutionalisation and account for differing organisational characteristics and styles of institutional change. It is also questioned for its assumption of the prevalence of decoupling and the degree of attention it pays to the locus and operation of groups and power in the organisation (Perrow, 1986; Clegg, 1989; Covaleski et al, 1993; Carruthers, 1995; Abernethy and Chua, 1996). However in its defence it can be argued that NIS does recognise the possibility of co-existing multiple values and practices within an organisation (Cornforth and Edwards, 1999). As far as the process of institutionalisation goes, Oliver (1991) has argued that NIS does acknowledge the potential for various forms of organisational resistance to external environment change that range from defiance to avoidance, to manipulation, to compromise, or to acceptance. An organisation’s managers may for example refuse to passively comply with externally produced coercive pressures to conform, instead employing a range of avoidance and evasion tactics (Powell, 1991; Modell, 2001). Thus it is indeed possible for an organisation to diverge from simple conformity with societal values or industry norms, choosing instead to include both elements of decoupling between formal and informal values and activities, and alignment of informal with formally presented values and activities. 

A considerable array of both theoretical and empirical studies in the NIS tradition over several decades has therefore provided a more multidimensional and less deterministic theorisation of institutionalisation and organisational change than originally presumed by the theory’s observers. The process of institutionalisation has indeed been found to be more complex and non-linear than the theory’s initial specification. Ideals, discourse and management control systems can be dissonant and yet co-existing, although formal institutionalisation of change still tends to proceed more directly and completely when these fall into mutual consistency. Thus organisational performance indicators and related control systems may perform a largely ceremonial role, decoupled from internal functions and performance, internal operations and associated management control systems may adjust to more closely align with the changing externally reported key performance indicators (KPIs). Over time the organisation may gradually change between these two scenarios, with both prior held internal values and activities retaining currency for at least a time alongside ceremonial formal new reported strategies and performance indicators, but with change in both occurring over time such that decoupling reduces as new values, systems and structures gradually become internalised by organisational members (Dambrin et al, 2007). Thus NIS, as originally conceptualised and subsequently developed and elaborated, offers a rich contextualised theoretical frame of reference for examining and critiquing the commercialisation of the university sector internationally.

GOVERNMENT: THE REMOTE CONTROLLER

While of course it is not possible to generalise globally, universities in many countries have been operating in an environment where government and public sector bureaucracy has been reinventing itself in the form of what is termed New Public Management (NPM), market-based public administration, and managerialism. The key features of this reinvention have been a focus on outcomes and related value-for- money in government expenditures, outsourcing of former government activities to the private sector, devolution of decision-making authority from central government with accompanying strengthened accountability and controls, a user pays philosophy, and market based competition for purchase and delivery of goods and services. Evident trends in many countries have included corporatisation of some formerly budget dependent government organisations, publicly delivered services being commercialised, goods and services being constructed and delivered through public-private partnerships, public sector assets and organisations being sold, and income taxes and government expenditure being reduced (Lynn, 1998; Neumann and Guthrie, 2002; English, Guthrie and Parker, 2005).

The pervading underlying government and community philosophy has been one of reducing government’s direct role in provision of social, educational, health and other services, aiming for (but not necessarily achieving) a smaller public sector. Underpinning this has been a pursuit of greater efficiency and effectiveness of product and service delivery, particularly seeking greater outcomes for less input cost. The key to this pursuit has been an evident belief amongst politicians and bureaucrats alike in the efficacy and applicability of the business model of organisational structure, planning, control and performance measurement (Chow et al, 2005; English et al, 2005; Ter Bogt and Van Helden, 2005). Price and cost have become the dominant policy and strategy determinants, with performance and outcomes being translated in largely quantitative economic terms. These commercial concepts and their associated language, reflect an economic rationalist approach to government policy and its delivery. Direct government provision and control of many services has been replaced by a devolution of responsibility for their provision to the market, with government control being retained through a complex web of market incentives, indirect performance indicators and accountability systems (Neumann and Guthrie, 2002; English et al, 2005; Chow et al, 2005). 

Many universities now find themselves directly or indirectly influenced by this transformed public sector environment. The higher education sector variously reflects the marketisation of government through reduced levels of direct government funding, grants, and subsidies, and consequently greater reliance on market generated revenues. Commercial strategies include teaching and research becoming translated into calculable revenue generating functions, community linkages and networks exploited for consulting income, intense competition for students and resources, fee charging for educational services, strategic alliances with industry, and aggressive expansion into international markets. Having triggered this entrepreneurial university environment, government has simultaneously retained a high degree of indirect control via oftentimes proliferating performance reporting and accountability systems (Gray et al, 2002). 

So has government produced a clever sleight-of-hand? That is, has it appeared to retreat from direct control over higher education while in fact exercising a much more interventionist style of control through its grant and subsidy funding, and through its accountability rules and reporting requirements? The evidence for reducing government financial support for higher education is considerable and has been trending downwards for at least 15 to 20 years. For example, economic recession and the Republican government’s dominance in the USA has seen a pronounced social philosophy of taxation reduction and small-government that has resulted in diminished public funding of universities. Federal government has progressively reduced research funding, and state legislatures have significantly reduced percentages of state revenues allocated to higher education (Berman, 1998; Press and Washburn, 2000; Burke and Minassians, 2002). All this has occurred in a period of significant student enrolment growth (Alexander, 2000). 

This stark picture of reduced government funding underpinning historically rising student enrolment numbers is echoed elsewhere. For example as early as 1997, reports from the UK pointed to a 40% decrease in government funding per student since 1976. Student funding as a percentage of national GDP per capita declines have also been reported in Austria, Denmark, France, Germany, Belgium, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland (Alexander, 2000). A similar picture emerges in Australia where government has focussed upon economic growth and wealth creation, subjecting corporations and individuals to reduced rates of income taxation (Boyce, 2002), while at the same time driving up student enrolments in higher education institutions. For example, a Federal Australian government senate inquiry found that in the 1990s, student numbers in the Australian university system had increased by 70% while academic staff numbers had remained unchanged and teaching loads had doubled (Parker, 2002). This was exponential growth upon growth, given that between 1955 and 1970, the total number of Australian university students trebled from 30,000 to 100,000. Indeed between 1987 and 1998, the number of students enrolled in publicly funded Australian universities grew from 393,734 to 671,853. Indeed by 2005, the total number of students enrolled in Australian higher education institutions amounted to 957,176, and increase of 51% since 1996. In the two decades since 1977-8, we witnessed a reduction in government spending on higher education of 4.6% in the face of a doubling of total student load. Between 1987 and 1997, the proportion of total higher education funding supplied by the commonwealth government fell from 85% to 54%, and by 2003 had fallen to 41%. This trend continues. Since 1995 there has been a one third reduction in Australian government expenditure on higher education from 1.2% of GDP to 0.8% of GDP. Indeed, direct grants to universities by the Commonwealth Government of Australia, have fallen even further: from 0.91% of GDP in 1996 to 0.6% programmed for 2008. Compared to several decades earlier where universities were 90% funded from the public purse, by 1999, universities derived less than 50% of their funding from commonwealth government taxation revenues, and by 2002, they derived only 40% from this source (Marginson and Considine, 2000; Marginson, 2002; ABS, 2005; Australian Government DEST, 2007; AVCC, September 2005; ABS, 2007; AVCC, February 2005, November 2005, NTEU, 2007; Encel, 2007). The Vice Chancellor of the University of Melbourne, Professor Glyn Davis (2006) has reported that government funding per student in Australian universities has fallen to two thirds the funding provided in 1976, with the result that by the year 2004, the Australian university system had suffered a reduction in funding of approximately $2.5 billion per year. 

At the same time as withdrawing funding from universities, governments have repositioned universities as a tool of economic growth. This has been observed in a number of countries where higher education institutions have been required to strategically respond to government determined national economic and social goals. This has been required both in terms of producing more employable graduates for less input costs and in terms of teaching and research program content directly oriented towards national priorities and goals. Thus universities have been reconfigured as tools for stimulating economic growth through their contributions to national productivity and GDP (Miller, 1995; Sanyal, 1995; Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Adams, 1998; Alexander, 2000; Hazelkorn, 2005).  For example, the Australian Government DEST (2007) Report on Higher Education listed as a key achievements, that international education services delivered $A10 billion into the Australian economy in 2005-6 and that “The international education industry is Australia’s second largest service export industry and fourth largest export industry behind coal, tourism and iron ore.” 

Underpinning this governmental approach to the role of universities lies a clear set of neo-liberal core values. Governments have now taken a utilitarian approach to higher education, seeing it as a pathway to an educated, employable workforce suited to the global knowledge economy. Higher education becomes market driven in order to meet government and community demands for lower cost, higher output performance that is increasingly characterised by the mantras of efficiency and effectiveness. The philosophy of mass education for workforce upskilling and employability has also spawned associated values of ‘flexible’ program delivery, wider student program access, and more. Higher education is now directly linked to and reflecting business and its values, as a part of the overarching economic rationale now underpinning tertiary education (Adams, 1998; Berman, 1998; Alexander, 2000; Marginson and Considine, 2000).

Returning to the earlier question of whether government has played a clever sleight-of-hand, the evidence available internationally would clearly answer in the affirmative. Government has simultaneously engaged in centralisation and decentralisation of higher education strategies. In the name of market efficiency and responsiveness, universities have been required to both generate and accommodate larger student numbers, increasingly engage in fee-for-service education delivery, and produce research of short term application to national economic and competitive advantage (Miller, 1995; Davies and Guppy, 1997). How has this been done? Government has centralised and tightened its control over the universities’ outcomes and products while at the same time deregulating its degree of control over university internal operational, management and budgetary processes (Vidovich and Currie, 1998). The control over university outcomes and products has predominantly been exercised through making government funding (even though a diminishing proportion of university revenues) contingent on their achievement of market based KPI’s that measure such variables as organisational productivity, customer satisfaction, and graduate employment (Coaldrake and Steadman, 1998; Alexander, 2000). 

From the above analysis it becomes apparent that governments have both reflected and driven a substantial change in social norms and expectations concerning the role and functions of universities and the value of higher education. Taken from an NIS perspective, to a considerable extent this has formed part of and mirrored the almost universal trend towards commercialisation and privatisation of the public sector. The focal values attached to higher education have become knowledge as an economic development and national export commodity, applied knowledge for industry application, employable graduate output, value for money, efficiency, effectiveness, fee-for-service and market competition. At one level, universities have exhibited coercive isomorphic behaviours as they respond to government’s directives, contingent funding, KPIs and accountability reporting requirements. At a second level, universities have also exhibited mimetic isomorphic behaviours in their replication of each others’ missions, objectives, and strategies as they now strive to compete in the international educational marketplace. Despite their best efforts, they show signs of increasing convergence in organisational and program structures, research and teaching processes, image, marketing and more. Thus government’s move into the remote controller role has simultaneously triggered university redefinition and homogenisation through both direct coercive measures and indirect induction of market competitive behaviours. 

THE HYBRID CORPORATION

Higher education researchers and commentators generally agree that universities have corporatised and commercialised. In being required by governments to compete in the marketplace for customers, funding, sponsors and the like, they have generally adopted the business model, redefining themselves as retailers of products and services. Thus they have largely moved on from being vehicles for the pursuit of knowledge and being venues for independent thought and critique, to becoming large commercial enterprises for satisfying demands for educational and applied research services (Roberts, 1999; Liu and Dubinsky, 2000; Abeles, 2001). Marginson and Considine (2000) typify this corporate model adopted by a public sector university as the Enterprise University, in that the university attempts to graft a business culture onto a public sector and public interest oriented culture. The university culture has nonetheless definitively moved towards a market driven enterprise culture, to a large degree reflecting the ‘new managerialism of the NPM model that has pervaded the public sector in many countries (Ackroyd and Ackroyd, 1999; Lucas, 2006).

Structurally, universities have increasingly moved towards redefining university vice-chancellors or principals as chief executive officers (CEOs), with governing councils being downsized and composed more in the nature of corporate boards, with a predominant membership drawn from industry and commerce. These boards generally bring marketised values into the institution. Decision-making power has become concentrated in the hands of the CEO and his or her key deputies in the senior management structure (Ackroyd and Ackroyd, 1999; Roberts, 1999; Winter and Sarros, 2001). The university organisations they lead, increasingly exhibit management structures and control mechanisms that reflect the managerialism of the private sector corporation (Lapsley and Miller, 2004). Currie and Vidovich (1998) argue that this trend to senior management decision-making prerogatives and top-down university control smacks of a fundamentalist belief in the need for ongoing organisational change, and the need for professional top management’s direction if the university is to effectively compete in and rapidly respond to the marketplace. 

University objectives now reflect a private sector corporate philosophy. They follow a credo of profit and prestige maximisation. Image and brand have become the dominant ethos in search of increasing revenues and profits (Waugh, 1998; Francis and Hampton, 1999; Marginson and Considine, 2000; Bok, 2003). The role of serving the public interest is increasingly being replaced by service to the needs of private sector industry and commerce (Washburn, 2005). Academic language has increasingly been replaced with corporate and business language. Professors have been redefined as middle managers, courses and programs as saleable products, and students as customers. ‘Brand’, ‘target markets’, and ‘pricing’ have become the currency of university discourse (Taylor, 1998; Francis and Hampton, 1999; Washburn, 2005). This has lead to an array of corporate strategies within the university sector including corporate sponsorship of university chairs, schools, and buildings and facilities, corporate advertising and promotion on campus, university investments in start-up enterprises, venture firms, technology parks, commercial companies and commercialisation of research. The scale and scope of these corporate strategies is increasing to the extent that in many universities they now comprise the majority of total revenue streams and are generated globally (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Boyce, 2002; Bok, 2003; Washburn, 2005).

The corporatisation of universities carries both advantages and disadvantages. On the plus side of the ledger for example is the trend towards enrolling a higher proportion of the total population, in some countries approaching 50%. Internationalisation of teaching programs and student bodies, better links with industry and commerce, more efficient internal operations, better access to research sites, more workplace relevant teaching programs, improved graduate employment rates, access to better facilities and equipment, and more flexibility in recruiting high quality staff are some of the claims made. On the other hand, critics point to the more restricted and expensive access to education for aspiring students, the abandonment of societal critique in favour of vocational teaching and corporate sponsored research, as well as reduction in standards and quality of both students recruited and of programs taught through low cost – high revenue strategies (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Currie, 2004). As Bok (2003) argues, a university is a more uncertain and ambiguous entity than a company. It operates in a particularly hybrid environment, with a wide array of stakeholders, public and private interest motives in constant tension, structures and processes that often mix public and private sector characteristics and philosophies, and is subject to invariably intense scrutiny in the public domain. 

Thus we have in recent decades witnessed a fundamental redefinition of the university into what now is at the very minimum some form of hybrid public-private sector corporation. From an NIS perspective, this arguably reflects the marketisation of the higher education sector and the universities’ attempts to adapt to that new environment, mimicking private sector corporate models and mimicking each other in adopting those models. But the isomorphism this represents also brings with it a form of normative isomorphism in the shape of the values and strategies introduced by the professional management class imported into the top decision-making and control levels of university structures. Increasingly this produces formal private sector corporate structures and systems as universities attempt to project themselves as efficient and effective organisations that meet the ‘standards’ of the corporate world and thereby merit funding and support from government, industry, customers and sponsors alike. As neo-institutional sociology argues, such strategies also aim to reduce the uncertainty and ambiguity characteristic of the university environment and to enlist cohesive and predictable organisational behaviour and outcomes. 

GOVERNING “SCIENTIFICALLY”

Moves towards contemporary corporate university governance structures arguably began as far back as the 1980s, and while there were varying degrees of disquiet amongst university senior management, they generally embraced these changes, arguably seeking to maximise their own institution’s positioning in relation to government funding and external revenue generation (Washburn, 2005). Since then, power at the top of the university has increased dramatically. As the hierarchical management structure became embedded in the university, ‘professional’ managers were appointed to senior positions in the bureaucracy with accompanying increases in their decision-making power. In part, their power emanated from their roles as boundary spanners, liaising with and interpreting the demands of external stakeholders such as government and other key resource providers. Responding to these pressures, the professional managers have moved to centralise decision-making authority and control over university finances, seeing this strategy as the most effective way to adapt to the changing external university environment (Marginson and Considine, 2000; Neumann and Guthrie, 2002; Washburn, 2005). 

Along with the rise in centralised top management power within the university, has come an accompanying decline in collegial modes of governance, with decision-making power and influence being progressively removed from disciplines, departments and schools. This has created tension between the two decision-making approaches, and between university management and academic staff. Indeed as the philosophy of new managerialism permeates into faculties and schools, the top-down authoritarian style of decision-making becomes more endemic and shows signs of undermining previous prerogatives of academics to make strategic decisions regarding degrees to be offered, their content, modes of educational delivery and more (Currie, 2004; Connell, 2004; Neumann and Guthrie, 2002). Some critics have gone as far as to suggest that academic faculty may themselves become redefined as customers or marginal stakeholders, rather than remaining a part of the internal decision-making group (Waugh, 1998).  This trend is reflected for example in the philosophies and structures of the pre and post 1992 universities in the UK, the former having a collegial approach to governance and the latter a corporate approach in which members of staff are treated as employees rather than as members of the university (Ackroyd and Ackroyd, 1999).

In the new corporate executive management system, CEO’s imitate their private sector corporate counterparts with high level remuneration packages vastly outpacing professoriate and other middle manager levels, and often contingent on university student growth and financial performance targets (Waugh, 1998; Soley, 1995). Deans are redefined as middle managers answerable to the senior executive, rather than as discipline leaders representing their disciplinary academic constituency. Major strategic, operational and financial decision-making power has become vested in the CEO and senior executive managers who fill key strategic portfolio roles such as education, international programs, research, industry links etc. This generally small circle may or may not include the faculty deans. It wields major centralised power within the university. Power is wielded not only by directives but by plans, targets and related incentives (Marginson and Considine, 2000; Parker, 2002). In this way, precisely the tools of control wielded over universities by governments, are cascaded down within the organisation to be wielded in precisely the same way by the CEO and executive management.

This emerging contemporary approach to university governance is strongly resonant of scientific management, popularised in the USA, Europe and elsewhere in the latter part of the 19th century and the early years of the 20th century. Berman (1998) points to this in his comparison of today’s search for making universities more efficient with the North American attempts to translate the scientific management practices of early 20th century industry into Taylorising the American educational system. The Taylorist commitment to top-down management planning and decision-making is arguably reflected in today’s centralised style of university corporate governance in which an almost fundamentalist faith in the efficacy and authority of top management’s right to direct and govern prevails (Currie and Vidovich, 1998). Thus what has been typified as ‘new managerialism’ is arguably not new at all, but a resurgence of scientific management (Lucas, 2006). This is exemplified by increasing references within university discourse to total quality management, international best practice, re-engineering, and the general copying of these scientific management concepts and languages by universities from corporations and each other, across national boundaries (Currie, 2004; Currie and Vidovich, 1998).

Just as NIS theory development has recognised that organisational change and institutionalisation can follow a complex non-linear path, so universities have exhibited governance structures and processes that have to varying degrees undergone changes from earlier decades and which still encompass differing traditions and tensions in approaches and values across time and across organisational levels. What is referred to as ‘new’ and ‘ corporate’, at least to some extent reflects approaches and values characteristic particularly of North American industry a century ago. The move towards centralised, top-down managerial control appears to represent what university management considers to be an imitation of the private sector corporate governance model. Whether this mimetic isomorphism accurately mimics private sector models is contestable and open to further investigation. As senior management has wrested power from faculties and schools, they have initially moved decision-making into informal groupings of senior management, that have subsequently become formalised and institutionalised as formal executive decision-makers. Deans who may have initially resisted the loss of their disciplinary representation, show signs of being gradually absorbed into the executive power structure and complying with their redefined roles as managerial agents of the university’s senior executive. Thus new corporate values become gradually internalised further and further down the chain of command as top management searches for ways to induce compliant and cohesive behaviour from its university workforce.

THE NEW CORPORATE FOCUS

So what of the contemporary commercialised and corporatised university focus? Financial management and financial returns loom large as a primary focus and driver of behaviour. To that end, in scientific management mode, universities increasingly show signs of a continual search for efficiencies, orienting KPIs and efficiency performance management via increasingly intrusive accountability systems. At the same time, the search for revenue growth persists via the common strategies of brand management and internationalisation.

The Financial Imperative

The contemporary university, invariably suffering drastically reduced levels of government funding and told by government to become self-supporting, is impelled into the search for alternative revenue sources, while at the same time continually seeking cost efficiencies in its own internal operations. The new credo is to generate knowledge and charge for it (Sutz, 1997). On the revenue side of the ledger, this has produced a vast array of revenue generating strategies employed by universities. These include charging fees for student tuition; cultivating sources of gifts and benefactions, particularly from alumni; establishing joint venture research programs with private sector corporations; establishing named and endowed professorships; undertaking contract research and pursuing external research grants; sporting program sponsorships; building or acquiring commercialised research and technology companies; building and facilities naming by sponsoring corporations; patenting and licensing research discoveries; sale of products and services badged by the university; profit sharing with on-campus enterprises; expanding executive, adult education and  other lucrative fee paying markets; and development of on-shore and off-shore international fee paying student education programs (Berman, 1998; Francis and Hampton, 1999; Gumport, 2000; Parker, 2002; Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Press and Washburn, 2000). 

At the same time, universities must increasingly seek cost efficiencies in order to yield adequate profits for reinvestment into their operations, and ultimately to facilitate organisational survival. This raises the major challenges of resource acquisition, allocation within the organisation and ongoing maintenance and replacement. This stretches not just across the financial management of physical assets, but includes staffing, teaching program delivery, administrative processes and more. Buildings, plant and equipment are often allowed to suffer reduced maintenance levels, and go beyond their estimated useful lives. Universities increasingly face the vexed question of cross-subsidisation of organisational units. High revenue earning organisational unit profits are milked for both overall university infrastructure development and maintenance, and to support other organisational units that might otherwise be uneconomic and incapable of surviving on their own merits. At the same time, even for high revenue earning teaching units, cost efficiency strategies bring larger class sizes, increased recourse to casual short term contract teaching services, reduced library and student support services, and more (Bok, 2003; Gammage and Mininberg, 2003; Gumport, 2000; Parker, 2002).

This search for both enhanced revenues and cost efficiencies has generally brought with it an expansion of universities’ central and senior administration bureaucracies while at the same time producing a devolution of administrative tasks to middle and lower level organisational units. The devolved tasks tend to be the operational management and accountability systems, while the higher levels of the bureaucracy focus upon marketing; image and brand development; corporate and government networking and linkages; alumni relationships development; commercialisation of research; opening up new student markets; and building joint ventures with industry and overseas educational partners. Thus both teaching and research objectives and strategies are transmogrified into revenue stream development, and the university financial management and budgeting systems assume a centrality to the university’s identity and shaping (Marginson and Considine, 2000; Soley, 1995).

In Search of Efficiency

Internationally, the university trend towards an efficiency focus, while representing a return to fundamental precepts of scientific management thinking, reflects the impact of NPM in many countries’ public sectors. Higher education reforms have mirrored general public sector reforms, with governments pressing for public sector organisation structures and processes to mirror what they see to be “the business model”. Education sector reformers have invariably advocated the simultaneous pursuit of multiple and potentially conflicting agendas of revenue growth, productivity increase, quality improvement, and cost cutting – all in the name of improving outcomes. Market efficiency is pursued via an economic rationalist approach to education and its more efficient delivery. While efficiency from a government point of view may be more about maximising value for money through a more homogenised technocratic tertiary education system, within the now commercially focussed universities, the focus still tends to move inexorably towards cost minimisation in search of maximum bottom line profits (English, Guthrie and Parker, 2005; Gamage and Mininberg, 2003; Mason et al, 2001; Saravanamuthu and Tinker, 2002; Ter Bogt and Van Helden, 2005).

Concurrently with the efficiency movement has come the mass education philosophy, whereby governments have targeted major increases in the percentage of working age people accessing a university education, all in the name of universal education access. The agenda is one of developing each nation’s intellectual capital and strategic positioning in a global knowledge economy. Thus universities have become the production line for governments’ reducing direct investment in the stock of human capital, while at the same time serving as governments’ education export agent in the world marketplace. Dramatically expanding student enrolments, increasing class sizes, and more distance and web-based education delivery systems are all evidence of this massification, with its accompanying lower unit cost and arguably lower quality education product. Despite claims to the contrary, small class sizes, less cost efficient programs and instruction methods represent a rapidly disappearing luxury in the tertiary education sector. Cost efficiency and targeted profit margins are more frequently causing the elimination of such high effort –high cost courses and programs (Alexander, 2000; Ruch, 2004).

Performance Accountability
Accountability has become the watchword of the higher education sector. As already noted in this paper, communities have increasingly called their governments to account for government expenditure and taxation levels, and for the value for money obtained from government budgets, including education funding. Under pressure for their fiscal accountability, governments have in turn demanded greater levels of accountability from universities. The focus has turned to accountability for outputs - specifically employable graduates, and the efficiency of their production. The university is now required to demonstrate responsiveness to social and economic demands seen as priorities by communities and governments. This has included the conflicting demands for increased student access to higher education, reduced levels of government funding, higher quality educational delivery, and more graduate outputs (Abeles, 2006; Alexander, 2000; Berman, 1998).

This enhanced accountability has been extracted from universities via contingent funding rules, detailed proposals and reports required for funding bids, and proliferating annual teaching and research outcome reporting requirements. While communities demand accountability, they are reliant on government as their agent. Accountability is therefore exacted by government, increasingly through performance reporting mechanisms focussed on KPI targets, as well as via periodic audits and inspections (Burke and Minassians, 2002; Chow et al, 2005; Parker and Guthrie, 2005). Quantification has become the order of the day, stretching its tentacles across student recruitment, teaching, research, community service and of course financial performance. Often this is dressed in the clothes of quality assurance in an attempt to make detailed accountability more palatable to academic and community audiences (Bok, 2003; Vidovich and Currie, 1998).

The enactment of university accountability takes place via performance indicators, performance reporting and performance evaluation. This reaches down from the whole-of-organisation accountability, to faculties, schools, departments, programs and individuals. Performance is often publicly presented in terms of ‘quality’ but in fact embodies quantity, speed, cost, profits, and growth: all largely defined and measured from a short time horizon. From the university itself down to the individual researcher, there is an accompanying pre-occupation with rank, score, and badge of standing in an increasingly quantified reputational environment that is primarily concerned with image and marketability. Hence emerges a serious risk of reactive institutional and individual behaviours aimed at meeting the short term accountability KPIs without regard to longer term impacts on scholarship, knowledge, society, or ecology (Neumann and Guthrie, 2002; Roberts, 1999; Sidhu, 2006).

The Global Game

Universities in many countries have had an international presence for many years. British universities, as in other developed world countries, had significant numbers of international students studying on their campuses as early as the beginnings of the 20th century (Heaton, 1924). However the internationalisation of universities has now achieved a scope unimagined as late as even the 1970s. Education now takes place in an international setting, with programs, staff and students transferring across national boundaries, physically and electronically. Technology, communications and transport developments have been taken up by universities with alacrity, creating a global education and research community: both physical and virtual. In turn this presents universities with a global market for their products and services. Globalisation and internationalisation has become the catchcry of the vast majority of university leaders. It is held out by university leadership as a primary, but now hardly distinguishing strategic identity and objective. This language is employed as a convenient rationale for whatever organisational changes the CEO wishes to introduce, as a socially acceptable code for profoundly commercial objectives and rationales, as an explanator for competitive responses to other universities’ market strategies, and as a mode of talk that matches that employed by government and business. Increasingly universities adopting this language have begun to act and look the same: their profiles and strategies becoming increasingly homogenised. This trend has been aggravated by the university accrediting systems produced from Europe (EQUIS) and North America (AACSB) to which universities are flocking in an attempt to secure badges of reputation that will attract fee paying international students (Hazelkorn, 2005; Marginson and Considine, 2000; Parker, 2002; Pratt and Poole, 1999; Tilling, 2002).

In many universities, particularly in developed countries, the proportion of international fee-paying students, onshore and offshore, has risen dramatically in recent years. They represent a major source of revenue in the new commercialised, corporatised university environment. Offshore education delivery is often achieved in partnership with private provider companies. Recent studies suggest that as much as 50-75% of offshore education delivery collaborations in Asia, the Middle East and Africa are conducted via private institutions in those locations. Private providers are now also mushrooming in the developed countries, both as ‘back door’ feeders to their universities, and as cheaper, lower entry standard alternative degree and diploma providers. International student recruitment, retention and graduation have arguably taken centre stage in university strategies, teaching delivery and assessment approaches, given their significant impact on university profits (Gamage and Mininberg, 2003; Sidhu, 2006; Slaughter and Leslie, 1997). The magnitude of the international student contribution to university revenues is exemplified by for example, as far back as the 1999 statistics on Australian university student fees, where fee-paying overseas student fees totalled $A791 million compared with domestic Australian student fees of $A195 million (Winter and Sarros, 2001). In the ten years from 1983 to 1993, the number of overseas students enrolled in Australian higher education institutions more than trebled. Between 1996 and 1999, the number of fee paying international students enrolled in Australian universities and preparatory private colleges had risen by 440%, the international university student population having reached 150,000 (Gamage and Mininberg, 2003; ABS, 1995). This dramatic rise signalled an ongoing explosion in international student recruitment by the Australian universities, with the majority enrolments being in the business disciplines. By 2006, total international student enrolments in Australian universities totalled over 340,000, delivering a 128 % increase on the 1999 enrolment total (AEI, 2006; Marginson, 2002). Thus for the corporatised and commercially oriented university, the global market represents a major commercial playing field.

The NIS perspective illuminates the corporate trends evident in universities internationally. The almost universal move towards a corporatised, commercialised university with a dominant financial orientation, is in the first instance a case of coercive isomorphism brought into play by governments’ general reduction in funding of higher education. In reacting to this, universities have invariably exhibited mimetic isomorphism in their mimicking the rationales and approaches characteristic of NPM in the public sector and thereby copying private sector corporate approaches to the market. Revenue and efficiency have become the new central discourse that reflect these isomorphic trends. At the same time, governments, customers and communities demand greater and more detailed levels of accountability spanning inputs, efficiencies, revenues and outputs and these gradually become embedded in formal university processes and value systems. Operating in a global marketplace, reflecting NPM, and copying models in the private sector, universities inevitably converge, presenting often-times homogeneous brands, missions, product and service offerings, and general organisational profiles. Corporate profits and quantified outcomes become the order of the day.

COMMERCIALISED OUTCOMES

The corporatised and commercialised university appears to carry with it, several pronounced and observable outcomes: namely an applied, streamlined, functional approach to educational packaging and delivery; a funding oriented, short term results seeking research agenda; and a redefined role for academics. Each of these major outcomes will now be critically considered.

Customised Education

With the educational massification, efficiency and bottom line profits focus already discussed, comes an inevitable requirement for streamlining of university approaches to educational program delivery. To compete in the marketplace, university management has shown a pronounced proclivity to aggressively market degree and diploma programs nationally and internationally, to demand the construction of additional new undergraduate and postgraduate degree programs that will attract greater numbers of domestic and international students, to admit larger student intakes into existing degree and diploma programs, require larger class sizes, introduce compressed and ‘accelerated’ degree programs, closely monitor and moderate entry standards, and pressure teaching units for maximum pass rates. In addition, teaching programs are increasingly delivered across multiple geographic national and international locations, technology and distance learning solutions are increasingly being employed, and courses are being packaged for multi-lecturer and multi-site delivery. Packaging increasingly includes student study guides, pre-printed lecture notes, past exam papers and solutions, and practice-oriented more than theory and critique content. The high student attracting and revenue earning programs, executive education programs and community education programs have been grown to produce the target revenue growth, a sizeable portion of their profits quite often being siphoned into other areas of the university, cross subsidising other less student attractive programs, and supporting other strategies such as building and facilities development (Bok, 2003; Parker, 2002, 2005; Parker and Guthrie, 2005).

These developments revolve around the redefinition of the student as the corporatised and commercialised university’s ‘customer’. Increasingly students pay full fees or government charges for their university education and are able to exercise greater degrees of choice in their selection of university, degree program, and component subjects. Thus they have become more in the nature of free agents or education commodity consumers whose custom and associated revenues must be courted and attracted by universities in open market competition. Thus students can demand value for money, vocationally oriented and career enhancing degrees that offer convenient and appealing packages that fit their needs, aspirations, and lifestyles. This sets the scene for educational program content, design and delivery to be conditioned and continually adapted to suit student consumerism and its changing tastes and preferences (Francis and Hampton, 1999; Gumport, 2000; Roberts, 1999; Slaughter and Leslie, 1997). This brings with it the risks of student consumer pressure brought to bear upon academics for delivery and assessment approaches that elicit favourable student ratings of courses and teachers, university and student pressure to maintain or increase student pass rates for the furtherance of student fee revenues, modification of university standards to maintain customer satisfaction and avoid litigious actions by students (Abeles, 2006; Hamilton, 2001; Illing, 2004; Ketchell, 2001; Sharrock, 2002; Williams, 2001). 

In customising their educational offerings, universities have therefore increasingly promoted those degree programs seen to be most marketable to the customer, be they local students, international fee paying students, executive students or public and private sector corporate clients. This has spawned the growth in variety and intake numbers for vocationally oriented degrees ranging from business to tourism. In many countries, these types of degree programs have seen spectacular growth and become the dominant educational offering, while the arts, humanities, and sciences have experienced steep and ongoing enrolments decline. This has seen disciplines ranging from mathematics to history, significantly downsized in terms of number of academic units and academic staff across universities in many countries. The new benchmark for evaluating and justifying degree and diploma programs has become the earning power of their graduates. Masters level degrees too, have become increasingly commodified, with a plethora of degrees being created as applied professional coursework degrees that permit entry to a range of professions, again highly attractive to international fee paying students. Compared with any other disciplinary stream, business degree programs for many universities have become the dominant revenue generating program (Press and Washburn, 2000; Hamilton, 2001; Macintyre, 2002; Marginson, 2002; Ruch, 2004; Washburn, 2005). For example in 2003, Australian university business programs stood out from any other disciplinary stream in accounting for 27.5% of the total enrolled students across the country (AVCC, January, 2005). That proportion is highly likely to increase further. (AVCC, January 2005). In his critique of what he terms “The Utilitarian Trap” into which many university degree programs have fallen, Marginson (2002) argues that this trend is the product of the commodification of intellectual capital, the globalisation of education as an industry, the transformation of students into customers, employers’ growing power over universities and their graduates, government pressure for an economic product, and applied vocational degree programs’ attractiveness in their promise of apparent job/career certainty in an increasingly complex, changing and uncertain labour market. 

Research For Funding

The world of university based research has significantly changed. As part of their self-financing drive, just as with the customisation and commercialisation of educational programs and delivery, so too has research been reconfigured in focus and structure. Universities are encouraged by governments to focus more upon external non-government research fundraising. Additionally, some types of research now require major investments in facilities and infrastructure that lie beyond the resources of any one university, and on the other hand some private sector organisations lack their own research and development capacity, and need university partnerships. This has led to universities actively seeking research partnerships with private sector corporations, via direct grants to or sponsorships of projects, contributions to facilities and equipment, joint funding of research centres, institutes and research parks in exchange for naming rights, privileged access to intellectual capital generated, patenting rights, provision of corporate advisory services from university research teams and so on (Connell, 2004; Press and Washburn, 2000; Soley, 1995). This commercial research relationship has increasingly transformed research norms from the neutral, unbiased pursuit of knowledge, to the capitalisation of knowledge for business and economic purposes. Research teams and centres aim to produce tangible, measurable outcomes that will enhance their attractiveness for further funding from the corporate sector, and in a sense begin to create ‘quasi-firms’ within the university. Thus the university begins to resemble a commercial corporation of itself more and more. Financial gains and fundraising success become the new benchmarks for assessing researchers’ success (Etzkowitz, 1997; Parker and Guthrie, 2005; Washburn, 2005). 

The concern that arises with these increasing commercial research linkages is that researcher and university independence may be compromised (Malatesta, 2001). Certainly signs of funding-led research abound. Increasingly research proposals, teams and projects are constructed in response to national government and corporate research funding priorities. These affect subject areas selected, concentration of research into a select number of researcher groups or centres, outcome contingent funding schemes, and a preference for shorter term applied research projects that deliver immediate tangible and commercialiseable outcomes. Research therefore becomes geared towards winning research grants and other funding as a basis for enhancing university and researchers’ reputation, and attracting further future funding. They become research entrepreneurs, developing a focus upon and skills in networking, developing commercial linkages and partnerships, government grant application writing etc. Thus funding priorities have begun to drive research agendas and senior researchers are transformed into research managers who focus on winning resources, employing junior researchers and developing a successful research enterprise (Connell, 2004; Hazelkorn, 2005; Parker, 2002; Roberts, 1999; Ylijoki, 2003). 

These developments also raise the question of the shifting balance between research conducted for the public versus private interest. Universities are increasingly becoming reliant upon research as a short to medium term fund generator and longer term image creator and associated revenue enhancer. Thus research increasingly serves two key private interests: the commercial agendas of universities and their private sector corporate partners. Research conducted in the public interest and disseminated for general community consumption and benefit, risks being pushed further and further into the background. These public interests have traditionally taken such forms as the opening of new frontiers of knowledge, preserving and developing humanity’s stock of intellectual and cultural knowledge, providing disinterested scientific and social critique, acting as server of and advocate for all community constituents including disadvantaged and minorities, and providing independent expert advice and opinion to governments, communities and media. Of course these also presume an open environment of two way communication and sharing of knowledge in the public arena. This is a significant range of roles that are potentially threatened by researcher focus on the private interest (Bok, 2003; Connell, 2004; Gray et al, 2002; Washburn, 2005).

The story does not end here. University research is also increasingly driven by government inspired performance measurement systems and measurable KPIs. For example the UK’s Research Assessment Exercise (RAE), New Zealand’s Performance Based Research Fund (PBRF) rankings, and Australia’s emerging Research Quantum Fund (RQF) rankings are government-run periodical research performance assessment and ranking systems. These are applied variously to universities, schools, research groups and individual researchers. They create a performance metric based research culture that develops a market for tradeable research and researchers, and typify the commodification of university research. Increasingly these government imposed assessment systems rely on rankings of publication media, success in research fund-raising and numbers of higher research degrees graduated rather than assessment of quality and significant of knowledge produced, thereby driving research into goal displacement whereby the pursuit of knowledge becomes a secondary conduit towards the pursuit of high rankings rather than an end in itself (Gray et al, 2002; Lucas, 2006; Neumann and Guthrie, 2002). Such rankings and their associations with funds won and journals published in, become powerful drivers for academic researchers, since the status accorded these simplistic KPIs have direct impact on their personal employment, remuneration and marketability. Research output quantity, journal ranking and researcher track record therefore become integral pathways to university and individual academic economic and financial outcomes (Marginson and Considine, 2000; Parker and Guthrie, 2005).

These forces have produced a managerial reaction within universities whereby senior management seeks greater direct control over their university research agenda and operations, aiming to restructure, commercialise and control it in the pursuit of greater financial and status returns to the university overall. The management control system pressures academics to form larger scale collaborative research teams and to form strategic partnerships with external funding agencies and businesses. Research priority areas are declared and internal university funding is oriented towards managerially desired project areas and partnerships. Thus researchers have become reconfigured as ‘research workers’ who are subject to direction, surveillance and control in search of the university’s bottom line financial targets (Gray et al, 2002; Hazelkorn, 2005; Lucas, 2006; Neumann and Guthrie, 2002; Parker, 2002).

Academics Redefined

There appears to be a general consensus amongst surveys of academics, that much of the decision-making power within universities has passed from formerly influential collegiate academic committees and academic units to university managers, thereby leading to predominantly centralised management driven research and teaching strategies. Thus executive management has overtaken the former collegial decision-making tradition. Often this has progressed by stealth and increasingly interventionist government control and accountability requirements. University managements have tended to develop managerialist decision-making systems that have intentionally or unintentionally gradually undermined the collegial consultative model, academics’ autonomy and authority within the university governance structure being the major casualty. Academics themselves have tended towards one of two general reactions: joining the managerialist system and finding new managerial roles within this structure, or withdrawing to varying degrees from direct participation in university decision-making, seeking to insulate themselves as far as possible from its demands (Currie and Vidovich, 1998; Lucas, 2006; Marginson and Considine, 2000; Winter and Sarros, 2001).

Extending from the managerial-academic divide, academics are also diverging in the roles they adopt within the corporatised, commercialised university. It is increasingly argued that they have largely lost their formerly unique roles as independent, professional, expert educators and research scholars operating in collegial association and co-decision-making with their university of which they were members. Instead, they are increasingly being redefined as teaching, research and administrative employees of the university, subject to its strategic objectives and direction, and driven and evaluated by corporate KPIs that drill down from university, to faculty, to school, to individual levels. In this performance targeting and measurement environment, academics variously attempt to badge themselves as teaching experts, research managers, degree program development and marketing leaders, or commercial research program development and resourcing entrepreneurs. The academic role definition is therefore more clearly located at the coalface level of university operations, with academics seeking to maximise their KPI results for their own short to medium term benefit and career progression (Soley, 1995; Sutz, 1997; Tysome, 2006; Ylijoki, 2003).

Along with academic role definition has come a generally dramatic increase in workload levels afflicting academics. Not only must they work longer hours to cope with the increasingly mass or large batch production-line teaching, assessment and administration associated with increasing student numbers and class sizes, but they report a significantly increased percentage of working time committed to satisfying university and government administrative demands for more detailed and invasive control and reporting systems. This has been accentuated by devolution of increasing amounts of routine operational and compliance administration to academic schools and departments, with a consequent expansion of academic’s working hours, an intensification of the pace of their work and increased work-related stress (Currie, 2004; Lipsett and Tysome, 2006;  Miller, 1995; Winter and Sarros, 2001; Ylijoki, 2003). Such has been the pressure on academic workloads, that universities have opted for an increasingly casualised academic workforce, relying more and more upon fixed term contract academics, casual lecturers, casual tutors and part-time teaching assistants for delivering teaching programs to the (in many cases) mushrooming number of degree programs and students (Churchman, 2002; Roberts, 1999; Washburn, 2005). 

Academics’ mode of working has also been subject to change resulting from their increased workloads and reduced decision-making autonomy. Teaching delivery and content has tended towards being more packaged, instrumental, applied so as to fit the university’s vocational graduate employment preparation focus. Their research approaches have evidenced a more short term, application and funding generation orientation. Their mode of daily operation has also reflected university imposed workload and performance measurement pressures such that academics operate in more isolationist mode, having less time available for participation in research forums and seminars, informal collegial discussions, mentoring of junior colleagues, and face-to-face communication with colleagues and students. Work predominantly takes place in the form of classroom teaching, formal administrative meetings, working in the individual’s office, and email even beginning to supplant the telephone (Churchman, 2002; Miller, 1995; Vidovich and Currie, 1998).

Consistent with the centralised managerial decision-making structure and the university’s corporatisation and commercialisation has come a reduction in academics’ autonomy and freedom of speech. Consciously or unconsciously, their ability to express expert opinions or offer critiques in the public domain, is limited by either their university’s management or by themselves, for fear of offending key stakeholders and present or potential funding sources, or by fear of impact on their own performance evaluation, job contracts, tenure and career prospects within the university. They are also limited by the university’s commercial agreements and partnerships with external organisations, as well as the university’s confidential objectives and strategies (Parker, 2002; Roberts, 1999; Washburn, 2005). 

Thus academics are increasingly observed to be experiencing both role and value conflict between the collegial scholarly tradition and the emerging corporate pursuit of strategic personal KPIs. Their former values of liberal scholarly inquiry and critique, long term contribution to societal knowledge and culture, and service to the public interest are now challenged by the requirement to serve the expansionist vocational and economic development focus evident across the university sector. This is a fundamental shift in core values that underpins the academic role redefinition discussed above (Adams, 1998; Currie, 2004; Tysome, 2006; Winter and Sarros, 2001; Ylijoki, 2003).

The overall outcomes of university corporatisation and commercialisation become more transparent when viewed through the NIS lens. Universities mimetically respond to and comply with changing societal demands by adapting and indeed radically transforming their educational products to meet student and community demands for vocationally oriented, employment generating programs and courses. This behaviour is particularly evident in the philosophy of customer service and orientation mimetically imported from the private sector and symbolically reflected in private sector language that reinterprets the student as customer. So reconfigured, the student customer, by virtue of their potential threat of fee withdrawal, becomes a powerful coercive force that brings direct and indirect pressure to bear upon university products, services, delivery modes, entry standards, performance expectations and more. Seeking to attract and retain revenue generating stakeholder support, universities transform the balance of their educational offerings and research projects, gradually increasing the balance of applied, careerist projects and programs. While there remains evident decoupling between the projected vocational, applied image of university offerings and continuing basic, long term scientific and cultural education and research, in many institutions the latter is in decline. 

From a research perspective, traditional curiosity-driven, fundamental and critical research sits in increasingly uncomfortable juxtaposition with the newer industry oriented applied research agenda. Both decoupling from and compliance with the new government and business funding driven research ethos is again evident, with funding driven compliance being increasingly the order of the day. Increasingly the funded, short term, applied research orientation is being absorbed and internalised by universities and their academics. One consequence of this is the increasing prioritisation of private interests over the public interest. Government research ranking metrics are also becoming increasingly powerful coercive forces for absorption and internalisation as personal KPIs by academics. These subsequently become reified as new core values at the academic unit and individual levels, continually reinforced by university management control systems that have been reoriented towards revenue generation and cost minimisation.

The NIS perspective recognises that the institutionalisation process can at times reduce ambiguity and uncertainty while aiming to increase the cohesiveness of the workforce and its behaviours. However this can be a highly complex process as found in the case of universities. Their institutionalisation of commercial revenue raising objectives, strategies and control systems may aim to reduce ambiguity in performance expectations and improve academics’ cohesion, but in reality this is fraught with difficulties. University segments that experience low market demand face worsening uncertainty and diminishing expectations about the future prospects of academic units and their members. High market demand areas on the other hand can perceive ambiguity and mixed signals relating to performance expected of them, being overburdened with mass teaching loads while still being required to produce successful funded research. These experiences have the potential to divide rather than unite staff, with differential expectations, motivations and behaviours being exhibited by senior versus junior staff, academic versus managerial staff, and tenured versus casual staff. Ultimately, while a degree of decoupling between traditional and new academic values and roles persists, evidence suggests that the former traditional values are being gradually supplanted, with the new corporate, commercial ones becoming formalised and institutionalised.

REFLECTIONS IN THE MIRROR

The transformations in universities identified and analysed in this study, have clearly been profound and far reaching. They are reflected in radically altered university missions, core values, strategies, structures and processes. Typically university structures and processes now reflect a hybrid public-private sector corporate profile with a pronounced commercial orientation. This mirrors a global trend in national government philosophy that embraces belief in smaller government, de-regulation, lower taxation, market based service delivery, and payment by the user. Thrust into a global educational market by governments aiming to reduce their educational investment expenditures, universities have been forced to respond to their redefinition by governments as an employment generating export industry and contributor to national economic growth. Reinforcing this coercive isomorphism has been universities’ mirroring the commercialisation and privatisation of the public sector, reconstructing their structures and processes in the image of new public management (NPM). This mimetic isomorphism has been further reinforced by the normative isomorphic importation of private sector corporate values and strategies through the arrival of the professional managerial class increasingly employed at the senior levels of university central management. 

This development has produced two particular outcomes that have been only barely noticed by researchers and commentators to date. First is the global homogenisation of university missions, strategies and profiles that is becoming increasingly evident. This reflects the common forces to which universities are responding and adapting in a world marketplace that is increasingly becoming less differentiated, with a common global pool of students, increasingly globalised corporate sponsors and research partners, and educational delivery systems that transcend national boundaries. Second is the corporate governance regression to an earlier era of scientific management reminiscent of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This is characterised by collegial governance structures and processes being replaced by formal authority-based direction and control exercised by the executive level of central management.

Where has all this led? The ‘new’ corporate, commercial university exploits the global marketplace in search of business growth, cost efficiency, and maximum financial returns, all pursued through an increasingly formalised and quantified performance measurement and control system. The dominant discourse is now built around growth, revenue and efficiency. Once again, this radical reorientation has been triggered by coercive government strategies of remote market, financial incentives and contingent funding based control, and further reinforced by the mimetic adoption of new public management and private sector corporate philosophies, structures and processes.

The outcomes of this new corporate commercial focus have been far-reaching. Educational content, design and delivery have been commodified, customised, mass produced, and marketed to consumers worldwide. Research has been transformed by a process of goal displacement whereby the former objectives of contribution to knowledge, culture and society have been supplanted by what were formerly supporting control mechanisms. In pursuit of sponsors, partners and funding, the ultimate objectives of research have become appearance in highly ranked journal and book publication venues, production of commercially successful products and services, and elicitation of further research funds from external parties. As contributors to these education and research agendas, academics themselves have been redefined and reconstructed, surrendering their former role as members of and participating decision-makers in their university, and assuming the role of employees and workers. Their profile has increasingly fractured across teaching, research, entrepreneurial, managerial and casual or fractional roles. Their role has been recast from knowledge creators and propagators, liberal inquirers and societal critics into vocational servants of the corporate university mission. 

Thus we find universities to have been transformed and reshaped in the market image. This reflects the profound shifts in societal and government philosophies and expectations characteristic of many developed countries over recent decades. These philosophies and expectations demand universal educational availability and opportunity, vocational employment oriented education, applied commercialiseable research, and direct contribution to the growth of the national economy. The economic rationalism attributed to many governments over the past 30 years, has clearly impacted on the missions, values and strategies of many universities. Their service orientation is now primarily to their own private interests. Their service of the public interest has been to large degree reinterpreted and transmogrified as contributing to economic development. This appears to reflect an underlying Friedmanite economic philosophy that the primary role of business is doing business! In the same sense, universities’ value to society has been translated into one of generating employable graduates, producing saleable discoveries, providing employment opportunities and contributing to the Gross National Product. 

From a NIS perspective, it is particularly noteworthy that while there is some evidence in universities of transitory decoupling between the ‘new’ formal values, strategies and processes and informally persisting ‘traditional’ versions of these, the absorption of the corporate and commercial into university life has been comprehensive and pervasive. Universities’ re-alignment and compliance with these changed societal and governmental philosophies and expectations, while at times complex and non-linear, have been considerable and persistent, reaching deep into university structure and culture. Yet with respect to this process and its degree of inclusion and permanence, there still remain unknowns. Despite numbers of studies surveying academics’ attitudes, we know little of their degree of longer term value shifts, scholarly adaptation, degrees and strategies of resistance, reconstruction of alternative roles, entry and exit from the academic workforce, and cases of university exceptions and divergence from the global homogenisation trend. 

In the end result, this phenomenon of global corporatisation and commercialisation of the university raises more questions than it answers. While this has produced a radical refocussing of higher education, now repositioned to serve primary societal and governmental economic interests, the longer term implications for the development of humanity’s fundamental stock of knowledge, and its critique and development of culture, philosophy, ethics, history and the civil society are rendered uncertain and unpredictable. 
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