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INTRODUCCIÓN. One of the most intense debates about higher education governance and 
change took place in the twentieth century between the 1970’s and 90’s. METHOD. A systematic 
examination of the literature on governance in higher education during this period. The core 
of the works reviewed in this paper, and the analysis of the development of the field is based 
essentially on literature from the United States. RESULTS. The review shows the gaps and limi-
tations of existing theory. It also provides the necessary foundations for the development of new 
conceptual frameworks that will enhance our understanding of the subject matter: the relation-
ship between power, politics, and change in higher education. This article: a) provides a brief 
account of the development of this field of research, and b) presents a synthesis of the literature 
in widely accepted models of higher education governance. We find that the absence of an under-
standing about the State and the position of post–secondary organizations within society, in the 
last quarter of the twentieth century, and the deficient comprehension of theories of change, can 
explain the limited success in the attempt to grasp the complex relation between “internal” and 
“external” processes. DISCUSSION. Contemporary debates in higher education still need to pro-
vide a better understanding of university governance that takes into consideration the broader 
issues of political economy and power relations within higher education organizations. This is 
fundamental to comprehend the relationship between power and change in higher education.
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Two additional governance frames developed: 
the open system model (Katz and Kahn, 1978) 
and the political (Baldridge, 1971).

The third is the era of “constraint and consoli-
dation”. Student struggles decreased and an era 
of economic recession began. Financial con-
straints supplant campus revolution as the main 
concern in this period. Cohen and March 
(1974) develop their “organized anarchy mod-
el”. Institutional theorists develop the idea that 
environments shape, to a great extent, the 
meanings, values, and structures of higher edu-
cation organizations (Meyer and Rowan, 1978). 
Building upon the contributions of these two 
theoretical perspectives, Weick (1976) describes 
higher education institutions as “loosely cou-
pled systems”.

The final period is the era of “reduction and 
redirection”. The continuing scarcity of resourc-
es made management techniques insufficient to 
cope with continuing competition. The focus 
on retrenchment, reduction, and reallocation 
generated a transition from earlier “open sys-
tem” models towards ecological approaches to 
higher education governance. The new empha-
sis on goal redefinition, change in mission, and 
selection of new clienteles suggested that higher 
education institutions could effectively change 
their surrounding environment. Simultaneous-
ly, a new emerging model focusing on the cul-
ture of higher education organizations started 
to develop.

Research on higher education governance has 
grown relatively fast. The brief description of the 
evolution of the field provided by Mets and Peter-
son shows that analytic approaches have evolved 
to more complex models (Chaffee, 1987).

Models of governance in higher education

The expansion of the body of literature on uni-
versity governance has generated concern 
among several authors about the fragmentation 

Evolution of the study of higher 
education governance

Most of the literature on governance in higher 
education in the United States developed since 
the early 1960s. There are several reasons for 
the expansion of this area of studies. Among 
these are: the growth in size and complexity of 
colleges and universities; the increasing impor-
tance of higher education as a social institution; 
growth in government funding and desire to 
control higher education; and many problems 
of society that have been reflected within higher 
education.

Mets and Peterson (1987) argue that the evolu-
tion of the study on governance has been relat-
ed to the development of higher education 
itself. In this development, they identify four 
eras that are similar to evolution processes of 
higher education in other countries:

They have called the first an era of “growth 
expansion and optimism”. During the 1950s 
and 1960s, there was a strong commitment to 
the expansion of higher education at all levels. 
This was a period of enrollment growth, emer-
gence of new campuses, and increasing com-
plexity of higher education institutions. The 
movement towards mass education generated 
strong optimism and the expansion of adminis-
trative hierarchy. Two governance frames 
develop in this period: the bureaucratic model 
(Stroup, 1966) and the collegial model (Good-
man, 1962; Millett, 1962).

Mets and Peterson’s second era has been labeled 
the era of “disruption and revolution”. Student 
struggles and faculty collective bargaining pro-
cesses in the late-1960s and early seventies 
generated new concerns about university gov-
ernance. Student dissatisfaction with increas-
ingly large and impersonal universities, grow-
ing professionalization of faculty, and “external” 
issues like the Civil Rights movement and the 
Vietnam War brought issues of student and 
faculty power, autonomy, etc. into the picture. 
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based on position and authority based on exper-
tise and knowledge as another weakness of the 
traditional bureaucratic model. 

In a second generation of research on govern-
ance, other authors focused on the latter issue 
(Hardy, 1990). In his book Professional Bureau-
cracy (1991) Henry Mintzberg argued that the 
traditional bureaucratic authority coexists, in 
higher education organizations (among others), 
with a professional bureaucracy. The latter dif-
fers from the traditional approach in that obedi-
ence is obtained by commitment to an absolute 
value based on ideology and norms. Coordina-
tion of activities is the product of a standardiza-
tion of skills. Professional standards and norms 
develop largely outside the organization (Mint-
zberg, 1991).

The collegial frame

Explanatory limitations of the traditional 
bureaucratic model opened the way for other 
views of the university as a “collegium” or a 
“community of scholars” (Baldridge, 1971). In 
the collegial frame, organizations are viewed as 
collectivities with organizational members as 
their primary resource. The emphasis is on 
human needs and on how organizations can be 
tailored to meet them.

Colleges are pictured as these communities of 
scholars (Millett, 1962) who, because of their 
professional expertise and a shared value sys-
tem, control and determine organizational 
goals. This collegial frame is useful for under-
standing stable organizations, or organizational 
sub-units, in which preferences are developed 
by consensus through interaction (Bensimon, 
1989). The collegial frame seeks participatory, 
democratic decision-making and strives to meet 
people’s needs and help them realize their aspi-
rations. 

Collegial views emphasize the importance of 
both decentralized structures and consensual 
decision-making processes (Hardy, 1990). 

of this area of research and the need for synthe-
sis and integrative efforts (Peterson, 1985). 
Perhaps this concern can explain the large 
number of literature reviews on the topic of 
higher education governance. Most of these 
reviewers (Baldridge, 1971; Riley and Baldridge, 
1977; Baldridge et al., 1983; Peterson, 1985; 
Chaffee, 1987; Mets and Peterson, 1987; Bensi-
mon, 1989; Hardy, 1990) agree on the existence 
of four major analytical models: bureaucratic-
rational, collegial, political, and garbage can or 
symbolic.

The bureaucratic frame

In 1966 Stroup argued that university govern-
ance featured many of the characteristics 
described by Weber in his work on bureaucracy 
(Stroup, 1966). According to this model: the 
organization’s goals are clear, the organization 
is a closed system insulated from environmental 
penetration, and administrative leaders have the 
power to analyze a problem, determine various 
solutions, choose the best, and execute it (Scott, 
1992).

The bureaucratic model focuses on the stability 
of higher education organizations. This approach 
essentially looks at structures. This perspective 
on governance, and how it handles its existing 
functions, is highly associated with rational 
leadership and decision making and with man-
agement tasks.

Several authors have pointed out that many 
basic features of bureaucracies are not present 
in higher education governance. Baldridge 
(1971) argued that the bureaucratic model 
focuses on authority (legitimate, formalized 
power) but excludes other types of power (mass 
movements, power based on expertise, and 
power based on appeals to emotion and senti-
ment). He also maintained that it deals with 
governance structures but not with decision-
making processes; and that it has difficulties in 
dealing with change. Blau (1973) pointed out 
the existing contradictions between authority 
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permanent conflict (Hardy, 1990). Riley and 
Baldridge as well as Baldridge et al provided a 
second version of this political model (1977; 
1983). In this new approach, they argued that 
conflict is not always present, that the original 
model underestimated the impact of routine 
bureaucratic processes, and that a variety of 
political processes had not been acknowledged. 
They expressed the need to pay more attention 
to environmental factors. Finally they recog-
nized that “the model did not give enough 
emphasis to long-term decision-making pat-
terns, and failed to consider the way institu-
tional structure may shape and channel political 
efforts” (Baldridge et al., 1983).

In qualifying the political frame, Baldridge pro-
vided a mixed model. He downplayed the 
political nature of university governance and 
incorporated elements of the bureaucratic, col-
legial and garbage can models. The new frame is 
ambiguous. It does not provide a clear idea of 
what conditions make politics and conflict 
more likely to occur (Hardy, 1990).

The garbage can or symbolic frame

Within this frame, organizations are seen as 
systems of shared meanings and beliefs in 
which organizational structures and processes 
are invented. Leaders construct and maintain 
“systems of shared meanings, paradigms, and 
shared languages and cultures” (Pfeffer, 1981) 
by sustaining rituals, symbols and myths that 
create a unifying system of belief for the institu-
tion (Bensimon, 1989).

In higher education, Michael Cohen and James 
March’s Leadership and Ambiguity (1974) gives 
the best analysis of governance as a symbolic 
process. Cohen and March characterize univer-
sities as “organized anarchies” because of their 
problematic goals, unclear technology, and flu-
id participation (Cohen and March, 1974).

This model emphasized the growing complexity 
of higher education institutions and viewed the 

However this model provides very few insights 
to decision-making processes. Conflict is com-
pletely absent from this theoretical perspective. 
Consensus is presented as a natural conse-
quence of shared values and responsibilities 
within the institution.

This model shifts from describing practical 
management within a university, to analyzing 
the professionalization of the academic com-
munity, and finally to a prescriptive idea of how 
university governance should be run (Baldridge, 
1971).

The political frame

Baldridge (1971) assumes that complex organi-
zations can be studied as miniature political 
systems. This model is based on three theoreti-
cal perspectives: conflict theory (Dahrendorf, 
1959; Coser, 1964), literature on community 
(Dahl, 1961), and work on interest groups in 
organizations (Selznick, 1949).

From this political perspective, organizations 
are seen as formal and informal groups compet-
ing for power to control institutional processes 
and outcomes. Decisions result from bargain-
ing, influencing, and coalition building. This 
frame assumes that colleges and universities are 
pluralistic entities made of groups with differ-
ent interests and values and that conflict will 
erupt when resources are scarce (Baldridge, 
1971).

Conflict, not salient in the two previous frames, 
is here a central feature of organizational life. 
Baldridge dismisses consensual decision-making 
as unrealistic and utopian. Although there have 
been other political approaches systematically 
focusing on structures (Salancik and Pfeffer, 
1974) the most salient approach, Baldridge’s, 
emphasizes the decision-making process.

A major weakness of the model is its difficulty 
to explain how a higher education organiza-
tion can work in the long run in the midst of 
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university life both at the level of the discipline, 
and the institution. These studies followed the 
development of organizational culture in man-
agement literature. Organizational culture is a 
persistent patterned way of thinking about the 
organization’s goals and tasks, the human rela-
tions within the organization, the forms of coor-
dination, and the relation with the environment. 
Selznick argued that an organization is much 
more than a technical system of cooperation; it is 
an institution that has been infused with values, 
and in this way it has acquired a distinct way of 
responding to external demands and challenges, 
that is, a “distinct competence” (Selznick, 1957).

Some authors emphasize culture as an external 
variable that plays a major role in shaping goals, 
control structures, and relations within organi-
zations (Meyer and Rowan, 1978). Other per-
spectives look at culture as an internal compo-
nent of organizations articulating beliefs and 
meanings into an organizational mission. Devel-
opments about the social construction of reality 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1966) in the social sci-
ences opened the way for cultural approaches to 
the study of education. Burton Clark (1970; 
1971; 1972; 1983a) advanced this perspective 
in higher education with his work on beliefs 
and university sagas.

In 1974 Cohen and March suggested that high-
er education institutions held a wide range of 
cultures. This approach has attracted a variety 
of scholars in the field of higher education. 
Some attempts to address this issue have been 
made with traditional theoretical stances and 
methodologies that are not well suited for cul-
tural studies (Hardy, 1990).

Other scholars (Tierney, 1988; Tierney, 1991; 
Tierney and Rhoades, 1993; Kempner and Tier-
ney, 1996; Pusser, 1999), however, have devel-
oped an important genre of literature that has 
brought new insights into the understanding of 
higher education. Most of these have developed 
from critical theory or other postmodern episte-
mological perspectives.

decision-making process as a “garbage can”. 
The garbage can model does not presume any 
structural arrangement of governance. The 
basic assumption is that decision making is a 
non-rational process in which independent 
streams of participants, problems, solutions, 
and choice opportunities are linked through 
coincidence in time.

Decisions are made by reflecting university offi-
cials’ personal perspectives and those are in turn 
matched to particular problems. This perspec-
tive focuses mainly on leadership and presiden-
tial activity. Politics and conflict are “of lesser 
importance”, power is ambiguous and focused 
on the president (Cohen and March, 1974).

Cultural models, a new generation of research

Cynthia Hardy (1990) argues that these four 
models were developed in a first generation of 
research. A second generation,

“[…] continued to explore the bureaucratic/
professional continuum. The garbage can 
was often cited, but there were few attempts 
to systematically examine or empirically 
verify it. Collegiality as a consensual process 
remained relatively undeveloped. The politi-
cal frame started to attract attention, as did 
the idea of “mixed models” (Hardy, 1990).

This second generation has provided a more com-
plex view of university governance. Ideas on 
professional bureaucracy (Mintzberg, 1991) have 
enhanced the understanding of internal struc-
tures. Several authors have continued to work on 
Pfeffer’s approach to political structures. Mixed 
models have attempted to combine bureaucratic, 
collegial, and political models, identifying a 
bureaucratic/collegial structure (Childers, 1981) 
and looking at consensus and conflict (collegiali-
ty and politics) as part of a unique process of 
decision making (Hardy, 1990). 

A new generation of research has focused on cul-
ture and looks at cultural and symbolic sides of 
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The continuum between organizational and 
social-historical approaches will be one of the 
organizing dimensions of this review on gov-
ernance in higher education. I will focus on the 
diversity of approaches to the problems of 
power and politics in Higher Education from 
these distinct perspectives.

Subjective versus objective approaches

The second organizing dimension I have select-
ed is the subjective versus objective distinction. 
This distinction will differentiate between meta-
theoretical assumptions that underlie the 
diverse perspectives on higher education gov-
ernance. These assumptions determine the way 
in which theories and explanations are con-
structed, the issues they highlight, and those 
that are not illuminated. In the construction of 
a conceptual frame, it will be possible to draw 
from a diversity of perspectives. To be able to 
do this it is necessary to fully comprehend their 
foundations and grounding.

Burrell and Morgan (1979) suggest two different 
and opposing approaches to the social sciences, 
which determine the basic assumptions of 
diverse theoretical frameworks. Traditionally 
these approaches have been labeled subjective 
and objective. Each of these makes basic con-
trasting assumptions related to ontology, episte-
mology, human nature, and methodology. 

Milam (1991) summarizes these dichotomies in 
the following way:

• Nominalism versus Realism. This dimen-
sion looks at the assumptions of each ap-
proach concerning the essence of the so-
cial phenomena. Subjectivist approaches 
consider that names and labels of the so-
cial world are the products of individual 
cognition. Objectivist approaches con-
sider that the social world is made of real 
tangible structures that exist as empirical 
entities independent from the observer.

An organizing frame for the analysis 
of the literature

In this section I will provide two dimensions 
that can be used to organize the literature that 
was reviewed. One dimension varies between 
organizational and social-historical approaches 
to the issue of governance in higher education. 
The other dimension, subjective versus objec-
tive approaches, is founded on basic assump-
tions about the social sciences. Once I have 
established these dimensions I will take anoth-
er look at the literature within this organizing 
frame.

Organizational versus social-historical 
analysis

Brunner (1988) argues that the analytical per-
spectives on higher education systems are 
extremely diverse. It is possible to distinguish 
among several types of analysis based on their 
different classification criteria. The most impor-
tant efforts to integrate these diverse perspec-
tives have been developed under two views: 
organizational analysis and social-historical anal-
ysis. These views have been mutually exclusive 
or at least divergent in terms of their practice.

In organizational perspectives the unit of anal-
ysis is set on the internal properties of the sys-
tem. It develops from within the system itself to 
the outside without ever losing its internal 
rooting. Organizational analysis focuses on 
goals, structures, and relations with the envi-
ronment as defined essentially through internal 
dynamics.

Social-historical analysis looks at the system 
from an inverse perspective. It is essentially 
based on external determinants of organizations. 
Higher education institutions are perceived, in 
this latter perspective, as concrete social and 
historical products. Structures, goals, and pro-
cesses are determined by external economic, 
political and cultural conditions.
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reflect the approach and methods of the 
social sciences.

Four perspectives on higher education 
governance

I have previously defined two dimensions of a 
matrix that will enable me to organize the 
reviewed literature on governance in higher 
education. The ranges within these two dimen-
sions establish the boundaries of four analytical 
perspectives on this subject. These perspectives 
are:

• Organizational / Functional. These are gov-
ernance theories that focus on the internal 
organization and governance structure of 
universities as interrelated and homogene-
ous components that are functional to or-
ganizational requirements. Most of the lit-
erature on university governance up to the 
third generation of research (Hardy, 1990), 
is situated within the boundaries of this 
analytical perspective. The bureaucratic 
model (Stroup, 1966), its variation the pro-
fessional bureaucracy model (Mintzberg, 
1991), and the collegial model (Millett, 

• Antipositivism versus Positivism. This di-
mension looks at the assumptions concern-
ing the grounds for understanding 
knowledge. Positivism attempts to explain 
and predict the social world by searching 
for underlying regularities, causal relation-
ships and patterns. Antipositivism views 
the world as relativistic and subjective and 
denounces the positivist approach.

• Voluntarism versus Determinism. This di-
mension looks at the assumptions con-
cerning human nature and focusing on 
relations between human being and their 
environment. Voluntarist perspectives view 
people as autonomous and free willed. 
Determinist approaches portray people as 
being controlled by situational, behavio-
ral, or environmental variables.

• Idiographic versus Nomothetic. This di-
mension looks at methodological as-
sumptions concerned with the ways of 
investigating and obtaining knowledge 
about the social world. Idiographic re-
search focuses on the importance of 
first-hand, subjective knowledge (such 
as ethnography and naturalistic inquiry). 
Nomothetic research focuses on sys-
tematic protocols and techniques that 

TABLE 1. Meta-theoretical assumptions

Subjective Objective

Ontology Nominalism Realism
Epistemology Antipositivism Positivism
Human nature Voluntarism Determinism
Methodology Idiographic Nomothetic

TABLE 2. Analytic perspectives

Objective Subjective

Organizational Organizational / Functional Organizational / Interpretive
Historical-social Societal / Functional Societal / Interpretive
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on culture in higher education. Not all 
of this research falls within the bounda-
ries of subjective approaches.
There is important work dealing with is-
sues of culture and ideology in higher 
education. Much of this literature has 
looked at epistemological and theoreti-
cal issues and recognized the political 
nature of the social construction of real-
ity, knowledge and culture, where domi-
nant groups and ideologies are protected 
by certain cultural and ideological ar-
rangements (Chaffee and Tierney, 1988; 
Tierney, 1988; Hardy, 1990; Tierney, 1991; 
Tierney and Rhoades, 1993).

• Societal / Functional. These theories at-
tempt to explain university governance as 
a functional response to external histori-
cal or structural contexts. These analytic 
perspectives can be found in mainstream 
literature dealing with issues of autono-
my in colleges and universities and in 
studies about State involvement in higher 
education. Examples of these studies are 
The Control of the Campus: A report on the 
Governance of Higher Education (Carne-
gie, 1982) and Conflict in Higher Educa-
tion; State Government Coordination Versus 
Institutional Independence (Millett and 
Harcleroad, 1984). Most of these are de-
scriptive quantitative studies with limited 
theoretical analysis.
Brunner (1988) argues that this perspec-
tive has been dominant in Latin Ameri-
ca. Some examples are Daniel Levy’s 
studies about universities and autonomy 
in Mexico (Levy, 1986) and in all of Lat-
in America (Levy, 1980). It is also typical 
of traditional Marxist structural ap-
proaches to the study of higher educa-
tion institutions. These studies focus on 
historical development of colleges and 
universities as an outcome of the devel-
opment of productive forces and State 
organization.

• Societal / Interpretive. Theories within 
this analytical perspective explain the 

1962) are conceived as natural outcomes 
of rational processes. These models are de-
terministic because the outcomes follow 
unique causality paths. These arrange-
ments within complex organizations exist 
in reality independently of individuals and 
social actors. Bureaucratic and consensual 
decision-making are viewed as a conse-
quence of the rational quest for the col-
lective good. Both the bureaucratic and 
collegial models focus exclusively on deci-
sion-making structures within the organi-
zation.
Baldridge’s political model (1971), his re-
vised political model (Baldridge et al., 
1983), and Pfeffer’s systematic approach 
to political structures, are based on a plu-
ralistic view of power and politics. These 
models are also deterministic and based 
on causal relations. Pfeffer’s approach is 
grounded on a highly quantitative meth-
odology. Although mainly concerned with 
internal processes and structures, the po-
litical models account for the presence of 
external pressures and linkages not fully 
developed. Most of the mixed models that 
developed during the second generation 
of research and some functional ap-
proaches to organizational culture are also 
part of this analytical perspective.

• Organizational / Interpretive. These theo-
ries focus on organization as a product of 
cultural perceptions, shared meanings and 
interpretations of the university. Burton 
Clark’s work (1972) on organizational sa-
gas as sources of identity and internal co-
hesion and Cohen and March’s (Cohen 
and March, 1974) symbolic model devel-
oped new ways of looking at governance 
and decision-making in higher education. 
Meanings and beliefs are socially con-
structed and are not determined by struc-
tures or causal relations. The construction 
of meanings and beliefs is studied through 
interpretive methodologies.
The third generation of research has de-
veloped an extensive body of literature 
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change through rational responses to internal 
inefficiencies, organizational growth and 
increased complexity (Clark, 1983b). Fewer 
studies suggest that internal politics and inter-
est articulation within the university drive 
change within higher education institutions 
(Baldridge, 1971). In most cases, however, 
organizational-functional theories assume inter-
nal homogeneity and fail to acknowledge the 
impact of external requirements upon universi-
ties as well as the contested nature of internal 
and external demands. However, in many occa-
sions universities’ organizational development 
responds to dynamics that contradict the inter-
nal rationality of bureaucratic or collegial 
arrangements. Organizational boundaries are 
difficult to establish and goals are vaguely 
defined (Cohen and March, 1974).

Societal-functional approaches to university 
governance contrast with organizational per-
spectives. Societal-functional theories have 
focused their attention on the relation between 
postsecondary institutions and their environ-
ments. According to these views, university 
organizations and governance structures are 
determined by external factors. They look at the 
environment in terms of the internal strategies 
to adapt or to minimize the influence of sur-
roundings upon organizations. Some perspec-
tives within this frame explain change within 
higher education as organizational responses to 
market dynamics (Massy, 1992). Resource 
dependency theories argue that universities 
change in order to increase their chances to 
survive within and environment where resourc-
es are scarce (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978; Slaugh-
ter and Leslie, 1997). These theories, however, 
are limited in their ability to explain why many 
universities have remained unresponsive to 
labor and economic market demands maintain-
ing the traditional organization of academic 
disciplines and professional schools as well as 
remaining virtually tuition free. Resource depend-
ency also fails to explain situations in which 
universities make conscious choices that limit 
their access to financial resources.

development of university governance 
and organization as a product of histori-
cally determined cultural perceptions that 
take place in the external environment. 
This analytical perspective has been less 
developed. It presents the smallest body of 
literature. Much of the critical and post-
modernist approaches use this perspec-
tive in theoretical developments (Lincoln, 
1991; Tierney and Rhoades, 1993), but 
only a few articles and books apply this 
theoretical frame to practical research. 
Within this framework, we can find some 
of Sheila Slaughter’s work (Slaughter and 
Silva, 1985; Slaughter, 1988; Slaughter, 
1993). Slaughter argues about the need to 
look at post-secondary education within 
the “broad patterns of redistribution of 
wealth and power in the broader society” 
(Slaughter, 1993: 2). In The Political Econo-
my of restructuring Post-secondary Educa-
tion, Sheila Slaughter analyzes retrench-
ment in higher education as a State welfare 
function rather than a production func-
tion. In this process, she utilizes a com-
bination of neo-Marxist, postmodernist, 
and feminist perspectives.

Limitations of existing models and 
analytical perspectives

In looking at the literature it is very evident that 
the major body of work approaches governance 
from a functionalist perspective by either focus-
ing exclusively on structures or looking at 
decision-making processes as deterministic 
causal relations between social actors. Organi-
zational-functional approaches to governance 
in higher education provide important elements 
that help us perceive relevant some aspects of 
university organizations. They have contributed 
to inform a basic understanding of the struc-
tures and processes of higher education insti-
tutions. These approaches have focused on 
organizational goals, technologies, and work. 
According to these perspectives universities 
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analytical frames. On the one hand, it is neces-
sary to focus on the connections between soci-
etal and organizational processes. On the other 
hand, it is important to look at the linkages 
between structure and culture. The foundation of 
this theoretical construct is the contested nature 
of higher education organizations themselves.

Based on an extensive review of current litera-
ture on higher education, Gary Rhoades (1993) 
has shown that this implicit view about the 
State and the apolitical nature of post-secondary 
education is also promoted by the views of uni-
versity scholars about themselves and their 
institutions. It is assumed that higher education 
institutions are politically neutral and autono-
mous organizations rooted on professional 
competence and rational behavior (as 
opposed to the politically driven irrational 
State) (Rhoades, 1993).

Usually the State is viewed as opposed to aca-
deme. Higher education is considered autono-
mous and independent of bureaucratic and 
political practices. The State is seen as external 
and adversary. In most cases, the State is per-
ceived as equal to formal political bodies, inef-
ficient and intrusive. Most of these views are 
not grounded on any explicit state theory. 
Rhoades, however, argues that these assump-
tions are rooted in a structuralist and pluralist 
view of the State that permeates the work of 
higher education scholars.

Only a small amount of literature openly 
acknowledges the presence of power and poli-
tics in higher education governance. Many of 
the stated and underlying views of power in 
these perspectives are founded on pluralistic 
models. These views, based on the Weberian 
notion of power, argue that power exists only in 
the presence of conflict.

Most of the views we have reviewed make some 
sort of distinction between governance, manage-
ment, and leadership. This distinction implicitly 
confines the locus of power to the restricted 

If we evaluate external and internal approaches 
in terms of their results on the field, it is possi-
ble to find that the strengths of one perspective 
are the weaknesses of the other. It becomes 
clear that none of them is able to advance a full 
understanding of change in higher education 
without including elements from the other 
approach (Brunner, 1988).

Interpretive approaches have shed light on pro-
cesses more than structures. They have brought 
our attention to issues of culture and meaning. 
They have also increased our awareness and 
understanding about the relation between 
research and the subject matter. In this way, 
they have constituted a theoretical alternative 
for the study of higher education governance. 
These cultural perspectives have also focused 
alternatively on the organizational and societal 
levels. Following Berger and Luckman’s (1966) 
views on the social construction of reality, a 
number of researchers have focused on sym-
bolic as well as substantive interactions, enact-
ing myths and belief systems that are essential 
for organizational legitimacy (Weick, 1976; 
Meyer and Rowan, 1978). Institutional theorists 
explain change in higher education in response 
to social and cultural demands for conformance 
to prevailing sets of shared beliefs (Meyer and 
Rowan, 1978; Clark, 1983b).

Institutional perspectives have successfully 
brought the cultural dimension into the study 
of higher education. Like other perspectives, 
these approaches do not deal with the fact that 
cultural perceptions in the organization and its 
environment are contested. There is no recogni-
tion that institutional myths and cultural per-
ceptions shape and are in turn shaped by politi-
cal contests at the organizational and societal 
levels.

In the light of these limitations, it is possible to 
argue that some of the theoretical challenges 
—in dealing with governance and change in 
higher education— lie in the possibility to 
bridge some of the gaps between these four 

Bordon 66_1.indd   116Bordon 66_1.indd   116 14/02/14   10:0214/02/14   10:02



Governance and change in higher education: the debate between classical political sociology…

Bordón 66 (1), 2014, 107-122, ISSN: 0210-5934, e-ISSN: 2340-6577 • 117

“internal” and “external” processes. The distinc-
tion between internal and external levels in 
higher education is extremely problematic (Puss-
er, 1999). More recent attempts to address the 
issues of higher education governance, power and 
change have made headway in building critical 
political approaches (Ordorika, 2003; Marginson 
and Ordorika, 2011; Pusser and Marginson, 
2013). However, contemporary debates in higher 
education still need to provide a better under-
standing of the broader issues of political econo-
my and power relations within the higher educa-
tion organizations and between these and external 
sources is necessary to understand power and 
change in higher education.

notion of governance as decision-making. This 
distinction is based on the assumption that the 
university is essentially a technical institution. 
Following Wolin (1991), I argue that the politi-
cal nature of the university is obscured by the 
argument of the neutrality of techniques in their 
intent to disengage technical analysis from 
political judgment (Readings, 1996).

The absence of an understanding about the State 
and the position of post-secondary organizations 
within society, in the last fourth of the twentieth 
century, and the deficient comprehension of the-
ories of change, can explain the limited success in 
the attempt to grasp the complex relation between 
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Resumen

Gobierno y cambio en la educación superior: el debate entre la sociología política clásica, 
el nuevo institucionalismo y las teorías críticas

INTRODUCCIÓN. Uno de los más intensos debates sobre el gobierno de la educación superior y el 
cambio se llevó a cabo entre las décadas de 1970 y 1990 en el ámbito anglosajón. MÉTODO. Un 
examen sistemático de la literatura sobre gobierno en la educación superior en el periodo. La parte 
principal de la bibliografía examinada se refiere al debate teórico que ocurrió en el contexto esta-
dounidense en el periodo de referencia. RESULTADOS. La revisión bibliográfica muestra los vacíos 
y las limitaciones de la teoría existente. También proporciona los cimientos necesarios para el desa-
rrollo de nuevos marcos conceptuales que mejorarán nuestro entendimiento del tema: la relación 
entre poder, política y cambio en la educación superior. En este artículo a) se realiza una breve 
descripción del desarrollo de este campo de investigación, y b) se presenta una síntesis de la litera-
tura sobre los modelos ampliamente aceptados de gobernanza en la educación superior. DISCU-
SIÓN. Los debates contemporáneos en la educación superior deben aproximarnos a una mejor 
comprensión de la problemática del gobierno universitario a partir de la economía política y las 
relaciones de poder dentro de las organizaciones universitarias. Ello resulta indispensable para enten-
der las relaciones entre el poder y el cambio en la educación superior.

Palabras clave: Gobierno, Educación superior, Políticas, Tendencias de análisis, Autonomía institu-
cional.

Résumé

Gouvernance et changement dans l’enseignement supérieur : débat entre la sociologie politique 
classique, le nouvel institutionnalisme et les théories critiques 

INTRODUCTION. Un des débats les plus intenses relatif à la gouvernance de l’enseignement supé-
rieur et le changement a eu lieu des années soixante-dix aux années quatre-vingt-dix. MÉTHODE. 
Un examen systématique de la littérature sur la gouvernance en enseignement supérieur dans la 
période. La bibliographie considérée concerne le débat théorique qui s’est produit dans le contexte 
américain dans la période de référence. RÉSULTATS. La révision bibliographique montre les vides 
et les limitations de la théorie existante. Nous apportons aussi les bases nécessaires au développe-
ment de nouveaux cadres conceptuels susceptibles d’améliorer notre compréhension du thème : la 
relation entre pouvoir, politique et changement au sein de l’enseignement supérieur. Dans cet article 
: a) nous effectuerons une brève description du développement de ce champ de recherche et b) nous 
présenterons une synthèse de la littérature qui traite des modèles amplement acceptés de gouver-
nance à l’enseignement supérieur. DISCUSSION. Des débats contemporains dans l’enseignement 
supérieur doivent parvenir à une meilleure compréhension de la problématique du gouvernement 
universitaire à partir de l’économie politique et les relations de pouvoir au sein des organisations 
universitaires. Cela est essentiel pour comprendre les relations entre le pouvoir et les changements 
dans l’enseignement supérieur.

Mots clés: Gouvernance, L’enseignement supérieur, Politiques, Tendances d’analyse, Autonomie institu-
tionnelle.
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