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Context and objective 

 

As the public higher education system ‘consumes an increasing level of state resources’ 

(Shattock, 2010) and ‘the increase in competition for scarce resources and the decrease in the 

public’s trust in higher education practices’ (Heck et al., 2000) have provided governments 

around the world with the environment for them to exercise their power over their HE 

systems. This power is exercised in many varied ways in order to make their HE systems 

more responsive to the economic needs of their nations and more accountable for its affairs. It 

can be exercised directly or indirectly, through different mechanisms and tools, over 

institutional autonomy and governance and management structures; funding and budget 

spending; quality assurance and control; accountability; strategic management and academic 

freedom. 

 

Government control over their respective HE systems is the focus of this paper. Some 

studies in higher education have addressed the issue of power relations in the governance of 

HE institutions (Wright and Ørberg, 2009, Cornforth, 2003, Drummond and Reitsch, 1995, 

Marginson, 1997, de Boer et al., 1998, Kezar, 2000, Blackwell and Cistone, 1999, Mortimer 

and McConnell, 1978). However, none of them has deconstructed and analysed power 

relations in the governance of HE from a Foucauldian theoretical perspective, and this is our 

aim and objective in this paper. 

 

Methodology 

 

This paper is originated from a research funded by the European Union on the governance of 

higher education in Europe. The empirical data was gathered from in-depth structured 

questionnaires with senior officials from nine, out of 15, participant institutions. The scope of 

the questionnaires coved issues related to institutional autonomy, governance structure, 

stakeholders, decision-making process, communication, governing bodies and performance 
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indicators. The data was analysed from a Foucauldian perspective, where we (de)construct 

power relations in the governance of HE institutions. 

 

Situating the theoretical framework 

 

Concept of power 

 

Power is a very controversial concept because of its omnipresence, its changeability, its 

reversibility, and its instability. For Foucault (1982) ‘power exists only when it is put into 

action’. These dynamic characteristics make power an utterly, irresistibly fascinating and 

attractive exercise that we, as human beings, unconsciously or consciously exercise in our 

encounters. 

 

Categories of power 

 

There are four categories of power: consent, domination, compliance and resistance. 

 

Consent requires previous approval and responsibility for the decision from the party 

which is consenting. The parts involved in the consent both recognise the common purpose to 

which they ascribe. 

 

Domination involves physical and/or psychological strategies where the possibility of 

resistance does not exist. Domination manifests itself in various ways: through the threat of 

funding reduction and the distribution of funding; through the humiliation of institutions by 

naming and shaming through the publication of the results of their quality assessments and 

reviews; and through the imposition of political believes and interests upon institutions’ 

agendas, and etc. 

 

Compliance can be observed either when the relationship involves exchange: economic, 

political and social incentives, or when the relationship involves active or tacit complicity: 

laziness, ignorance and apathy (Bótas, 2000, 2004, 2008). 
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Resistance always implies a changing of strategies on the part of the one who is 

exercising power, as well as on the part of the one over whom power is being exercised. 

 

The tools/mechanisms of power relations 

 

Authority is associated with privilege and knowledge. Authority is also maintained by 

custom and tradition. Academics’ authority is maintained by social and institutionalised 

mechanisms that allow them to exercise their power based on status quo and also based on 

their specialist knowledge or expertise. 

 

Influence/manipulation is exercised when one individual is making suggestions, giving 

advice, persuading and convincing another individual to make or support some decision, to 

take some action or to join a group. It consists of the provision and transfer of information 

from one person to another. Transmission and provision of information from the executive 

team and administrators to the governing bodies are not value-free. 

 

Bargaining/negotiation is exercised when A is negotiating with B, in order to get B to do 

what A wants him/her to do. In higher education, it is most frequently exercised as a 

disciplinary tool, where the government, or government organisations, controls the behaviour 

by attaching funding to policies that reflect the interests of the government and withdrawing it 

from activities which the government does not want the institutions to engage with. 

 

Surveillance/supervision is exercised under a constant close control by observing, 

supervising and monitoring carefully an individual’s activities, performance, product, etc., 

with the intention of increasing production. It can be manifested in various forms in HE: 

through demands of accountability and/or the imposition of the means of accountability; 

assessments of the quality of teaching and research; auditing reviews and mechanisms; 

students’ evaluations of teaching; rankings and etc. 

 

Coercion is exercised when A is capable of punishing or threatening to punish B, with 

the intention of having B comply with A’s interests. In HE, funding is the main means of 

coercing institutions to comply with the government’s agendas. However, coercion can be 
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also manifested through the scrutiny requirements on how an audit function is to be carried 

out (Edwards and Cornforth, 2003) and by legislation requiring universities to recruit people 

with business experience to serve as governors (ibid:). 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this paper, one can see that governments exercise their control over the governance 

structure, the study programmes and teaching, the funding and the budgetary spending of their 

HE institutions. It is our conclusion that the control that governments have over the political, 

social, legal and economic environments, in which HE institutions function and work shapes 

not only the governance structure of HE institutions, but also their decision-making processes. 

Our findings support the work and findings of (Smart et al., 1977, Baldridge, 1971, Birnbaum, 

1988, Birnbaum, 1992, Ashar and Shapiro, 1990, Cameron, 1983, Hatten, 1982). 
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