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The importance of knowledge for economic and social development has modified the mission of 
higher education and increased social demand. The universities have consequently been prompted 
to open up to the outside world and the level of institutional autonomy has been raised. Changed 
social and economic conditions have therefore created the premises for a greater autonomy of 
universities and have put them in competition with one another to obtain recognition and to 
increase funding in a phase of reduction of public support for higher education and research. 

Autonomy and competition have exerted a strong influence on the governing systems of the 
universities. New organisational models have been developed including a passage from an 
administrative to a managerial organisation of teaching and research activities. At the same time, 
globalization and internationalisation have generalised a debate (often a struggle) about the 
functions of teaching-learning structures and knowledge producers through the increased 
application of neo-liberal thought as the “New Public Management” theory. The traditional ways of 
interpreting the relation between university and society have been affected as well. 

In this framework, themes tied to governing universities and the characteristics needed for 
university leadership become crucial. Different ways of perceiving university require (imply) different 
kind of leadership (Middlehurst). Its relevance justifies the diffusion of the term “governance” which 
incorporates a system of rules and also the way in which the system works (Mayntz). 

Thus, new government roles developed in the universities while some traditional ones have been 
modified. The role of “primus inter pares” (traditionally attributed to leaders in various roles) cannot 
be said to have disappeared while in some cases merged into others (Musselin). For governance 
perhaps the crucial point has been related to the construction of a sufficiently united collective 
leadership. The traditional principles of collegiality do not appear to be so suitable for identifying 
priorities and implementing decisions taken. New modalities of consensus need to be developed in 
the top-down decisional process from the rector (vice-chancellor/president) to the level of 
deans/heads of department and from there to the teaching/research staff. Thus, the role of the 
middle management became crucial for the delicate task of transmission in the two senses of 
requests and decisions. Another key point is represented by the role taken on by non-academic 
members of the university governing board (council of administration). Resistances to an effective 
impact of the lay members coming from the academic staff are very much related to the perceived 
role of the university in the knowledge economy and the knowledge society. This perception varies 
very much from one system of higher education to another, while it is progressively changing in all 
countries even if at different speed. 

In fact, keeping well in mind the differences in the national systems of higher education, some 
similar tendencies can be identified. Among others these common trends involve (i) the grades of 
autonomy the universities enjoy in relation to the national government policy; (ii) the form of 
university governance influenced by the fluctuation of the governmental attitude toward higher 
education; (iii) the solutions experimented in different universities to temper the diverse needs 
through different components of a governance system. 

Distinct forms of university governance come out from a combination of top-down decision-
making process (verticalization) and problem-sharing at a basic level (horizontalization). These 
elements combine in various proportions according to organisational aspects or according to the 
existing subject areas and its orientation toward the outside world (applied research). 

 


