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In Europe, the modern university and massified higher education systems developed 
together with the welfare state (Scott, 1995). The crisis of the welfare state faced 
governments with the contradiction between promoting economic competitiveness and 
enhancing social cohesion. Several authors expressed this contradiction as the “overloaded 
government” (Crozier et al., 1975), the “legitimation crisis” (Habermas, 1973) or the “fiscal 
crisis of the state” (O’Connor, 1973). Markets and private management approaches were 
assumed to be more effective to solve the problems of declining economic performance, 
fiscal deficits, changes in the patterns of demand for public services, expectations about 
their quality and reduced confidence in the ability of government to deliver services (Meek, 
2003). Many OECD country governments planned similar public sector reforms to reduce 
public expenditure (Deem, 1998) through increased competition, market regulation and the 
customer philosophy, aimed at improving the entrepreneurial spirit of public services 
(Santiago and Carvalho, 2008). These policies are known under such labels as “New Public 
Management” (NPM) or “Managerialism” (Hood, 1991; Ferlie et al., 1996; Reed, 2002).  
 
Higher education has not escaped from these programmes for public administration. Bleiklie 
(1998: 306-307) argues that as a corporate enterprise, the most important expectation HEIs 
face “is efficiency linked to the speed and cost at which it produces useful services, research 
and candidates to the benefit of users, be they the university’s own faculty, administrators, 
employers of university graduates, or buyers of research”. Government pressures for 
efficiency, competition, quality and accountability led to changes in the structures and roles 
of HEIs (de Boer & Goedegebuure, 1995; Clark, 1998; Reed, 2002; Pollitt et al., 1998). Such 
pressures are changing the traditional hierarchical relationship between the state and public 
institutions, introducing market autonomy and management ‘devolution’ mechanisms, and 
creating new organisational structures and new forms of service delivery.  
In this paper a comparative analysis of recent changes in the governance of higher education 
institutions is presented, using as examples Portugal, the Netherlands and Nordic countries. 
Governments have espoused managerialism, whether as ideology or as practice, to different 
degrees or not at all, and institutions have responded in very different ways, largely 
influenced by their historical, economic and social backgrounds” (Amaral et al., 2003: 291-2). 
However, despite the evident diversity, there are some generally detectable patterns, 
including the concentration of power on central administrators, the dismissal of collegiate 
decision-making, performance based funding and the use of market regulation as a tool of 
public policy. However, each national reform presents specific characteristics that in a 
number of details deviate from similar reforms in other countries. This is in agreement with 
the idea that “managerialism as an ideology has not imposed a single, convergent model of 
behaviour on higher education systems and their institutions” (Amaral et al., 2003). 
 

 


