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ABSTRACT 

Mergers in higher education institutions have been occurring steadily around the 

world, and are expected to increase on a considerable scale in certain regions. This 

phenomenon is driven by a variety of factors, including evolving societal demands on 

educational institutions, demographic decline, financial pressures, efforts to enhance 

institutional competitiveness and achieve economies of scale, or changing public 

perceptions of university degrees, among others. 

Since most organizational change involves some form of resistance to change, 

universities often experience conflicts amongst relevant stakeholders at various 

stages of the merger process. In this regard, this research explores conflict dynamics 

in a university merger, a relatively underexplored topic in the literature, by looking into 

the perceptions of the stakeholders in a contested merger case with the aim of 

identifying how university mergers can be implemented with minimized conflicts. 

Specifically, it investigates the factors that can lead to conflicts in university mergers 

and its impact on the university community as well as the merger, drawing on the 

case of Tampere University merger (2014-2019). Focusing on the conflict between 

the leadership group (interim board, founders, Ministry of Education and Culture) and 

the University of Tampere (UTA – former City Center campus) community which 

unfolded across the pre-,mid-,post-merger stages, this study employs a grounded-

theory approach. Based on semi-structured interviews with 25 stakeholders, the 

study looks into each group’s perspectives on the conflicts, their responses and 

motivations, the perceived impact on the merger and the community, as well as 

lessons for reducing conflicts in university mergers. By applying the open, axial, and 

selective coding in the grounded theory approach, it ultimately develops a substantive 

theory on conflict mitigation in higher education mergers. 

The dissertation offers multiple insights into reducing or preventing conflicts in HEI 

mergers, and concludes that leaders should not overlook the “human” factor in 

merger processes. Besides suggesting various measures that enable the university 

community to absorb the shock of change with reduced resistance, the dimensions 

of ‘who’ and ‘how’ in conducting mergers are emphasized as being critical as the 

content of change itself. This case in particular, highlights the importance of value 

alignment among relevant stakeholders on the university’s vision and goals prior to 
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the merger. The findings have significant implications for higher education leaders 

and policy-makers on the strategies for minimizing conflict in future university 

mergers, and contributes to the first substantive theory on addressing conflict across 

the stages of merging higher education institutions. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Mergers in Higher Education 

Since the 1960s, mergers have occurred in various higher education systems 

worldwide. They have been marked by extensive restructuring efforts to address 

challenges such as institutional fragmentation, financial instability, and inadequate 

efficiency and quality of higher education institutions (HEIs) in Europe and other 

countries such as US, Australia, South Africa and China (Azziz, 2019; Harman & 

Harman, 2003).   

While Australia was one of the earliest countries to conduct HEI mergers between 

1960s-1990s as part of a system-wide restructuring effort (Harman & Harman, 2003), 

in Europe, countries like UK, Norway, Sweden, Finland, France, Hungary and 

Netherlands have implemented mergers to enhance the global competitiveness of 

their higher education sectors (Skodvin,1999). In China, a significant wave of 

university mergers took place in the 1990s and early 2000s aimed at creating world-

class universities and improving research output (Cai & Yang, 2016). The United 

States has experienced ongoing merger activity since 1960s, which has increased 

more recently due to the nation’s demographic decline, lower tertiary enrollment rate 

and universities’ financial pressures. In South Africa, there was a large-scale, 

government-led university restructuring between 2002 and 2005, merging traditional 

universities and historically disadvantaged institutions to foster racial integration and 

improve administrative efficiency (Hall, 2015). 

Over recent years, university mergers have been undertaken as not only a 

strategic approach to elevate rankings and achieve economies of scale within global 

higher education systems (Sułkowski et al., 2018), but also as a survival tool in a 

rapidly changing education, technology, labor, and industry ecosystem, where new 

demands are impacting the higher education landscape. 

Looking ahead, mergers are expected to continue at scale in certain regions of 

the world, as supported by the following statistics and factors driving the merger trend. 

Recently, 9,500 campuses were reported to have closed between 2004 and 2021 

in the US, with approximately 500 due to a merger or consolidation with another 
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institution (Barshay, 2022). In the ten-year period leading up to the COVID-19 

pandemic, there was a marked increase in mergers in the US, with documented 

cases rising by over 150% compared to the preceding decade (Anft, 2021). In the 

same report, one-quarter of 282 American higher education leaders in a 2021 survey 

conducted by the Chronicle of Higher Education responded that their institutions may 

explore merger possibilities in the coming years. Since 2000, more than 100 

American colleges and universities have merged (Azziz et al., 2019) and in Europe 

altogether, almost 100 mergers or alliances occurred between 2000 and 2015 

(Williams, 2017). Multiple factors are influencing this trend. Shrinking demographics, 

a shifting HEI landscape, the public’s changing perception of a degree’s value, 

dwindling student enrollment, stagnant state funding, and online learning’s 

prevalence are among the reasons cited as contributing to the phenomenon (Bryant 

et al., 2023).   

In Asia, South Korea will have to undertake massive mergers and closures within 

the next decades, as a result of having the world’s lowest birth rate, which has been 

decreasing since the early 2000s. In 2021, the Korea Institute for Health and Social 

Affairs estimated that half of the 385 universities in the nation would have to close or 

merge within 25 years due to the declining student population, with college entrants 

anticipated to drop by half from 464,826 in 2020 to 283,017 in 2040 (Lee, 2022). In 

Japan, there were 29 mergers and 11 HEI closures between 2000 and 2020 due to 

the same dwindling birthrate and enrollment, compared to only three mergers in the 

50 years before (Marcus, 2023). 

With such an international increase expected in higher education mergers which 

are ultimately a form of an organizational change, further in-depth research is needed 

on how to implement effective merger processes with minimized challenges, as all 

organizational change involves frictions and resistance to change. However, despite 

the existing research covering various merger dimensions—such as their rationale, 

administrative and structural aspects, success and failure factors, and impact on 

individuals, often described as the “human side” - it surprisingly lacks a theoretical 

and empirical understanding of the conflict dynamics that inevitably occur during HEI 

mergers.    

Undeniably, each merger is unique, with conflicts varying within the specific 

contexts and circumstances. However, the fact that there is research on common 

practices for successful HEI mergers but rarely similar principles for minimizing 

conflict which is among the most frequent phenomena in mergers, is questionable. 

While ‘success’ or ‘failure’ of HEI mergers do not have an agreed definition in the 

literature (Persson & Frostenson, 2021; Skodvin,1999), some mergers may appear 
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"successful" on the surface, but upon closer investigation, reveal significant internal 

conflicts and tensions (Evans, 2015; Leslie et al., 2017). Whether one views merger 

success as achieving educational or organizational goals, or satisfying internal 

stakeholders, this prompts a question whether internal stakeholders’ lingering 

tensions and dissatisfactions post-merger should simply be dismissed as an 

inevitable aspect of the merger process, leaning on the notion that the true outcomes 

of integration can only be understood approximately a decade later, as mentioned in 

some of the literature (Harman & Meek, 2002). 

In reality, these remaining issues may have varying levels of impact on the 

university's post-merger status. Furthermore, while existing research in higher 

education offers guidelines for making mergers 'successful,' few provide empirical 

cases that demonstrate the real-world consequences of not adhering to these 

strategies. Instead of merely implying that failing to follow them could lead to failure 

or other problematic situations, cases which specifically exhibit what happens to the 

higher education institutions or the dynamics of merger process as a result of not 

implementing those rules, are limited. 

Against that background, this research aimed to identify what kind of factors can 

lead to conflicts in higher education mergers and what impact conflicts can bring on 

the university community as well as the merger, throughout its process. This was 

achieved by examining a Finnish university merger case with a certain amount of 

academic publications on the conflicts that occurred between the leadership and the 

university community, which involved contentious situations including legal actions, 

petitions, a massive walk-out, group signatures, and media disclosures under a 

sustained national media spotlight. 

1.2 Research Rationale and Objectives 

The existing literature on university mergers discusses various aspects, including 

success and failure factors (Ahmadvand et al., 2012; Harman, 1993; Skodvin, 1999; 

Stensaker et al., 2016) as well as elements associated with merger decisions, 

processes, and their impacts. There are also studies examining the contextual 

background such as why and how university mergers occur in different national 

contexts and individual cases, providing lessons derived from them. These studies 

include countries in the likes of Finland (Aarrevaara & Dobson, 2016; Ursin, 2017; 

Välimaa et al., 2014), China (Cai & Yang, 2016), Australia (Harman,1986), France, 

Romania, Wales, Ireland, South Africa (see Curaj et al., 2015), England (Locke, 
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2007), Canada (Eastman & Lang, 2001), Denmark (Aagaard et al., 2016), Sweden, 

and Norway (Geschwind et al., 2016; Pinheiro et al., 2013).  

While significant research mentions overlapping elements as they offer 

comprehensive lessons learned from each case, some of the topics examined 

influencing merger processes are power and governance (Kuusela et al., 2021), 

geography (Norgård & Skodvin, 2002), culture (Cai, 2008; Harman, 2002; Locke, 

2007), identity (Borlaug et al, 2023; Puusa & Kekäle, 2015; Vellamo et al., 2020; 

Ylioki & Ursin, 2015), communication or effective leadership (Azziz et al, 2019; 

Goedegebuure 2012; Hatton, 2002).  Studies on the ‘impact’ of mergers include those 

on academic aspects such as educational quality (Ursin & Välimaa, 2010), number 

of publications (Liu et al, 2018), as well as on human dimensions such as the faculty 

experience (Evans, 2015; Leslie et al., 2017; Ylijoki, 2014) and community's 

commitment to the organization (Puusa & Kekäle, 2013).  

Recent studies seem to expand on the individual perspectives of underexplored 

stakeholder groups such as students (Durand et al., 2024; Romanenko & Froumin, 

2020) or on novel topics little investigated in the previous literature, including mergers’ 

impact on the academic “time regime” (Poutanen, 2025), managerial dialogue 

surrounding HE merger reform (Bleiklie et al., 2024), system diversity (Frø lich & 

Stensaker, 2021), university efficiency (Agasisti et al., 2021), or research productivity 

(Slade et al., 2022).  

Meanwhile, not many studies have focused on the challenges or conflicts that 

occur during mergers, apart from fragmented recommendations incorporated into the 

overview of mixed lessons. Relevant research has looked into legal disputes 

(Stachowiak-Kudła et al., 2024), a value clash in a merger into a new university model 

(Poutanen et al., 2022), cultural clash and geography as sources of conflict (Nørgård 

& Skodvin, 2002), or how different stakeholders justified their positions in a merger 

dispute (Kohvakka, 2021). However, besides these studies focused on isolated 

elements or a specific phase of the merger conflict, there is no research 

comprehensively examining a single case and following the major conflict in its 

entirety throughout the merger process.  

Despite the many lessons from the existing research on the common success 

factors for HEI mergers - such as strategic merger preparation, effective leadership, 

a shared vision and goals, transparent communication with active stakeholder 

participation, and efforts at cultural integration (Azziz et al., 2019; Harman & Meek, 

2002; Pinheiro et al., 2013; Skodvin, 1999) - the question remains on why significant 

tensions continue to arise in some of the real-world mergers. This may be caused by 

a multiple mixture of internal and external factors, but considering that a merger is 
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not just a mere organizational restructuring but a human-driven process that requires 

coordinating various stakeholders’ interests, in addition to the fact that conflict mostly 

stems from the colliding opinions of those involved, this research pays attention to 

the different perceptions of the leaders and the university community which had a 

major clash in the selected Finnish university merger case. 

Particularly, it explores their views on the inter-group conflict to identify what 

differences in their thoughts were causing the conflict, and what can be done to 

minimize conflicts in future HEI mergers. To summarize, the objective of this research 

is to investigate the factors that have contributed to the conflict by looking into each 

stakeholder’s perceptions, the impact these conflicts had on the merger and the 

university, as well as what lessons there may be that we can learn from them. 

Another point to make is that many existing studies on higher education merger 

conflicts primarily focus on the experiences of staff and faculty, the so-called “change 

recipients,” lacking the leaders’ viewpoints on their overall experience and why they 

handled the merger process in the way they did. By examining leaders’ motivations 

in depth, as well as systemic or organizational factors that may have influenced how 

they handled the merger, this study aims to discover practical insights for leaders 

planning future university mergers, to help them avoid potential pitfalls that may lead 

to conflicts during the process.  

Lastly, while most of the literature provides rules for successful mergers, the 

empirical foundation for these rules remains inadequately demonstrated by the extant 

research. This research fills that gap by demonstrating the consequences and 

impacts that can arise when these rules are not followed.    

1.3 Research Scope  

This research focuses on the conflicts which occurred in 2014-2019 during the 

merger of Tampere University in Tampere, Finland, and three years after the merger, 

between the leadership who led the merger process and the university community of 

what is now City Centre campus, (University of Tampere, abbreviated as UTA). In 

2019, University of Tampere merged with Tampere University of Technology(TUT) to 

form Tampere University. The leadership here refers to three groups - interim board 

members, founders and government officials, while the academic community 

indicates five subgroups of University of Tampere - UTA students, professors, 

administrative staffs, researchers, and university management, for whom more 

details will be provided in Chapter 3. As the major conflict during the merger took 
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place between those two parties, not the other institution, which will further be 

elaborated in Chapter 3, this case concentrates on the conflict between the 

aforementioned leadership and UTA community. The merger process involves pre- 

and mid-merger phases, which are given more weight in this research, and several 

years post-merger. 

1.4 Research Question & Methods 

To fulfill the aim of this research, I address the following research questions. The 

main question is the following:  

How do the leadership and the academic community perceive the conflicts which 

occurred between them during and after the Tampere University merger?   

The main question is broken down into five sub-questions: 

1. What specific issues does each stakeholder group identify as conflicts 

during the Tampere University merger process? 

2. How did leaders respond to these conflicts and what was their motivation?   

3. How did the academic community respond to these conflicts and what was 

their motivation?  

4. What was the perceived impact of the conflict on the merger and the 

university from the leadership and academic community’s viewpoints?  

5. What lessons can we learn from this case?   

 

This study utilizes Straussian grounded theory to examine how two groups—

leadership and the UTA community—in the Tampere University merger view their 

conflicts throughout that merger process. Twenty-five stakeholders of those two 

groups were interviewed and additional document analysis was conducted of the 

relevant news articles, preparatory documents, reports, academic articles, and 

student magazine websites to analyze their perspectives. While this study focuses 

on the conflict between the leadership and the academic community, other factors 

mentioned by the interviewees as associated with the conflict or challenges they 
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experienced during the merger are also included as important analytical elements 

shaping the overall findings. 

The results were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding to form a 

paradigm model and a substantive theory on conflict mitigation in HEI mergers. The 

findings of this study add to the scarce literature on conflicts in HEI mergers with both 

theoretical and empirical contributions, as well as a leadership perspective that has 

been absent in the existing research.  

1.5 Thesis Structure 
 

This thesis is structured in seven chapters, with each outlined below. 

Chapter 2 Literature Review analyzes previous studies on conflicts in the higher 

education merger literature. It starts by defining a merger in higher education and 

conflict, and it introduces 16 themes drawn from the literature on conflicts in HEI 

mergers, organized into four categories. Chapter 3 Conflicts in Tampere University 

Merger describes the storyline of conflicts that arose, with background information, a 

chronological analysis, conflicting relationships and the key conflict issues. Following 

this, Chapter 4 Methodology introduces the Straussian grounded theory approach 

used for this thesis, including interpretivism as an epistemological approach and the 

rationale for choosing to use grounded theory. It then covers this research’s 

challenges, rigor, and ethics as well as how data were gathered, transcribed, and 

analyzed. 

Chapter 5 Findings provides information on different leadership and academic 

community subgroups’ interview results, utilizing coding results, paradigm models, a 

storyline, and a substantive theory. Building on this, Chapter 6 Discussion answers 

the six research questions based on the analyzed findings in comparison with the 

previous or new literature. Lastly, Chapter 7 Conclusion summarizes the results, with 

theoretical and practical implications, limitations, and recommendations for future 

research. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter presents an overview of the research literature on conflicts in higher 

education mergers, introducing the readers to what is being discussed on the topic. 

The review begins by defining key terms and explains major themes in the literature 

relevant to conflicts in HEI mergers. The chapter also addresses HEI mergers’ 

complexity and the reason why university mergers need a different approach from 

theories applied in business or organizational mergers. Overall, the literature review 

provides background for the current study and how it contributes to research on HEI 

merger conflicts. 

2.1 Conflict in HEI mergers 

Conflict is a common occurrence in higher education mergers just as in any other 

organizational change. Sources of conflicts may vary, but the uncertainty and change 

that mergers inherently bring, place significant stress on organizational members 

(Skodvin,1999). When the leadership fails to manage the frictions that arise in the 

merger process effectively, this may lead to unintended consequences for the 

organization and the achievement of the the original objectives of the merger, such 

as faculties’ reduced job satisfaction, lack of cohesion among staff, fallen 

identification with the organization or increased conflicts (Mestry & Bosch, 2013; 

Pritchard & Williamson, 2007). 

Mergers are widely acknowledged in the literature as intricate and laborious 

endeavors for both institutions and staff (Cartwright et al., 2007). They involve a 

complex, multi-stage process that some scholars estimate may require up to ten 

years to settle down (Harman & Meek, 2002; Pinheiro et al., 2016). They are rarely 

seamless (Tirronen et al., 2009) and often produce “problems, stress and 

fear”(Skodvin, 1999), which result from various factors such as cultural clash or 

strained relationships among stakeholders (Tirronen et al., 2009). 

In this regard, knowing when conflicts arise and how they can be handled most 

effectively in higher education mergers is crucial for merger success. However, there 

is not much research that addresses conflicts and their dynamics in HEI mergers 
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particularly through a micro-level lens, other than a limited number of individual case 

studies mostly focused on a single phenomenon among the vast array of potential 

conflicts that can occur during mergers. Furthermore, most studies are anecdotal, 

presenting individual findings without an overarching theoretical or conceptual 

framework. This limitation motivated the current study to develop a substantive theory 

through a grounded theory approach on a merger case that could provide multiple 

lessons on conflict in HEI mergers as the case includes various forms of tensions 

mentioned in the literature - organizational, cultural and human-related, making it a 

theoretically rich context to develop a substantive theory. The goal of developing such 

a theory is to help minimize or lessen the impact of such conflicts in similar cases. 

Based on how different stakeholders perceive the conflict during a Finnish university 

merger, I analyze the factors that triggered conflict and how they impacted the 

university community and the merger. Before delving into the literature on conflicts in 

HEI mergers, I will first briefly address the definition of merger in higher education 

and conflict.   

2.2 Definition and Types of Mergers 

A merger is characterized by the unification of two or more independent organizations, 

resulting in a single governing body assuming overall management control (Harman, 

1991). Typically, all original institutions’ assets, liabilities, and responsibilities are 

transferred to either a surviving institution or a newly established one (Goedegebuure, 

1992). A merger’s meaning will not be covered extensively here, but it should be 

noted that similar terms have been used by scholars interchangeably or separately 

in the higher education literature, such as amalgamation or consolidation, with 

variations in their meaning though indicating HEIs’ fusion. 

There are several merger types, which scholars have classified according to their 

characteristics. Borrowing the idea from business mergers, Goedegebuure (1992) 

developed four HEI merger types according to their academic disciplines and 

“products,” which indicate the degrees granted by a higher education institution. In 

addition to this merger classification—such as horizontal, vertical, diversification, and 

conglomerate, as explained below—Harman and Harman (2003) categorized merger 

types based on their voluntariness, fusion mode, and the institutions’ sectors and 

sizes. The categories are illustrated in Figure 1 and listed as follows: 
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Voluntary/involuntary: While a voluntary merger refers to institutions’ autonomous 

decision-making, the involuntary type indicates that the merger was forced by 

external pressures such as the government or other stakeholders. There is also a 

forced-voluntary type, where institutions appear on the surface to have decided on 

the merger voluntarily, but were compelled by external pressures such as 

government funding or environmental factors, exemplified by declining student 

populations, etc. It is usually among private universities that voluntary mergers occur 

as a means to cope with the changing environment, whereas involuntary mergers are 

often implemented among public universities under broader government policies. 

 

Single-sector/cross-sectoral: A single-sector merger involves unifying universities 

in the same higher education sector, such as four-year universities or community 

colleges. In contrast, a cross-sectoral merger refers to combining institutions from 

different sectors, such as academic and vocational, private and public, or university 

and polytechnic, among others. 

 

Horizontal or vertical/integration or diversification: When institutions at the same 

level or with similar missions or similar academic disciplines unite, these are 

horizontal mergers, while those at different levels of the educational spectrum, with 

complementary missions, or from different academic fields are vertical mergers. 

Similar to this concept, Skodvin (1999) categorized mergers into the integration type, 

where institutions within similar academic fields merge to enhance academic 

collaboration and integration, and the diversification type, where merging partners 

specialize in different but complementary areas, uniting primarily to broaden their 

academic profiles. 

 

Conglomerate: When institutions from different academic fields merge, with 

focuses on different offerings, usually meaning the kind of degrees HEIs award 

(Goedegebuure, 1992), they form conglomerates. 

 

Consolidations/takeovers: When similar-sized institutions come together, this is 

called a consolidation, and when a larger institution controls a smaller one, that is a 

takeover or acquisition. 
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Figure 1. Types of mergers 

Criteria Merger types        Criteria       Merger types 

 

Tampere University’s merger type could be categorized as a vertical diversification 

that was semi-voluntary as it combined 4-year universities from different academic 

domains. The reason this merger can be considered semi-voluntary is explained in 

more detail in Chapter 3. 

2.3 Defining Conflict 

While there is no single definition of conflict, it is a pervasive aspect of socio-cultural 

interaction that generally emerges from dissatisfaction, disagreement, social friction, 

contrasting norms, values, beliefs, or incompatible interests between individuals or 

parties (Donohue & Kolt, 1992; Filley,1975; Mikkelsen & Clegg, 2017; Rahim, 2002; 

Sullivan,1997). For example, Filley (1975) defines conflict as a process where an 

individual or group perceives that its interests are being opposed or adversely 

impacted by another party. William A. Donohue and Kolt (1992) define conflict as a 

situation where interdependent people explicitly or implicitly express differences in 

satisfying their individual needs and interests, or experience interference from others 

in achieving these goals. The topic has been investigated extensively by numerous 
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scholars on how they work, what causes or influences them, and how to manage or 

resolve them (Beersma & De Dreu, 2005; Rahim, 2002; Tidström, 2009), but in this 

research some basic categories of the concept will be briefly introduced.  

Conflict can occur at various levels, such as individuals, groups, and organizations 

(Putnam & Poole, 1987). It can also arise across vertical or horizontal organizational 

levels (Likert, 1961). While vertical conflict refers to that occurring in hierarchical 

relationships, such as superiors and subordinates, horizontal conflict indicates that 

taking place on an equal level, such as teams or colleagues.  

Thomas (1976) takes a dyadic view towards conflict of two types: a dynamic 

process model that examines how conflicts unfold, and a structural model that 

explores the foundational and contextual factors influencing conflicts. In a 

subsequent 1992 article, he shifts his focus to strategies for enhancing conflict 

management over extended periods. 

Druckman (1993) suggests that there are three main sources of conflict that 

manifest among individuals in organizations: (1) conflict of interest—a discrepancy 

between individuals regarding preferred outcomes, (2) conflict of understanding—

interpersonal disagreements about the best way to accomplish a shared goal, and (3) 

conflict in ideology—differences in the values held by the disputants. 

Conflict has also been analyzed according to its phases, which Pondy (1967) 

categorized into four types: latent, perceived, felt, and manifested. “Latent conflict” 

refers to a stage where the conditions for conflict within an organization may not be 

openly evident but exist unconsciously among the relevant parties. Conflict arises 

from competition for scarce resources, a drive for autonomy, subunit goal divergence, 

and role conflicts. “Perceived conflict” indicates a cognitive state where individuals 

recognize that a conflict situation exists or has the potential to exist. “Felt conflict” 

denotes the stage where individuals experience anxiety and concern due to 

contradictory demands between the organization and the individual but are not 

communicating about them openly. “Manifested conflict” indicates open, observable 

behaviors that occur when conflict becomes active. 

Conflict can also be either destructive or constructive (Pondy, 1967). While 

destructive conflict harms the organization including its members and goals, positive 

conflict benefits the same of the organization. The former can decrease 

organizational effectiveness and productivity, whereas the latter increases them and 

stimulates creativity and innovation. 

All in all, even though the term has been dissected from various angles in the 

literature, at its core, conflict refers to some form of disagreement that arises from 

two or more entities’ difference in ideas, values, or feelings. 
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Based on the above definition, throughout this thesis, conflict in higher education 

mergers will be considered to mean any disagreement or action arising from 

divergent values, beliefs, or opinions, or incompatible interests or goals among the 

relevant stakeholders in the process of merging universities. 

In this case, the conflict falls into the category of intergroup conflict, as it occurred 

between the leadership and the academic community. 

2.4 Studies of Conflict in Higher Education Mergers 

As noted in the first chapter, though the overall literature on higher education mergers 

addresses diverse aspects of the phenomenon, much is anecdotal and lacks 

theoretical orientation (Eastman & Lang, 2001; Wan, 2008). This is particularly so on 

the topic of conflict in HEI mergers, where most studies are presented as individual 

cases that either adopt an empirical approach without a specific framework, apply 

several theoretical lenses to analyze the event, or are presented in a condensed form 

in an overview of lessons on the merger success or failure. A case study example is 

Evans’ (2017) work, which examined faculty members’ post-merger perceptions and 

revealed significant dissatisfaction in a merged university in France using a 

qualitative approach. In another single-case study, Kohvakka (2021) applies 

Boltanski and Thévenot’s “orders of worth” framework to explain the moral 

justification used by various Finnish university stakeholders for their desired 

outcomes in a merger dispute. The theory is derived from sociology, to explain how 

people justify their actions and evaluate objects’ worth in different social contexts. 

Meanwhile, Poutanen (2022) uses critical discourse analysis to examine an 

academic staff’s differing views on the competitiveness logics of the new public 

management (NPM) ideology brought into a Finnish university merger, noting that 

these perceptions can create conflicts between academics. Vartiainen (2017), on the 

other hand, uses a multi-scalar framework to analyze campus-based tensions, an 

approach taken in fields from geography to social sciences to explain complex 

phenomena across different spatial and temporal scales. Recurring themes or 

agendas emerge in the literature, despite the fragmented research based on various 

theoretical foundations and using different methodological approaches. They overlap 

with certain themes in organizational change or business merger conflict research, 

as discussed in the next section.   
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2.5 Themes Related to Conflict in HEI Mergers 

Although the cases investigate different phenomena within this topic and use various 

theoretical perspectives, some common themes pertinent to HEI merger conflicts 

appear in the literature, which I list below (Ahmadvand et al., 2012; Azziz, 2019; 

Bingöl, 2017; Borlaug et al., 2023; Drowley, 2013; Harman,1993; Harman and Meek, 

2002; Kuusela et al., 2021; Lipponen, 2004; Martin & Samuels, 1994; Mestry & Bosch, 

2013; Persson & Frostenson, 2021; Poutanen, 2022; Rowley,1997; Seo & Hill, 2007; 

Skodvin, 1999; Stensaker et al., 2016; Stachowiak-Kudła, 2024; Sułkowski et al., 

2019; Ylijoki, 2014) : 
 

1. Cultural clash 

2. Lack of effective leadership 

3. Power dynamics and governance 

4. Resistance to change 

5. Insufficient stakeholder engagement  

6. Perception of injustice 

7. Legal and regulatory issues 

8. Loss of identity and brand 

9. Political and external pressures 

10. Lack of strategic management 

11. Lack of transparent and frequent communication 

12. Lack of clear vision and strategy 

13. Unequal resource allocation 

14. Organizational and strategic fit 

15. Geographic distance 

16. Faculty, staff and student concerns 

These concepts are grouped on their similarities into four categories in Table 1. 

Table 1. Category of themes in HEI conflicts 

Leadership-related 

 

Ineffective leadership 

Transparent and frequent communication 

Strategic management 
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Clear vision and strategy 

Unequal resource allocation       

Organizational Cultural clash 

Lost identity and brand 

Power dynamics and governance  

Organizational and strategic fit 

Human side  

 

Resistance to change 

Perceived injustice 

Insufficient stakeholder engagement  

Faculty, staff, and student concerns 

External factors   

 

Political and external pressures 

Legal and regulatory issues  

Geographic distance 

 

Herein, this thesis will explore those categories separately. 

2.5.1 Leadership-Related 

Effective leadership is one of the most crucial elements in preventing any chaos that 

could sow conflict throughout the HEI merger process. It encompasses several key 

aspects, such as strategic planning and management and a clear vision and goals, 

in addition to effective conflict management skills and resource allocation (Azziz et 

al., 2017). 

In the pre-merger stage, leaders must thoroughly, strategically analyze the  

organization and its environment, consulting various stakeholders and conducting 

due diligence (Sułkowski et al., 2019). Leaders should develop meticulous plans and 

provide a clear vision and strategy to all university stakeholders (Azziz et al., 2017; 

Drowley et al., 2013;) to avoid unnecessary confusion during and after the merger. 

Kavanagh and Ashkanasy (2006) highlight that leadership and change 

management strategies are crucial for shaping the organizational culture and 

influencing how individuals perceive change during mergers.  

Leaders also need effective conflict management skills (Locke, 2007; Mestry & 

Bosch, 2013) as mergers are prone to be filled with conflicts and tensions. One of the 

classical theories regarding conflict management is Rahim’s (1983) seminal work, 

built on the foundation of Thomas-Kilmann’s Conflict Mode Instrument (1974). This 
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divides the conflict management styles into five types based on two dimensions: 

concern for the self and concern for others. Concern for the self indicates the degree 

to which a person attempts to satisfy their interests, whereas concern for others refers 

to the level one tries to resolve others’ concerns. The resulting five types are 

compromising, obliging, avoiding, dominating, and integrating, as illustrated in Figure 

2. 

Figure 2. Rahim’s Conflict Management Model 

 

Conflict management approaches Rahim, M. A. (1983). A measure of styles of handling interpersonal conflict 

The integration style refers to finding solutions that benefit both parties, while the 

obliging style puts a heavier focus on addressing others’ concerns and prioritizes 

relationships over individual interests. The avoiding style sidesteps conflicts, whereas 

the dominating style pursues one’s interests at others’ expense. Meanwhile, the 

remaining styles have literal meanings. The difference between the integration and 

compromising types is that while integration focuses on achieving comprehensive, 

long-term solutions through deep cooperation, compromise aims for quick, mutually 

acceptable resolutions via negotiation and concessions (Rahim, 2002). Among these, 

the avoidance and dominance styles are detrimental to the group when applied by 

leaders to handle conflicts within organizations (Rahim, 2010; Zhao et al., 2019).   

Leaders’ decisions on resource allocation across the newly merged institution can 

also provoke conflict if not made transparently and equitably. Resources’ distribution 
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across campuses, departments, and programs can be contentious if not managed 

properly and may lead to perceived inequities (Norgård & Skodvin, 2002). For 

example, Harman (2002) mentions how problems associated with institutional 

funding can factor into university mergers’ failure.  

A clear vision and goals are the key anchors for people involved in the merger, 

which can guide the process whenever opinions are divided in decision-making 

(Harman & Meek, 2002). According to Locke (2007), setting a clear vision for a 

merger involves recognizing and specifying the many merger phases and 

subsequent integration process, as well as foreseeing potential ambiguities and 

cultural conflicts. Without a well-articulated vision and goal, university constituents 

may feel directionless and resist change (Vasilko, 2002).  

Transparent and frequent communication’s importance in university mergers is 

another theme consistently emphasized as crucial in the research literature. If 

handled well, this would contribute to stakeholder buy-in and conflict prevention, but 

if utilized poorly, phenomena such as rumor-mongering and increased anxiety from 

university members about their job status or department can lead to instability within 

the organization, even impacting faculty performance (Buono & Bowditch, 1989; 

Burnes, 2000; Cartwright & Cooper, 1996; Drowley et al., 2013).  

Barsky (2002) asserts that structural changes require open, transparent 

communication to resolve conflicts and consider all stakeholders’ opinions. 

Openness and transparency throughout all merger stages are essential (Ursin, 2017). 

As trust is emphasized by various scholars as a central element in merged 

organizations (Buono et al., 1985; Cartwright & Cooper, 1996; Das & Teng, 1998; 

Schweiger et al., 1987 as cited in Haluk, 2017; Stahl & Sitkin, 2004), and employees 

who trust their leader tend to be more accepting and prepared for change, it seems 

that communication plays a significant role in reducing conflict’s likelihood. This is 

supported by the finding from Mestry and Bosch (2013) that poor communication 

during a university merger can lead to decreased job satisfaction and increased 

conflicts. Timely and accurate information about organizational changes can also 

reduce people’s anxiety-related stress (Seo & Hill, 2005), which again can reduce 

tensions arising from stress among individuals.  

2.5.2 Organizational 

Cultural clash is another most cited factor that can breed dissension throughout the 

merger stages or even trigger a merger failure. According to Schein (1988), culture 
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is a set of shared assumptions that guide how group members interact with each 

other and their environment, including people’s beliefs and values that shape 

behavior and decision-making within organizations. In this regard, the term “culture” 

used in this research encompasses the concept of values, but that concept will be 

used separately at times when its emphasis is needed. 

Significant research highlights the challenges posed by cultural differences in 

higher education institutional mergers (Harman, 1993; Locke, 2007; Romanenko & 

Froumin, 2020). Pritchard and Williamson (2007) observed that merging institutions 

often face challenges in blending their unique cultures, which may lead to conflicts, 

diminished morale, and discord among the staff. This is supported by Leslie et al. 

(2018), who, in their case study, discovered that neglecting cultural elements in 

university mergers, coupled with inadequate system integration, can result in an 

“anomic” organizational environment. This cultural discord can manifest as 

employees struggle to adapt to new norms and values, a phenomenon also found in 

corporate mergers and acquisitions (M&As) (Larsson & Lubatkin, 2001). Cohen et al. 

(2006) went further, coining the term “merger syndrome” to describe the phenomenon 

experienced by organizational members due to culture clashes and other related 

factors. Slade et al. (2022) added to the discussion that difficulties in cultural fusion 

during mergers can negatively impact faculty research productivity. Buono and 

Bowditch’s (1989) findings contribute the literature by demonstrating that managing 

cultural integration minimizes resistance in M&As, and it has been shown that tackling 

cultural disparities in merging organizations ensures long-term success (Drowley et 

al., 2013). 

2.5.2.1 Power Dynamics and Governance 

Mergers typically redistribute power and authority, which can cause tension between 

leaders from different institutions. As noted earlier, universities’ diverse stakeholders 

and complex governance structures mean power struggles are more likely to happen 

than in other organizations’ mergers (Eisenberg, 2016). Kuusela et al. (2022) offer a 

case in point by applying actor network theory to analyze power struggles among 

founders during a Finnish university merger.  

Research also shows how structural change in governance during mergers can 

bring about a change in values embedded in the new system, clashing with the 

university’s internal values. An example is Poutanen’s (2022) study, in which the 

researcher sheds light on the university community’s resistance to the managerialism 

reflected in the new university model, driven by the community’s long-held values of 
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democracy and self-governance. These studies imply that identifying and addressing 

a potential value or ideological clash of governance systems during the pre-merger 

stage can prevent unnecessary conflicts mid- and post-merger.  

A lost identity or brand can also cause friction in university mergers by impacting 

the academic staff’s identification processes. Concerns over losing institutional 

identity, reputation, or brand value can lead a university community to resist, and staff 

may experience pressures on their academic identity while trying to identify with the 

new organization. Students can also struggle with changes to their university’s 

identity, traditions, and campus life, which can affect enrollment, retention, and 

alumni relations (Borlaug et al., 2023; Romanenko & Froumin, 2020). Aula et al. 

(2015) state that HEI branding is interconnected with conflict-ridden processes 

involving diverse stakeholders with differing views on the university’s identity and how 

it should be branded. 

Successful mergers often acknowledge and integrate pre-merger organizational 

identities through processes such as sense-making (Borlaug et al., 2023). If leaders 

fail to respect the former institution’s identity while reaching an agreement on the new 

institutional identity (Harman, 2002), this may raise emotional barriers in the 

community, decreasing attachment or identification with the new organization 

(Birkinshaw et al., 2000) and increasing resistance (Harman & Meek, 2002). Overall, 

resolving identity issues by recognizing and combining various organizational 

identities and cultures is essential for a merger to succeed (van Vuuren & Elving, 

2008).  

2.5.2.2 Organizational and Strategic Fit 

Although this theme somewhat overlaps with other separately introduced themes, the 

organizational and strategic fit can include multiple aspects of the institutions being 

merged, encompassing their missions, goals, values, administrative systems, 

cultures, strategies, and academic disciplines. Tirronen and Nokkola (2009) 

explained that strategic fit refers to the alignment between the institutions’ missions, 

values, and core competencies, as well as their organizational cultures and 

leadership styles.   

When dimensions of the merging institutions have similarity or complementarity in 

regard to their “fit,” merger success seems more likely, though cases inevitably vary 

depending on their contexts. For example, Harman & Harman (2003) noted that 

mergers seem to work better when the institutions involved have similar goals and 

visions, especially in horizontal mergers where their missions and cultures align well. 
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Meanwhile, Boling et al. (2017) pointed out that complementarity in HEI mergers 

occurs when strategies, resources, and services “differ” but at the same time create 

a more comprehensive competitive edge and improved performance when combined 

(Bauer & Matzler, 2014; Kim & Finkelstein, 2009). An example is Skodvin’s (1999) 

finding that the more institutions differ in size and program offerings, the higher the 

likelihood that a merger will succeed as they are complementary. Still, this is not 

always a clear-cut matter, as Pinheiro et al. (2016) discovered that a seemingly good 

fit between HEIs’ systems or programs, when combined with a poor fit in the 

underlying culture, can lead to negative results. Moreover insufficient integration of 

systems, financial or cultural processes as a result of the management 

underestimating organizational differences can provoke resistance from the 

university community (Leslie et al., 2018). Similarly, management structure and 

university model differences, job role reassignment, academic traditions, 

organizational values, and administrative practices can also create friction and 

resistance (Harman & Meek, 2002; Leslie et al., 2018). 

When “significant” disparities exist between merging institutions, mergers can fall 

apart or institutions can even split after their completion, as with the University of New 

England (Harman, 1993). Differences in culture and academic status and disputes 

over financial resources, combined with several other significant factors, led the 

University of New England’s two campuses to split several years post-merger. 

Ultimately, employees are more likely to be dedicated to the organization if they feel 

they “fit” with its values and objectives (Silva et al., 2010), which translates into low 

conflict. 

2.5.3 Human Side 

This category highlights the human aspects associated with tensions during the 

merger, such as stakeholders’ potential responses and the underlying factors 

shaping those responses. 

2.5.3.1 Resistance to Change 

Every change is accompanied by resistance and a HEI merger is no exception. As 

universities are often described as conservative institutions deeply rooted in traditions 

and endeavoring to preserve their existing structures (Ridder-Symoens, 2002, as 

cited in Stachowiak-Kudła et al., 2024), their scope for resistance is known to be high 
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(Elton, 1981). Caruth and Caruth (2013) assert that higher education’s very strength 

in maintaining cultural traditions, values, and customs contributes to its resistance to 

change, combined with universities’ characteristic conservatism in management 

practices. 

As merger implementation can be a “traumatic experience” for institutions and 

their staff (Harman, 2003) due to the uncertainty and anxiety brought about by 

concerns about job security or lost institutional identity (Harman & Meek, 2002), 

leaders need particular awareness of the elements that intensify resistance; 

otherwise, they can impede the integration process and affect morale (Harman, 2002). 

According to Williams et al. (2019), during university mergers, discontented members 

may engage in resistant behaviors to obstruct the unification, and opposing 

subcultures can also disrupt the merger process and derail the new leadership team’s 

agenda. In particular, people will resist when they perceive the change process as 

unfair, which leads to the next theme. 

2.5.3.2 Perception of Injustice 

Addressing justice issues is the key to navigating successful organizational change 

(Novelli Jr et al., 1995) with minimized conflicts. Organizational change often 

heightens constituents’ sensitivity to fairness, leading to increased resistance when 

change is perceived as unfair (Folger, 1999). Scholars define three types of 

organizational justice, which need equal attention when implementing change, as one 

kind’s effectiveness can be negated when another is absent (Folger, 1999): 

distributive justice (Homans, 1961), procedural justice (Thibaut & Walker, 1975), and 

interactional justice (Tyler & Bies, 1990).  

Distributive justice indicates people’s fairness perception regarding outcomes, 

whereas procedural justice refers to how just the procedure was perceived; 

interactional justice means how fair people felt about the way they were treated in 

executing certain procedures. Perceived injustice in organizational change is a 

crucial factor in triggering conflict among the constituents not only because it 

provokes anger and disappointment among those who experience unfairness, but 

also because it breeds distrust in leaders who make decisions (Colquitt et al., 2001). 

This distrust inevitably heightens people’s resistance to change. Because trust is 

evaluated as a determining factor in mergers’ success or failure (Tirronen et al., 2016), 

leaders should pay special attention to justice through efforts such as transparent 

communication or active stakeholder involvement. The latter is explained further 

below. 
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2.5.3.3 Insufficient Stakeholder Involvement 

Engaging stakeholders is essential for gaining support and ensuring merger success 

as their participation through systematic meetings and consultations can help 

mitigate resistance and facilitate smoother transitions (Drowley et al., 2013; 

Sułkowski et al., 2019). Tirronen et al. (2016) point out that merger control may be 

troublesome if the academic community is not accounted for in the planning and 

decision-making process. Involving staff and students in decision-making processes 

of HEI merger helps mitigate skepticism and insecurity by fostering a sense of control 

and ownership (Cartwright et al., 2007; Skodvin,1999). Numerous studies emphasize 

the importance of stakeholder involvement in successfully navigating organizational 

dynamics (Burnes, 2000). Similar lessons are found in the literature on businesses, 

as involving employees in planning and implementing change can increase buy-in 

and reduce resistance (Ford et al., 2009). 

2.5.3.4 Faculty, Staff and Student Concerns 

The merger process can significantly impact the employees of the merging 

institutions, causing concerns about potential job losses, shifts in their duties and 

positions, and evolving organizational goals(Harman & Meek, 2002; Pritchard et al., 

2007). These may result in unease and opposition to the merger. To maintain 

employee morale and commitment, the institutions must tackle these concerns with 

care and sensitivity. Students can also experience uncertainty and anxiety from 

adjusting to the new culture, educational process, campuses, scholarships and 

identity issues from the merger (Romanenko & Froumin, 2020). Keeping students 

well-informed and supported during the merger transition is just as important as in 

maintaining a balanced merger.  

2.5.4 External Factors 

This category encompasses other external factors associated with conflicts in HE 

mergers, such as political pressure, legal issues and geographic distance. 

2.5.4.1 Political and External Pressures 
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Conflicts in university mergers sometimes stem from external pressures (Stensaker, 

2006). Stakeholders who are related to universities in one way or another such as 

government, businesses, and local communities, may influence restructuring efforts 

based on their own interests and needs. For example, the government can exert a 

certain level of pressure on university mergers, making them 'forced-voluntary' as 

part of its national higher education reform policy, using financial instruments 

Typically, it is found that forced mergers encounter more conflict than voluntary 

(Skodvin, 1999), as they generate more disagreement between stakeholders 

(Cartwright et al., 2007). In the case of Norwegian universities, there is an example 

where the merger ultimately fell through due to divided opinions resulting from the 

fluctuating positions of government and businesses (Stensaker et al., 2016). 

2.5.4.2 Legal, Regulatory Issues 

In some cases, conflicts in university mergers manifest as legal disputes or arise from 

legal/regulatory issues. Legal actions related to university mergers in Belgium, 

Germany, and Spain were initiated on the grounds that the structural change of 

merger infringes upon the university community's inherent institutional autonomy and 

academic freedom (Stachowiak-Kudła, 2024). Mergers can even fall through due to 

conflicts stemming from different legal interpretations between universities (Harman, 

2003). Moreover, the restructuring necessary for the merger process may be 

restricted by existing legal regulations (Sułkowski et al., 2019). 

2.5.4.3 Geographical Tensions 

At times tensions may occur due to geographical aspect of the merging universities. 

Vartiainen (2017) discovered that a multi-campus university in Finland faced tensions 

between local and system-wide interests, complicating integration efforts. For 

example, campuses with distinct identities led to rivalries and competition for 

resources and recognition. Additionally, the different administrative regions hosting 

these campuses had their own development strategies, complicating the alignment 

of university goals with regional priorities. Norgård & Skodvin (2002) also discovered 

that conflicts over the location of management and administration, along with issues 

related to resource allocation during the merger of universities in Norway have led to 

increased dissatisfaction among the staff and between different departments. 
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2.6 Interconnectedness of the Categories 

These are themes discovered on a broad level associated with conflict in HEI mergers. 

In a way, many of these factors, if looked at closely, are interlinked in one way or 

another, creating dynamics of their own. For simplicity I have categorized the themes 

into the most similar types, but for example, poor leadership, planning and 

management can have an over-arching impact on the potential sources of conflict 

throughout the merger process. When leadership fails to communicate, employee 

anxiety and uncertainty increases, rumors may spread, and resistance to change 

aggravates. When resources are not allocated equitably, perception of injustice 

develops and so does the distrust against leadership. Similarly, lack of stakeholder 

involvement usually leads to a lack of ownership and accountability, which results in 

the community’s lack of willingness to embrace change. In the following chapters of 

this thesis, further dynamics of similar phenomena will be analyzed throughout the 

case. 

2.7 Complexity of HEI mergers 

Apart from the described themes and potential sources of conflict in HEI mergers, 

there is one more aspect to take note of when reviewing the literature on conflict in 

mergers. In a larger context, there are studies of conflict in organizational change and 

in business M&As, which have overlapping themes with conflicts in the higher 

education mergers. Other than the studies that apply individual theories to different 

themes of conflicts, many of these cases utilize so-called change management 

frameworks, of which the goal is to lead successful organizational change with 

minimized disruptions. Kotter’s Eight-Step model is a representative example, 

starting with steps such as create a sense of urgency, build a guiding coalition, 

develop a vision and strategy, followed by other broad steps ending with anchoring 

new approaches in the company culture to ensure lasting transformation. Another 

model of this kind is Lewin's Three-phase process which involves unfreezing existing 

behaviors, implementing change, and refreezing new behaviors to ensure long-term 

success in organizational change.  

Though similarities are shared to some extent between the conflict phenomena in 

HEIs and other organizational mergers, it needs to be acknowledged that some of 

the intrinsic characteristics of higher education institutions make HEI mergers a more 

complex process.  
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To begin with, universities typically have more complicated governance structures 

including a board of trustees, university administration, faculty senate or council, and 

student government, all of whom share power. Universities must also consider the 

interests of diverse stakeholders such as alumni, donors, the broader community, 

and state government when it comes to major decision-making. When merging these 

institutions, such layered structure and shared governance can lead to power 

struggles (Harman,2002) and unclear decision-making processes (Gumport & 

Pusser,1997). Furthermore, the organization is composed of numerous subgroups 

each with their own culture and identity. These fragmented and siloed worlds are 

occupied by educated professionals with their own expertise (Kezar, 2001) in a 

‘loosely coupled system’(Weick, 1976), which makes HEI not an easy organization to 

gather consensus when going through change. Scholars also point out that the 

university’s traditional values such as autonomy and academic freedom along with 

its well-known conservative characteristics make it resistant to change (Hartman, 

1977; Harman, 2002; Yarn, 2014). Finally, conflict in universities is exacerbated not 

only by the presence of many groups, but also by the fact that each constituency, 

such as faculty, alumni, and students, asserts strong ownership, based on their own 

rights such as being the tenured faculty or paying the tuition or donating to the 

institution, and so forth (Ostar,1995). 

All of this serves as the basis for proposing that conflict in HEI mergers may need 

a bit of a different approach from the change management models often applied to 

business mergers or organizational change as they may be too simplistic or require 

additional considerations to be applicable to academic institutions. Bess et al. (2012) 

made the same argument citing the distinguished cultural characteristics of academic 

institutions, and similarly, Baldridge et al. (1978, cited in Birnbaum, 1988) stated 

earlier, "Traditional management theories cannot be applied to educational 

institutions without carefully considering whether they will work well in that unique 

academic setting.” A recent empirical finding that endorses this view is a case study 

on a university merger in France, where the author discovers that Kotter’s change 

model could not be directly applied without modifications to fit the unique context of 

an academic merger (Jiang, 2022). 

Taken together, addressing conflicts in HEI mergers seems to require a more 

delicate approach than typical strategies for organizational change and business 

mergers, and this research intends to fill the empirical gap associated with this claim 

through the case introduced in the next chapter. 
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3 CONFLICTS IN TAMPERE UNIVERSITY MERGER 

The merger process to create the new Tampere University, also known as the 

Tampere3 (T3) project, began to be discussed in 2014 as an opportunity to combine 

the University of Tampere (UTA), Tampere University of Technology (TUT), and 

Tampere University of Applied Sciences (TAMK), and the process was completed in 

2019. The aim was to create an internationally renowned multidisciplinary university 

in Tampere that develops working life and Finnish society (OKM, 2016). Prior to this, 

Finnish higher education has been undergoing many structural reforms since the 

2000s, with universities considered central players in driving national success amid 

increasing global competition. Reports by the government and other international 

organizations during this period emphasized the need to restructure and streamline 

Finnish HEIs for increased efficiency and competitiveness (Aarrevaara & Dobson, 

2016; Tomperi, 2009; Poutanen et al., 2022). As a result, Aalto University was the 

first university in Finland to be established through the merger of Helsinki University 

of Technology, Helsinki School of Economics, and University of Art and Design in 

2010, followed by other mergers, including the University of Eastern Finland and the 

University of Turku in the same year (Aarrevaara & Dobson, 2016). 

As for Tampere3, three higher education institutions had distinctive backgrounds 

and histories, with the University of Tampere (UTA) starting as Civic College in 1925, 

once named as the School of Social Sciences, with a focus on the social science 

studies of public administration, organizational management, and journalism. Having 

expanded its academic portfolio to include the humanities and health sciences and 

renamed the University of Tampere in 1966, the institution is now known as City 

center campus of Tampere university. Before the merger, it took the administrative 

form of a public university.  

Tampere University of Technology (TUT) was a branch of the Helsinki University 

of Technology, founded in 1965. TUT has been renowned for its engineering and 

technology programs with close connections to the industry, located 2- 3 km away 

from City center campus. Both UTA and TUT were operating as independent legal 

entities based on law (Universities Act 558/2009, Finlex, 2009) before the merger. 

Since 2010, TUT has been functioning as a ‘foundation university’, a different 
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administrative model from public universities, which will be described in more details 

below. 

TAMK, having been founded in 1966, is a practical and professional education 

institution, concentrating on areas such as business, health care, and technology. 

While UTA and TUT were merged under one roof of Tampere foundation in 2019 as 

a result of being transformed into a foundation university (TAU), TAMK, taking the 

form of a university of applied sciences, joined a newly created consortium known as 

Tampere Universities (TUNI) with majority of its shares being acquired by TAU. 

Though on separate campuses, UTA and TUT share governance under one 

President, administrative services, campus facilities and academic collaboration, 

while TAMK, as a legally independent institution, shares some of the campus facilities, 

joint services such as IT and library and academic courses. 

As mentioned in the research scope of Chapter 1, this research focuses on the 

conflicts which occurred between the UTA community (students, professors, 

administrators, researchers and university management) and the leadership (mainly 

interim board members and founders) who laid the groundwork and implemented the 

merger in the process of merging TUT and UTA. The main reason for concentrating 

on the tensions between these two groups is because the most widely reported and 

prominent conflict during Tampere3 merger was between these two parties, as UTA 

had to adopt a foundation university model during the merger that TUT was already 

part of, resulting in a greater need for UTA to adapt to the transformation, whereas 

TUT experienced fewer structural changes, leading to fewer grounds for contestation. 

The clash between these two groups served as a focal point in discussions 

surrounding the legitimacy and implications of the merger. The merger of Tampere 

university was marked by conflicts from its inception in 2014 through its 

implementation in 2019 and beyond, and this chapter details what happened 

regarding those conflicts during the merger of Tampere university. 

3.1 The Essence of the Conflict 

The conflicts that occurred during Tampere University’s merger process, which this 

case focuses on, is essentially a clash of values between the university community 

of UTA and leadership who founded and implemented the new institution, over the 

governance of a foundation university model (detailed later), adopted by the merged 

institution, among other factors. From 2014 till 2019, various tensions regarding this 

conflict persisted throughout the merger process, involving a walk-out of 
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approximately 1,000 university members, more than 3,000 group signatures, five 

legal actions, report to the media as well as petitions, addresses, letters, forums and 

hearings by the UTA community under the continuous national media spotlight. 

While the surface-level issue of the conflict was the governance structure of the 

new university model and the leadership practices of handling the process, it can be 

interpreted as a collision of two opposing values underlaying the phenomenon: 

'university democracy' vs 'managerialism'. Whereas the university community sought 

to preserve the tradition of university autonomy and self-governance through a 

governance structure which ensures adequate participation of internal stakeholders, 

the leadership pushed for a new governance framework that was perceived by the 

community as taking away the rights of self-governance. Behind the new decision-

making system similar to that of a corporate, with an independent board that reduced 

the number of seats for internal members of the university, lay the complicated 

dynamics of national and economic needs of Finland of that time seeking to raise its 

competitiveness with universities as an incubator of highly-skilled workers. To gain 

deeper insight into the meaning and causes of these dynamics, a closer look is 

necessary into the background of how a foundation university was born in Finnish 

higher education landscape. 

3.2 Socioeconomic Context of a Foundation University 

The Tampere University merger and the conflicts in the process between the 

leadership and the UTA community should be understood within the broader 

socioeconomic and higher education trends at the time, forming the background for 

how a foundation university model was established. 

Historically, in contrast to Anglo-American managerial universities, European 

universities have followed a more collegial “Humboldtian” model, which emphasizes 

complete academic freedom and university independence from external influence, 

such as government or financial pressure. In Finland, universities underwent a 

democratic governance reform during the 1960s and 70s, when students’ rising 

demands for an equal vote in university elections prompted the inception of a tripartite 

representation system within universities, a change from a decision-making structure 

that had been dominated by the professoriate. Power was divided among three 

groups—professors, the rest of the faculty and staff (teaching, research, 

administrative), and students—at all university levels, including the department, 

faculty, and board or council. This model was widely regarded as embodying 
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university autonomy and self-governance in Finland, supporting “the right and duty of 

academic communities to determine the immediate context of their work” (Poutanen 

et al., 2020).  

Finnish higher education then underwent major changes when an economic crisis 

struck during the early 1990s, followed by globalization reshaping the landscape in 

the 2000s. Managerialism’s spread among European universities during that period 

was rooted in neoliberalism and the NPM ideology, which prioritizes efficiency and 

performance. According to Kohtamäki and Balbachevsky’s (2018) analysis, the NPM 

ideology viewed university autonomy as a means of complying with governance 

structures driven by market forces to improve university activities’ efficiency. 

Universities’ role in this context became that of a tool for developing highly skilled 

workers to strengthen national competitiveness in the knowledge-based economy 

(Kuusela et al., 2021; Poutanen et al., 2020; Valimaa, 2017). 

Following the directives of international organizations such as the EU and OECD 

on the direction that Finnish HEIs should work toward, in addition to national reports 

highlighting the need for Finnish universities to adopt more strategic management 

through streamlined and focused operations to enhance global competitiveness 

(VNK, 2004; OPM, 2008; Välimaa,2012), the Ministry of Education started 

restructuring universities by merging institutions and combining units. With university 

Presidents demanding more financial autonomy against this backdrop, the University 

Act 2009 was implemented for a critical reform, which fundamentally transformed 

Finnish universities from state-run institutions to independent legal entities (Välimaa, 

2012).  

3.2.1 Birth of a Foundation University 

In the Universities Act 2009, a “foundation university” model was introduced, a form 

of corporatized university governed by private law as opposed to public universities 

subject to public law. Legislated through a parliamentary process, the model was 

born from aligned goals of the Finnish government, businesses, and the Ministry of 

Education and Culture at that time and inspired by the need for a “world-class” type 

of entrepreneurial university in Finland that could compete in the global higher 

education landscape by joining hands with the industry and bringing industry 

personnel onto university boards (Poutanen et al., 2020; Tienari & Vaara, 2016). 

Owned by a private foundation but still funded by the government, a foundation 
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university has founders from various external organizations, such as businesses or 

civil societies. 

Table 2. Tampere University founders and transferred foundation capital (Kuusela et al., 
2022) 

 
Organization  

Donation 
Amount 
(Euros)  

1 Jane and Aatos Erko Foundation  1,000,000  

2 PSHP/Tampere University Hospital Teaching and   
Research Foundation  

250,000  

3 Tampere Adult Education Foundation  250,000  

4 Tampere Chamber of Commerce  200,000  

5 State of Finland  50,000  

6 Trade Union  50,000  

7 Foundation of merchant KP Ruuskanen  50,000  

8 Municipal councilor CV Åkerlund’s foundation  50,000  

9 Pirkanmaa Union  50,000  

10 SAK, the central organization of Finnish trade unions  50,000  

11 City of Tampere  50,000  

12 Technical Academics  50,000  

13 Technology industry 100-year foundation  50,000  

14 Tampere Chamber of Commerce (additional  
donation)  

50,000  

15 Technology Association  25,000  

16 Tampere Technical Association  20,000  

17 Tampere Finnish club  20,000  

18 Mannerheim Child Welfare Association Support  
Foundation  

10,000  

19 Finnish Red Cross  10,000  

20 Väinö Tanner Foundation  10,000  

21 Higher Education Association of Social Sciences (YKA)  10,000  
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3.2.2 Governance Structure Before and After the Merger 

A foundation university has a unique governance structure that differs from a public 

university model. The biggest difference is that the foundation university is allowed to 

have an entirely external board, the highest governing body within a university, with 

founders guaranteed three out of seven board seats, while university communities 

are allowed none. This is a rather drastic departure from the public university 

governance model, which UTA followed before the merger, where external members’ 

ratio in public university boards can be as low as 40% (Universities Act 558/2009, 15-

1). Moreover, in the previous law, the Universities Act 2005, there were even fewer 

external stakeholders on the board, at less than one-third of the seats (Kuusela et al., 

2021).  

The background to how such a radical change in governance was adopted in 

foundation universities is detailed by Kuusela et al. (2022), according to which the 

aligned interests of the era, the Finnish economy, and businesses allowed an 

exceptional legislative process for establishing Aalto University, which was the first 

foundation university in Finland. It was initially a pilot experiment with a completely 

external board and with significant donations from entrepreneurs. The “Excellence 

University Project” working group established by the Ministry of Education to explore 

the potential for cooperation universities formerly under Aalto University widely 

consulted industry representatives when establishing the model’s basic governance.  

During this period, universities were seen as targets for reform, and thus with few 

opinions collected from the university community, the governance framework was 

formed on the premise that the industry would financially contribute if a separate 

decision-making body was created independent of university insiders (Kuusela et al., 

2021). Poutanen et al. (2020) assert that behind the decision to have a completely 

external board in the foundation model was the government’s belief that the main 

obstacle to effective self-directed university reform was alleged internal conflicts of 

interest. In other words, an external board was considered to be free from influence 

by competing interests within the university, enhancing the capability for the 

institution’s strategic renewal (OPM, 2007). 

The 2009 Universities Act, reflecting this premise, sparked protests among the 

university community as it was interpreted as violating the rights to university 

autonomy and self-governance guaranteed by the Constitution, but the Ministry of 

Education persisted. In the Tampere University merger, the fact that TUT was already 

a foundation model paved the way for a second attempt at a foundation university 

(Poutanen et al., 2020). 
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However, this unique foundation university governance model became the key 

source of contention throughout the whole Tampere University merger process. To 

aid understanding, I briefly explain each governing body or university position in Table 

3, and charts are given in Figures 3 and 4 on the next page showing the differences 

in governance between public and foundation universities. 

Table 3. Key groups’ roles in the merger  

Board 
The highest power in the new university. Decides on the overall university 

strategy, such as operations and finance. Chooses the President to lead the 

university’s operations and appoints the provost, vice-rectors, and deans based 

on the President’s proposals. 

Consistory 

(Academic 

Board) 

A joint multi-member university community institution, including elected 

professors, staff, and student representatives. Decides the board’s appointment 

and its term in office, academic matters such as degree programs/curricula and 

degree requirements/admission criteria for students, as well as other regulations 

on teaching, research, etc. 

Nomination 

Committee 

The consistory appoints this committee and also the board members based on 

this committee’s proposals. It comprises three Tampere University founders and 

three university members (professor, staff, student). 

Rector 

(President) 

Manages operations of the university and the higher education community. 

Represents the board in the university’s affairs. Introduces topics for the board’s 

decision-making in both public and foundation university systems (depends on 

the administrative rules).   

Provost 
Acts as the academic rector of research and education and the consistory’s 

chairperson. Chosen by the board and with the President’s proposal. The 

position existed until 2023, but in 2024 it was transitioned into the role of Vice 

President for Stakeholder Relations and Partnerships. 

Interim Board 
Foundation board members appointed by the Ministry of Education & Culture 

who implemented the actual merger process. During the T3 merger, they 1) 

created the new university’s management rules, which included the governance 

structure and decision-making systems, and 2) elected the merged university’s 

first rector. 
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Founders 
External organizations from various sectors, which donated the foundation 

university’s basic capital. In the T3 merger, Technology Industries of Finland 

headed the founders, taking leadership in certain situations. Had the right to 

recommend seven board member candidates (determined by the consistory 

through discussion with founders). Three candidates recommended by the 

founders had to be included in the board.  

Sources:  

Kerola, Jaana. (2018, February 9). What the people of Tampere 3 are talking about when they talk 
about the consistory and the provost. Aamulehti. https://www.aamulehti.fi/uutiset/art-
2000007293137.html 

Tampere University (2023, September 5). University regulations for Tampere University.   

https://content-webapi.tuni.fi/proxy/public/2024-01/university-regulations-approved-5-sep-
2023_0.pdf 

https://www.aamulehti.fi/uutiset/art-2000007293137.html
https://www.aamulehti.fi/uutiset/art-2000007293137.html
https://content-webapi.tuni.fi/proxy/public/2024-01/university-regulations-approved-5-sep-2023_0.pdf
https://content-webapi.tuni.fi/proxy/public/2024-01/university-regulations-approved-5-sep-2023_0.pdf
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Figure 3. Public university governance structure 

 

 *Other managerial positions are possible, as determined by the administrative rules of each university 

 

Figure 4. Foundation university governance structure (draft management rule) 
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Figure 3 and 4 compare the governance structures of a public university, and that of 

a foundation university suggested by the interim board in the controversial draft 

management rule. In the public university’s governance structure, the collegium – the 

university community representative body comprising equal numbers of professors, 

teachers/researchers/staff, and students – allowed for a maximum of 50 people. The 

board could have 14 members, with at least 40% external, meaning it could have up 

to 60% internal members. The university President was appointed by the university 

electoral college, which mirrored the membership of the collegium and whose 

members were elected by each constituent group. 

In contrast, the draft governance regulations for the foundation university 

proposed by the interim board designated the board as mostly external, with three 

members appointed by founders’ nomination. Seven was the maximum for board 

members, down from fourteen in the public model. The President’s appointment was 

no longer carried out by the university but by the board. The university’s 

representative body, which was renamed from the collegium to the consistory, was 

drastically reduced from 50 to 18 members. Its composition was unequal compared 

to the previous membership, changing to eight professors, six staff members, and 

four students. Later, due to the UTA community’s continued resistance, the interim 

board increased the students in the consistory from four to five (Kuusela et al., 2021; 

Poutanen et al., 2020; Universities Act, 558/2009, 151). 

3.3 Chronological Analysis of Merger Conflicts 

The Tampere University merger conflicts evolved through distinct phases. This 

section examines these conflicts chronologically, analyzing how they emerged and 

developed at each merger process stage. This study defines those periods as follows: 

pre-merger (2014–2017), mid-merger/implementation (2017–2018), and post-merger 

(2019–). 

For a more detailed chronological narrative, the conflicts can be categorized into 

the following periods: 

Initial Proposals (2013-2015): The Tampere University merger idea surfaced when 

UTA President Kaija Holli and TUT president Markku Kivikoski discussed the 

integration in 2013. The former president of UTA thought that the difficulties of 

strengthening cooperation between the two universities could be overcome through 

 
1 https://www.finlex.fi/en/legislation/2009/558 
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the merger and that Tampere University could become the second biggest university 

in Finland through the integration. The merger aimed to combine three distinct 

institutions: Tampere University of Applied Sciences, the University of Tampere, and 

Tampere University of Technology (Matson-Mäkelä, 2013; Vellamo, 2022). 

In 2014, an investigator named Stig Gustavson was assigned to assess the 

potential for the universities’ integration, which led to more detailed merger planning. 

In summer 2015, the merger was officially announced as a goal (Keskinen, 2016; 

Poutanen et al., 2020). 

Clash Over the Administrative Model (2016–2017): In January 2016, the Ministry 

of Education started drafting legislation to establish a new foundation university, 

combining UTA and TUT. In response to this, the collegium that represented the UTA 

community, operating under a public law model with democratic governance, 

opposed the foundation model over concerns that it would erode university autonomy 

through its centralized governance structure controlled by external stakeholders, 

limiting academic staff and students’ self-governance in deciding university matters 

for themselves. While the UTA collegium representing the staff expressed support for 

maintaining the public law structure, the academic community protested their limited 

influence in preparatory committees and requested that the UTA board prioritize the 

self-governance issue. However, many of these efforts were sidelined, and the UTA 

community was afforded only an advisory role in the process. The community made 

additional efforts by sending letters and petitions to the founders and foundation 

board to voice their opinions on the foundation model, and by hosting democratic 

forums. However, these inputs did not influence either the Ministry of Education’s 

goal for more streamlined higher education institutions or TUT’s position, as TUT had 

already been operating under a foundation model since 2010. In November 2016, 

TUT temporarily withdrew from the merger, citing concerns over funding, timelines, 

and administrative differences. However, they rejoined in December after the Ministry 

of Education indicated that strategic funding was tied to the merger’s completion 

(Heino, 2018; Poutanen et al., 2020).  

Foundation Establishment and Ongoing Debates (2017–2018): The Tampere 

University (TAU) Foundation was established in April 2017, despite ongoing protests 

from the UTA community. The new university’s naming also produced diverging 

opinions between the two parties, so Parliament intervened and determined the name 

(Kerola, 2018). 
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The interim board, which served transitionally in setting up the first consistory and 

selecting the post-merger President, was not nominated without controversy but was 

decided under the Ministry’s influence, formed from the foundation board (Poutanen 

et al., 2020). 

In early 2018, the interim board announced the new university’s draft management 

rule, which stipulated regulations on the new governance structure. It shared the rule 

on Saturday and asked for the university community to comment by the next 

Wednesday. This was met with a huge backlash from the UTA community due to the 

short time for feedback and controversial content. The community raised issues 

regarding the university governance’s legality, arguing that having mostly external 

board members goes against the university autonomy guaranteed in the Constitution. 

The 45-member collegium representing the academic community stated that the 

management rule also went against the University Act, questioning the consistory’s 

composition, size, and chair, which had been reduced from 45 members to 18 and 

no longer reflected professor, staff, and student equal tripartite representation. 

Furthermore, critique was raised about study disciplines’ unequal representation in 

the draft as well as the rules’ secretive drafting process (Haukijärvi, 2018). 

Massive Walk-out over Governance Controversies (2018): The conflict reached a 

critical point in February 2018 when approximately 1,000 staff and students 

participated in a walk-out protest. Demonstrators carried placards with slogans such 

as “universities have autonomy” and “the university is not a limited liability company,” 

articulating their fears about academic governance’s corporatization. Almost 3,000 

group signatures were also gathered, and the UTA collegium demanded that the 

Ministry of Education explain the management rule’s legality. In response to these 

protests, the interim board slightly revised the administrative rule, giving an extra 

student representative a seat on the board. However, many stakeholders remained 

unsatisfied, considering these changes insufficient to safeguard the university’s 

autonomy (Harju, 2018). 

The controversy took on a legal dimension in March when the Chancellor of 

Justice and Parliamentary Ombudsman received complaints from university 

members about the administrative rule. The complaints, supported by legal scholars, 

questioned the administrative rule and merger procedures’ legality, arguing that they 

violated laws designed to protect university autonomy. The community’s legal 

arguments, however, were dismissed by both the administration and the Ministry of 

Education (Kerola, 2018).2 

 
2 https://www.oikeusasiamies.fi/en/-/tampereen-yliopiston-johtosaanto-ei-ole-lainvastainen 
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When the new university’s interim board controversially appointed a consistory 

chairperson who created a voting structure perceived as unfair by university 

members, as the consistory used to elect its own leader, 10 consistory members filed 

a complaint in May with the Hämeenlinna Administrative Court over the chairperson’s 

position. In June, a consistory vice chairperson who was a UTA faculty member 

resigned from the board nomination process. There was a power clash involved, and 

the Finnish Technology Industry Association’s role among the founders was 

distinguished (Kerola, 2018)3.  

Meanwhile, Mari Walls was appointed as the new university’s first President, 

taking office in August. The appointment was not without controversy, with differing 

interpretations between the interim board and the university community of the 

relevant law on keeping the selection process public, as well as whether the new 

President’s qualifications equipped her to lead a large and diverse institution (Liiten, 

2017). 

Tampere University Begins Operations (2019): The merged Tampere University 

began operations in January 2019, with the foundation model in place. In September 

2019, the university governance issue came up again when the “Whose university?” 

(“Kenen yliopisto?” 2019) report, compiled by several UTA faculties, showed that 

most of the university’s staff, including those of former TUT, wanted representation 

on the university’s board.  

Between September and November 2019, the consistory and the founders on the 

nomination committee battled over selecting new board members. After the 

consistory twice rejected the committee’s nominated external candidate, the 

committee included an internal university member in the third selection round in 

November in order to resolve the situation (Jalonen, 2021). 

Continued Reform Efforts for Autonomy (2020): In spring 2020, during the COVID-

19 crisis, Tampere University continued its discussions on university autonomy and 

management reform. By early autumn, a working group led by Thomas Wilhelmsson 

was formed to evaluate the management system. On December 16, 2020, the 

working group presented its report to the board, leading to one key change: the 

consistory was given the authority to elect its own chairperson, while other rules, 

including the board’s appointment process, remained unchanged (Kuusela et al., 

2021). 

 
3 https://www.oikeusasiamies.fi/r/fi/ratkaisut/-/eoar/1327/2018 



 

39 

In early 2021, a survey showed that 67% of students and 82% of foundation 

university consistory members wished for clarification on the University Act to 

strengthen autonomy. However, top administrators and foundation founders opposed 

reviewing the Act, leading the study group to recommend governance changes over 

legislative amendments (Jalonen, 2021). 

Media Sensations and Ongoing Controversies (2021–): The merger process 

received widespread media attention, especially in national and local outlets such as 

Helsingin Sanomat and Aamulehti. Coverage focused on various controversies, 

including the new university’s branding, logo, and governance issues. The excessive 

emphasis on protecting the new university’s image also drew criticism. Additionally, 

discussions about the merger sparked broader debates about foundation universities’ 

autonomy in Finland and their impact on academic freedom. However, despite this 

media attention and the questions raised, no legislative changes were made in 

response to concerns regarding the foundation universities’ autonomy and 

governance structure (Jalonen, 2021; Vellamo, 2022). 

In 2021, the announcement of significant budget cuts and layoffs reignited 

conflicts. The decision to cut 215 employees, primarily in support services, was met 

with strong opposition from staff and unions. Critics argued that these cuts would 

negatively impact the university’s core functions of teaching and research, despite 

management assertions to the contrary. The conflict extended beyond governance 

and financial issues to include fundamental questions about the university’s mission 

and culture. Staff members were concerned that the university was becoming 

increasingly corporate in nature, with academic values becoming secondary to 

financial considerations. A particular point of ongoing contention was the Technology 

Industry Association of Finland’s influence over university governance. Critics were 

concerned that the association’s attempt to strengthen its position would shift the 

university’s priorities toward short-term industry needs rather than broader academic 

pursuits (Teittinen, 2021). There were accusations that the university was being run 

“like a dictatorship,” with a management style that discouraged open criticism and 

prioritized efficiency over academic freedom (Myllyoja, 2023). 

As Finland recovered from the pandemic in 2021, questions about university 

autonomy and democracy at Tampere and beyond remained largely unresolved. The 

management rule changes in December 2020 ended legal battles that had persisted 

since the merger’s onset, achieving some goals of the 2018 protests and ensuing 

struggles, though limited to a one-time correction.  
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3.4 Timeline of Key Events in Tampere University Merger 

Table 4 chronologically overviews the key events in this study’s case. 

Table 4. Event timeline in TAU merger 

Year Month Event 

2013 
  

Tampere University President Kaija Holli initiates the 

idea of merging UTA and TUT  

2014 Early  

A study on the merger is conducted by Stiv Gustavson  

UTA and TUT board chairpersons propose closer 

cooperation  

 

 

 

September  

Working groups for merger formed  

TUT affirms preference for a “strategically managed 

foundation”  

2015 Summer  Merger confirmed as an official goal  

2016 

January  Ministry of Education begins drafting merger legislation  

 

February  

UTA expresses preference for public law model, while 

TUT favors foundation model in place since 2010  

  

UTA’s academic community protests its marginalization 

in merger preparatory committees, appealing to UTA 

board to address self-governance issue with a fairer 

model  

MOE wants a “uniformly managed strategic whole”  

UTA; staff/students send petitions to 

founders/foundation board and host democratic forums 

against the foundation university model  

November 

TUT temporarily withdraws from merger process  

UTA student/professor union, along with several other 

groups, organizes Tampere3—No Signal campaign 

advocating for a “democratic, multidisciplinary, 

communal” merger  
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December  
TUT rejoins merger process after funding pressure from 

Ministry  

2017 

January  Universities agree on merging from 2019   

April 

Tampere University Foundation officially established  

Parliament settles debate over the new university’s 

name due to divided opinions  

UTA community demands the foundation rules be 

amended to allow community members on the board 

and allow them to appoint their own leaders, which does 

not happen  

Summer  Interim board (foundation board) starts work  

September  Merger bill submitted to Parliament  

Fall  

  

 

November   

UTA board voices dissatisfaction over insufficient 

community involvement  

Multiple forums held + letter sent to the foundation 

board   

Interim board starts recruiting a new rector ahead of 

schedule  

December  

  

December 

19  

  

  

  

UTA collegium sends a letter to interim board asking for 

more collaboration with current academic boards  

Parliament approves legislation on foundation university  

Dissatisfied UTA board suggests a new board 

comprising members from both university boards, but 

accepts the interim board (foundation board) due to 

pressure from MOE  

2018 

February 2  

  

February 8  

  

Interim board releases new management rules, which 

receive strong backlash from UTA 

Massive walk-out by the university community + 3,000 

signatures gathered against the rules  

UTA collegium demands MOE explain the rules’ legality  

March  

  

  

Chancellor of Justice receives two complaints and a 

request over the rules’ legality from UTA and individual 

members  
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Complaint filed with the Parliamentary Ombudsman over 

the rules’ legality and procedure from UTA student union 

+ four staff organizations    

Revised management rule announced by the interim 

board, which added an extra student representative to 

the board  

April  

  

 

April 23  

   

Foundation university consistory elected (eight 

professors, six staff members, five students), with 

controversy over appointed chairperson due to unfair 

voting structure  

Mari Walls announced as new rector, starting August 

2018, with some controversy over recruitment process 

and qualifications  

May  

  

Ten UTA consistory members file a complaint with the 

Hämeenlinna Administrative Court over the consistory 

chairperson’s position  

TUT rector announces shift in position to lead Tech 

Campus Turku  

August 

 

September  

Provost and vice-rectors for research and study are 

appointed  

Four faculty deans are elected  

2019  

January  Merged Tampere University officially starts operations  

September 

 

 

 

November 

 

 

 

December 

10 

  

Survey shows continued concerns about university 

autonomy, with many supporting changes to the 

University Act  

 

Conflict of nomination committee vs. consistory over 

board member appointment through three nomination 

rounds 

 

Staff member (Johanna Kantola) is appointed to the 

foundation university’s board for the first time  

 

Conflict over how board “independence” is interpreted  
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2020 

 

  

Working group is established to evaluate the university’s 

management system  

  

December  

Changes made to university’s administrative rules, 

including giving the consistory the right to choose its 

own chairperson  

2021 March 

University announces major budget cuts and layoffs, 

sparking protests  

Renewed criticism of Technology Industries of Finland’s 

influence during board appointments  

University accused of being run as a corporation rather 

than an academic institution  

2022 

  Growing dissatisfaction with the new Rector’s leadership 

style  

Complaints about top-down management and academic 

culture’s erosion 

*Other myriad resistance activities, including forums, workshops, and debates, as well as 

opposition regarding community representation, administrative rules, and decision-making 

processes are not listed in the table. 

More details will be provided in Chapter 4: Findings, but the main conflicting 

relationships can be summarized as follows based on the document analysis.  

3.5 Conflicting Relationships 

Although this research focuses on conflicts between the leadership and the UTA 

community, to give the whole picture, representative conflicting relationships at 

different merger stages are summarized in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Conflicting relationships at different TAU merger stages 

* 

MOE = Ministry of Education and Culture  * Tech Industry = Finnish Technology Industry 

Association 

During the pre-merger stage, there were different views and tensions between UTA 

community and TUT, in addition to the Ministry of Education & Culture, over whether 

or not to proceed with the merger, as well as the university administrative model 

(public vs. foundation university). There were also myriad differing opinions and 

cultures among TUT and UTA’s inner groups, such as faculties, administrative teams, 

and consistories, on the new university’s direction as well as various dimensions that 

needed coordination for the new organization. 

Heated controversy arose mid-merger over the new university’s governance 

structure, on particular matters such as the board and consistory’s compositions, the 

interim board’s selection, and the management rule’s legality, among those on UTA’s 

side, the technology industry, the interim board, and the Ministry. 

After the merger, disputes continued among the university staff, founders, and 

management over board members’ selection and operational university aspects such 

as budget management, campus facility sales, and the new organization’s operation, 

among others. 

Table 5 summarizes these points of conflict throughout the merger stages. 

Table 5. Conflicting relationships and issues across the merger stages 

Pre UTA community vs. Ministry of Education and Culture (MOE) 

 - Merger decision (to merge or not) 

 - Administrative university model (public vs. foundation university) 

Pre TUT vs. UTA 
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 - University’s direction/aspects needing coordination 

 ex) TUT : “Must focus on the content of the new university and leave  

                     the management issue in the hands of the leadership” 

        UTA : “Need to participate in this merger process and discuss how  

                     this new university should be run” 

Mid UTA consistory/community vs. Tech industry/ Interim board/ MOE 

 - Governance models 

 - Board appointment  

 - Management rule’s legality 

Post TU staff vs. Tech industry/ new rector 

 - Board composition 

 - University operation  

3.6 Summary of Key Conflicts 

The Tampere University merger process produced conflicts over managerial 

governance models favored by policymakers and university executives versus 

democratic self-governance traditions valued in the academic community. The 

complex conflicts that emerged during this process were also intertwined with 

governance structures, institutional autonomy, representation, and even branding. In 

sum, the main conflicts in this case between the UTA community and key leadership, 

can be summarized as follows:  

 

1. Clashing administrative models (public vs. foundation university) 

2. Board and consistory governance issues  

3. Limited community influence in the merger process 

4. Rushed timeline and pressure from Ministry 

5. Legality and constitutional concerns 

6. Post-merger tensions 

7. Leadership controversies  

The next chapter examines the methodological approach adopted for this study. 
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4 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents the research methodology adopted for this study, aligning that 

with its aims and objectives. The chapter begins with an overview of the philosophical 

foundations underpinning this research, explaining their relevance to the studied 

phenomenon. Following this, the rationale for the chosen methodological approach 

is addressed. The chapter concludes by describing the selected data collection 

methods and analytical techniques, providing justifications for their use in addressing 

the research questions. 

The purpose of this study was to identify factors that cause conflicts in higher 

education mergers and to investigate the impact of these conflicts on the university 

community and the merger process, as perceived by the university community 

members in Finland. In doing so, it sought to produce insights that will help in 

mitigating potential sources of conflict in university mergers, based on a substantive 

theory derived from a grounded theory approach. To that end, this study utilized 

qualitative research as its methodology.  

4.1 Research Paradigm 

Paradigms are the fundamental beliefs and assumptions that guide an individual’s 

worldview, which in research, serve as a “net” that encompasses ontological, 

epistemological, and methodological beliefs (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). It is crucial to understand the philosophical perspectives from which research 

questions are developed, and a study is structured and conducted in research 

(Krauss, 2005). 

Ontology and epistemology form the foundations with which researchers obtain 

knowledge considered valid in the field. Ontology, as the study of reality, examines 

the nature and structure of existence (Krauss, 2005). It is concerned with “what is” 

(Crotty, 1998). In the context of research, it reflects the researcher’s beliefs about 

reality and the nature of knowledge about social phenomena (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Two primary ontological assumptions are realism and relativism (Moon & 

Blackman, 2014). Realism assumes that a single reality or truth exists apart from 
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human experience, while relativism acknowledges various realities molded by human 

perception. My personal ontological philosophy is originally closer to a realist view in 

that I believe there is an objective reality beyond our immediate awareness, while 

also acknowledging that our understanding of it evolves over time. However, this 

research adopted a relativist ontology, which recognizes subjective views of reality 

according to individuals’ different perceptions, as the main focus of research was on 

the diverse perspectives held by the stakeholders of Tampere university merger. 

Furthermore, this study took a Straussian grounded theory approach, with its 

ontological perspective aligning with Corbin and Strauss’s (2015) acknowledgment 

that each individual interprets and assigns meaning to events based on their personal 

background and lived experiences. By embracing this relativist lens that 

acknowledges a plurality of views, this research sought to enrich how we understand 

the complex dynamics of HEI merger conflict. 

If ontology refers to the way the nature of “things” is understood, an 

epistemological perspective relates to one’s view of how knowledge is generated. 

Epistemological assumptions address the nature and justification of knowledge, 

explaining “how I know what I know” (Crotty, 1998). Two main epistemological 

positions are objectivism and subjectivism (Levers, 2013). Objectivism holds that 

reality exists independently of the individual mind, while subjectivism claims that 

meaning is derived from the subject or individual. Subjectivism does not deny an 

external reality but perceives that it is filtered through individual reflections and 

understandings (Levers, 2013). Constructionism is another epistemological approach, 

which assumes that the subject “constructs” an object’s reality. While subjectivism 

posits that the subject “assigns” meaning to an object, constructionism emphasizes 

the meaning generated through the interaction of the subject and object (Moon & 

Blackman, 2014). This research embraced subjectivism, as the knowledge on conflict 

dynamics of HEI merger to be gained through the research questions depended on 

the meaning each individual imposed on the conflict.  

This study was grounded in the interpretivist paradigm. As opposed to a positivist 

approach, which seeks to uncover absolute truths about reality, identified and 

measured to find causal relationships and generalize (Park et al., 2020), 

interpretivism acknowledges that reality is socially constructed and that multiple 

interpretations of events and situations exist, highlighting the ‘context’ of people’s 

behaviors (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Hiller, 2016). The term is used interchangeably 

with or distinguished from constructivism by different scholars, but ultimately 

emphasizes understanding the significance of human experiences and actions, 

seeking to grasp their meaning (Fossey et al., 2002; Schwandt, 2000). The goal is to 
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gain insight into life’s complex realities from the perspectives of individuals 

experiencing them (Schwandt, 1994), that is, to “enter research participants’ worlds” 

(Charmaz, 2006). Such an interpretivist stance aligned well with the aim of this 

research uncovering the subjective meanings that each stakeholder attributed to their 

experiences and interactions regarding the conflict during the merger process, rather 

than the positivist lens, which aims to find the objective reality. 

This research was also influenced by the epistemological foundation of Strauss’s 

approach to grounded theory, which is rooted in the Chicago interactionism and 

pragmatism of John Dewey and George Herbert Mead (Fisher & Strauss, 1979; 

Strauss, 1991). These philosophies’ emphasis on knowledge created through action 

and interaction, in addition to verifying ideas’ validity through their practical effects in 

reality, applied to the goal of this research in producing pragmatic insights into how 

we can resolve conflict in HEI mergers by analyzing stakeholders’ interactions.  

4.2 Reasons for Adopting Qualitative Design 

A qualitative methodology is employed when seeking to understand the underlying 

reasons for human behavior by investigating the thoughts and emotions that 

influence actions (Sutton, 2015). It is used to investigate areas where little is known 

and examine ideas in a real-world context to understand a phenomenon in depth and 

comprehensively (Heppner et al., 1999; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The topic of HEI 

merger conflicts were a relatively unexplored territory in this regard, and I determined 

that a qualitative approach was suitable for deeply examining the inner thoughts and 

diverse perspectives held by the Tampere University merger’s stakeholders on the 

conflict, to grasp the case holistically. 

4.3 Why Grounded Theory 

Grounded theory is a qualitative research methodology introduced by sociologists 

Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in their foundational text “The Discovery of 

Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research” (1967), which explores 

practical and empirical domains to develop new theories that explain specific social 

phenomena. Unlike a priori theory development processes in social sciences, which 

rely on deductive assumptions to collect data and pursue logical reasoning, grounded 

theory is distinguished by deriving insights from field data collected on people’s 
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behaviors, interactions, and social processes. Due to its pragmatic and inductive 

approach, grounded theory has been quickly adopted by social science researchers 

across various fields, including education, medicine, nursing, psychology, social work, 

religion, gender studies, and anthropology (Delmas & Giles, 2023; Morse et al., 2021). 

Over the years, the grounded theory method has evolved and expanded, 

incorporating various epistemological perspectives. Glaser and Strauss, who 

pioneered the grounded theory method, diverged on its approach and procedures, 

leading two distinct schools of thought to be developed: Glaser and Strauss. The 

Glaser school emphasized theoretical sensitivity, aligning with a positivist inclination, 

while the Strauss school focused on qualitative data analysis, reflecting pragmatic 

and interpretive orientations. Subsequently, Strauss’s student, Charmaz (2006), 

advanced Glaser and Strauss’s ideas to develop a constructivist grounded theory. 

Recently, another of Strauss’s students, Clarke, proposed an approach to grounded 

theory that incorporates situational analysis, viewing social “situations” as units of 

analysis based on postmodernism (Clarke & Charmaz, 2014). 

Across schools, common methodological characteristics are shared by all 

grounded theory methods, as summarized in Table 6 (Kenny & Fourie, 2015; 

Timonen et al., 2018).  

Table 6. Common features of grounded theory approaches 

Common 

feature 

Description 

Data-driven 

approach 

- Grounded theory is fundamentally inductive, meaning that it develops theories 

directly from data rather than starting with pre-existing hypotheses. Theories 

“emerge” as researchers analyze and interact with the data 

Constant 

comparative 

method 

- Continuous comparison of codes, codes with emerging categories, and 

categories with one another 

- In the final stages, the emerging theory is compared with existing literature 

Theoretical 

sampling 

- Research sample is not predetermined but dynamically led by the emerging 

theory 

- Continues until the saturation point 

Memo writing - Researchers record reflections, ideas, and conjectures throughout the 

research process 

- Crucial tool for tracking the conceptualization process and facilitating theory 

development 
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Coding 

process 

- Data are analyzed through coding, which involves labeling key data to identify 

recurring themes and concepts. Grounded theory typically involves three 

coding types: 

• Open coding: Break down, examine, and categorize data 

• Axial coding: Make connections between categories and subcategories 

• Selective coding: Identify the core category around which all other 

categories are integrated 

Iterative 

process 

- Simultaneous data collection, coding, and analysis intertwine continuously 

from the investigation’s beginning to its end  

Concept of 

saturation 

- Data collection and analysis continue until no new data emerge 

Below are the reasons why I chose a grounded theory approach for this study. 

First, the absence of existing theories: Grbich (2024) states that grounded theory 

is used when there is limited or no existing knowledge in a particular area, when 

interactions within specific settings need to be closely observed along with all related 

factors. At present, no comprehensive theory explaining conflict in the context of 

university mergers can be identified. The theoretical discourse surrounding this 

conflict remains fragmented, with most discussions centered around individual case 

studies analyzed through different theoretical lenses. Theories related to corporate 

M&As or organizational change, while relevant, have limited applicability to higher 

education’s unique context. 

Second, the Tampere University conflict’s complexity and uniqueness: The 

intricacies of the Tampere University merger conflict were evaluated as too 

complicated and multifaceted to fit within existing theoretical frameworks. For 

instance, no framework could explain the complexity and dynamics of the many 

factors associated with this conflict, such as legal matters, administrative and 

governance issues, human factors, or external influence, which all combined in one 

HE merger case.  

Third, a tool for understanding social interactions: Grounded theory is a useful tool 

for examining the meaning behind individuals’ social actions and interactions, as it is 

rooted in symbolic interactionism, which explores how individuals and social entities 

assign meaning to their experiences and interactions through symbolic 

communication (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). The approach was thus well-suited to this 

study, which explored conflicting interactions from the perspectives of those involved. 

Fourth, desire for practical and applicable theory: Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

stressed the value of creating theories grounded in real-world observations, which 
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can be effectively used to deepen how we comprehend social phenomena. Given 

their argument that researchers should let the data guide theory development, the 

lack of a well-established theoretical or conceptual framework for university merger 

conflicts made this the most suitable approach for developing a theory based on field 

data, with practical implications for minimizing conflicts in other university mergers. 

Rather than Glaser’s grounded theory approach based on positivism or 

Charmaz’s constructionist approach, this study adopted Straussian grounded theory 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) for several reasons. First, the 

Glaserian approach did not fit the interpretivist paradigm that matched this research 

topic’s subjective elements. Second, as Charmaz’s constructivist method allows for 

multiple data interpretations as meaning is co-constructed between the researcher 

and research participants, Strauss’s structured and systematic approach was 

considered to complement the “overly subjective” CGT(Constructivist Grounded 

Theory). In particular, the paradigm model suggested by Strauss and Corbin for data 

interpretation was judged to be an ideal fit for this complex case, rather than 

restricting the analysis or forcing the data to fit the framework. Lastly, the sensitivity 

of conflicts as a topic made it crucial to maintain neutrality and distance from the 

research subjects, in contrast to the CGT approach, in which researchers and 

participants co-construct meaning. Therefore, Straussian grounded theory was 

chosen, which emphasizes the discovery of meaning while maintaining objectivity 

with the methods and data.  

During the research design development process, alternative methodological 

approaches were also considered. While the study was situated in a specific 

institutional case, a grounded theory approach was chosen over a traditional case 

study framework, as the purpose was to build theory inductively from the data in 

addition to the fact that the case was too complex to be explained by the application 

of only a few existing theories. Phenomenological research was also contemplated, 

given its strength in capturing individuals’ in-depth experiences. However, its intense 

focus on individual experiences was considered to limit the opportunity to shed light 

on the structural factors embedded in the conflict. This led me to choose grounded 

theory, as it allowed for exploring both individual accounts and structural dimensions 

within the conflict. 
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4.4 Method 

For data collection, this study combined document analysis, including academic 

articles, news articles, survey results, blog posts, reports, and student magazines, 

with semi-structured interviews. Initially, the research was guided by a preliminary 

study on restricted documents and verbal explanations from several academic staff 

members who were on campus during the merger and knew about the events that 

unfolded. At this stage, my understanding of the case was limited and the research 

topic and questions focused on examining the relationship between leadership 

practices and the conflicts that arose during the merger, since leadership issues 

appeared to be a major component in the identified conflicts. 

However, Creswell (2007) noted that questions change throughout the research 

process as a deeper understanding is gained of the problem, and the research 

question in this study also evolved as data collection progressed, informed by various 

interviewees’ perspectives, which broadened my understanding. The case was found 

to be more complex than initially perceived during the preliminary investigation, and 

the leadership issue, though considerable, transpired to be only one issue involved 

in the conflict. Multiple conflicts existed behind the scenes among different 

stakeholders, so the research scope was expanded beyond the conflict between 

UTA’s leadership and the academic community. As the bigger picture came into view, 

I concluded that exploring diverse stakeholders’ perceptions regarding conflicts could 

reveal broader points of contention, highlighting where and how conflicts may arise 

during a university merger. This angle was also considered to provide more 

comprehensive lessons in anticipating and mitigating potential conflict during future 

HEI mergers in similar contexts, which was among this research’s aims. 

As a result, the research question was changed from how leadership practices 

were related to conflicts in the TAU merger to how leadership and the academic 

community perceived conflicts that occurred during the merger. The changed 

question also appeared to work better when eliciting interview consent from the 

leadership, as the previous question on “how leadership practices were related to 

conflicts” could be interpreted as aimed at fault finding with the leadership. A lesson 

was learned that when conducting research on sensitive topics such as conflicts, 

adjusting the angle of the research question or phrasing so it is not off-putting to 

interview candidates can be a valuable strategy for obtaining their consent. 
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4.5 Sampling  

Qualitative research generally utilizes nonprobability sampling methods (Murphy et 

al., 1998). This means the results of a specific study are usually not intended to be 

generalized but are applicable to the specific population studied (Higginbottom, 2004). 

However, though generalizability may not be the primary aim of qualitative research, 

transferability and applicability of findings to similar contexts may be achieved 

through purposeful sampling and detailed descriptions (Morse, 1999; Polit & Beck, 

2010). In this context, sampling strategies used within qualitative research paradigms 

aim to direct the researcher toward individuals especially knowledgeable about a 

phenomenon (Creswell & Clark, 2011). Purposive sampling was employed in this 

research to select such information-rich cases for in-depth study (Patton, 2015); the 

approach aided in identifying stakeholders central to the conflict or with expert 

knowledge about the merger history. To gain diverse stakeholder perspectives, 

maximum variation sampling was also adopted to capture variation in key dimensions 

and identify common patterns within that diversity (Patton, 2015). This meant 

including students, professors, researchers, administrative staff from the university 

community side and from the leadership side, founders, the interim board, and the 

university management.  

As the major acts of conflict mainly occurred on the side of the former University 

of Tampere between leadership who were involved in the merger process and UTA 

academic community, this research focuses on the conflict that occurred between the 

leadership comprised of founders, interim board, government, and the academic 

community of UTA. Accordingly, the interview participants from the academic 

community were selected mostly from UTA, but because understanding the 

comprehensive picture also required the input of TUT members on some points, a 

small number of individuals including university management and a community 

member from TUT were also added. 

As interviewing progressed, a mixture of snowball and theoretical sampling was 

also employed. Snowball sampling, which utilizes participant referral (Luborsky & 

Rubinstein,1995), is a popular means of recruiting research participants when the 

topic is sensitive or seeking out hard-to-reach populations, hence fitting this research 

(Parker & Scott, 2020). The initial interview participants were selected based on 

recommendations from former or current university faculty members with direct 

experience in the merger or expert knowledge on the case through research or data 

collection. As the interviews unfolded, this research, based on a grounded theory 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4012002/#R10
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methodology, also utilized theoretical sampling, which selects new data sources 

based on emerging concepts and theories. 

Ultimately, the interview participants were from two groups—the leadership, who 

led or participated in the merger, and university community members critically aware 

of the merger process, whether through acts of resistance or voicing their opinions 

on the merger’s issues. The opinions of academic community interviewees in this 

research do not represent the views of the entire community from the former 

University of Tampere. However, based on the combined information from media 

reports on university members who marched against the merger (approximately one 

thousand), a petition with three thousand signatures against the new university’s draft 

regulations, and survey results from the University of Helsinki’s Social Psychology 

Department, indirectly gathered from a thesis (Perttula, 2020) as well as by a former 

faculty member on the merger process and related issues (“Kenen yliopisto?”, 2019), 

it was judged that the scale of opposing views was sufficient to warrant research 

attention. Therefore, examining these participants’ opinions was worthwhile in 

providing valuable insights into how and why conflicts may arise during university 

mergers in similar contexts, offering lessons for future higher education institution 

mergers.  

The leadership group was categorized into Groups A, B and Government, 

representing interim board members, founders, the Ministry of Education and Culture, 

respectively. Group A, the interim board members, comprised leaders responsible for 

implementing the merger process. Group B, the founders, originally composed of 

stakeholders from the industry, business, NGOs, Tampere city and various other 

organizations, who contributed financially to TU’s foundation university model, 

included interviewees from the industry and business sectors for this research. As for 

the government, an official possessing comprehensive knowledge of the case was 

interviewed. 

The university community group included students, researchers, faculty, and 

administrative staff and university management (senior management) who were 

present on campus during the merger with firsthand experience. Some actively 

participated in communicating with the leadership during the merger, and a TUT 

alumna was also included. These individuals gave vivid accounts of their direct 

involvement in the conflict, allowing me to gather information beyond that 

documented in written texts. To protect participants’ anonymity and respect the 

topic’s sensitivity, information that could reveal or allow readers to draw assumptions 

about participants’ identities is restricted, as shown in Table 7.  
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Although university management (internal senior leaders of the universities) 

including three members from UTA and one from TUT, did not clearly fall within the 

established participant groups, their data were categorized and analyzed as part of 

the university community. This was because most of their stances could be 

categorized as aligning with 'change recipients,' as they were subject to broader 

forces of change such as the ministry or the new rector, similar to the university 

community.  

Table 7.  Interview participant list 

Participant  Type  Number of participants  Location  

Leadership Group A   Interim board  3  Individual office/ 
Online  

Leadership Group B  Founders  2  Online  

Government    1  Online  

Professors    3  TU campus  

Students    7 (1 TUT alumna)  TU/TUT campus  

Administrators   2  TU campus  

Researchers    3  TU campus/ Online  

University management    4 (1 TUT leadership)  TU campus/ 
online  

Total     25    

 

Altogether, 25 out of 30 participants contacted agreed to participate in this study. 

The interviews were conducted between November 2023 and January 2024 on the 

City center and Hervanta campuses, either in the individual’s office or online, with 

four more interviews held between June and August 2024. Each interview session 

lasted approximately 90 to 120 minutes, with one participant’s session lasting four 

hours and two participants being interviewed twice, as the information they were 

willing to share did not fit into a single session.  

Members of the leadership, in particular, were contacted via email two or three 

times with an interview request if they did not respond to the first attempt, considering 

the significance of their data for this research. Among Leadership Group A, four out 

of seven leaders responded, but one leader changed their mind after the initial 

agreement, which occurred after they read the interview questions, which they 

requested in advance. In their email, the leader commented that the starting point for 
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my thesis gave the impression of assuming that the former universities’ entire 

communities were against the merger, though it was a small number who catalyzed 

opposition, and their goal was the renovated University Act’s cancellation, rather than 

the merger’s. In my response email, I explained that this research did not start from 

such an assumption and described that hearing both sides’ views was important for 

unbiased research along with the topic’s nature. Two statistical results quantifiably 

demonstrating that resistance involved more than a handful of researchers’ opinions 

did not help. This was not offered to support any side of the conflict but as a statement 

of fact intended to convince the potential participant, but when looking back, my 

approach may have lacked sophistication of skills in persuading the candidate. The 

leader ultimately declined the interview. The interviews were semi-structured and 

conducted in English, combining open-ended and closed-ended questions (Adams, 

2015), led by the guiding topics and ensuing prompts. Semi-structured interviews 

were chosen because they allow a balanced structure of preventing deviation from 

the topic and a certain degree of autonomy in the respondents' answers, enabling the 

researcher to delve deeply into the topic while investigating the targeted information 

(Rabionet, 2011). 

Table 8. Interview guide and prompt examples 

Student topic guide Sample prompt 

What did you think were the issues that 

became conflicts during Tampere university 

merger? 

- Why do you think those issues turned into 

conflict? 

What do you think "democracy" / "self-

governance"/ "university" meant to the 

community of Tampere University or to you? 

- Why was it so important to the extent of 

making people participate in a group 

demonstration or legal actions, etc? 

- Was it about maintaining the status-quo or did 

it mean something more to the community? 

What did you think of the way the merger was 

handled? 

- Why do you think it was led in the way it did? 

How do you think the conflicts related to the 

merger impacted you or the university? 

- Do you think the conflicts impacted how 

people felt towards their university in any way? 
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- If there is(or has been) any on-going conflict 

post-merger, what problems are(were) affecting 

the community in what way? 

Do you think there were any measures which 

could have prevented the lingering problems or 

side-effects post-merger? 

  

Do you have an opinion on how the merger 

process would have been better if it was 

handled in a different way? 

- How different do you think the outcome would 

have been? 

Founder topic guide Sample prompt 

What was your group interested in when it got 

involved as the founder of Tampere University 

merger? 

- Could you specify what you mean by ... 

regarding that interest? 

What was your group's view on any moments 

of tension or conflict that occurred during the 

merger? 

- Why do you think the community responded 

in the way it did? 

What did your group think about TAU's struggle 

with governance issue (ex. wanting their 

internal member to be included in the board) ? 

- What part of it did your group not see eye to 

eye with the academic community? 

4.6 Data Saturation 

To determine data saturation, Corbin and Strauss (2015) state that in addition to “no 

new categories or themes emerging” after certain data collection, adequate sampling 

is achieved when the primary categories display specificity and density in their 

properties. Furthermore, the theory created by linking these categories should be 

coherent, with no gaps in explanation. Considering these standards, data gathering 

was halted when the interview narratives started to sound redundant, with major 

categories exhibiting repetitive content and specificity. However, there were 

difficulties in assessing the theory’s density and logic, when some participants’ 

accounts seemed insufficient to logically piece together the events that had 

transpired. When certain interviewees’ explanations sounded inadequate from a 

common-sense perspective or when opposite parties’ accounts did not align, though 
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there are multiple causes for this, I was reminded of social desirability bias. This 

phenomenon is a widely acknowledged limitation in qualitative studies, referring to 

people’s tendency to portray oneself and one’s social context as socially desirable, 

though this may be untrue (Bergen & Labonté, 2019; Nederhof, 1985). This bias is 

more likely to arise in studies on sensitive or controversial topics (Grimm, 2010), 

which applied to this case. Scholars believe that this bias results from two factors: 

“self-deception” and “other-deception” (Paulhus, 1984, as cited in Nederhof, 1985; 

Sackeim & Gur, 1978). “Self-deception” occurs when interviewees genuinely believe 

what is factually incorrect about themselves as true, while “other-deception” involves 

deliberately misrepresenting the truth to manage impressions (Goffman, 1959 as 

cited in Nederhof, 1985; Millham & Kellogg, 1980). This concept came to my mind 

when a consistent pattern was observed among some interview participants, who 

uniformly reported an inability to recall a phenomenon when posed with sensitive 

questions, while providing relatively solid answers to other questions. Weiss (1994) 

provided a sharp observation on how interviewees can effortlessly neglect to mention 

things in interviews, and only where there is exceptional trust in the interview 

relationship will some experiences be shared, as individuals are not willing to expose 

themselves to potential risks for social research. This is among the present study’s 

limitations, as discussed in later chapters.  

In addition, learning when to stop and set boundaries on the data collection 

process was also found to be crucial in this research, as the participants provided 

extensive behind-the-scenes stories from their unique perspectives, at times 

exceeding the manageable limits of this study.  

4.7 Challenges 

Before addressing the challenges encountered during this research, it should be 

acknowledged that in most cases, my position as an external, unaffiliated third party, 

that is, an international researcher—without direct experience of the merger or 

connections to the relevant parties—seemed to have the advantage of making 

participants feel comfortable during the interviews and elicited what appeared to be 

open responses from them. However, the linguistic constraints of a non-Finnish-

speaking researcher conducting this study on a Finnish case may have had an impact 

on locating and gathering the relevant data written in Finnish. Yet, best effort was 

made to locate and review all accessible materials from the relevant journal articles 

and their reference lists, news articles, blog posts, student magazines, and reports, 
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which were found through keyword searches in Finnish or were recommended by my 

supervisor or interview participants. These sources were translated and reviewed 

using Google translation services if originally not published in English. 

Given the sensitivity of the topic, a particular challenge experienced during the 

data collection stage was interviewing some of the key individuals central to the 

phenomenon. Extra caution was required when handling the interview process with 

these participants—from reaching out to them, to crafting questions’ wording so those 

sensitive to the subject would not decline or withdraw from the interviews, to 

conducting the interviews with a non-judgmental and unbiased attitude in order to 

maintain neutrality. 

Based on preliminary research, I had prior knowledge that some in the leadership 

had received negative media attention regarding UTA members’ responses during 

the merger. Unavoidably, there was a certain apprehension that some leaders might 

adopt a defensive stance when approached for interviews. These concerns 

materialized somewhat when there was no response to interview request emails, an 

interview invitation was declined, or the interview consent form was not signed for an 

extended period of time after the interview despite multiple polite reminders. 

For interviews with participants who were high-level leaders in different fields of 

Finnish society, additional preparation was made by studying strategies for 

conducting elite interviews (Harvey, 2011). There were instances where detailed 

probing was constrained when these participants appeared uncomfortable or 

reluctant to elaborate in the interviews. In these moments, a strategy of moving on to 

a different question and returning to the topic from a different angle later had to be 

used, prioritizing the continuation of the interview. However, when the interviewees 

seemed to avoid giving a proper answer to a question on a sensitive issue either by 

stating that they do not remember or by providing a superficial response, the 

limitations of the interview had to be accepted, to preserve the rapport and not disrupt 

the interview’s atmosphere. Lastly, although considerable attempts were made to 

approach interview participants with prudence, there were moments of witnessing 

what could be interpreted as a defensive attitude in a few interview participants, as 

an example, in the form of directly commenting that the researcher seems naïve to 

believe only one side's opinions, when approached with a question reflecting some 

university community members’ views. In these challenging instances, an effort was 

made not to take the response personally, but to view them as reflections of the 

topic's controversial nature – as one of the phenomena researchers might experience 

when studying sensitive subjects like conflict. 
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4.8 Data Analysis  

Using a grounded theory approach for data analysis enables the analysis process to 

start as data are gathered and continue throughout the study, facilitating continuous 

comparisons (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). While the specific analytical techniques and 

procedures used in grounded theory may vary among researchers (Creswell, 2016), 

this study employed the coding methods and the paradigm model proposed by 

Strauss and Corbin (1990). The coding process is divided into three stages: open, 

axial, and selective. In the open coding stage, researchers gather as much data as 

possible, identify relevant information, conceptualize it by assigning labels, and group 

these concepts into categories. During axial coding, the relationships between the 

categories generated from open coding are closely examined, allowing the data to 

be reassembled and analyzed from a structural perspective. Essentially, open coding 

involves conceptualizing and categorizing meaningful words and passages from the 

collected data, while axial coding focuses on uncovering the structure among these 

categories using a paradigm model. Finally, selective coding entails identifying the 

core category by weaving together the concepts, categories, and structures derived 

from the previous stages into a comprehensive storyline or by conducting a temporal 

analysis. It is important to note that the coding process is not a linear, one-time 

endeavor; rather, it is an iterative process that continues until the research concludes. 

Insights gleaned during axial and selective coding are often cycled back into open 

coding, allowing for concepts’ and categories’ refinement and revision (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2015; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

4.8.1 Transcription 

The digitally recorded interviews were transcribed mostly using Microsoft Word’s 

transcribe function, with a small portion processed using a paid online transcription 

service. Memos and summaries were written immediately after the interviews about 

their contents or my observations. The interview transcripts altogether totaled 952 

pages and were checked and modified for accuracy while re-listening to the 

recordings.  
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4.8.2 Open Coding 

Corbin & Strauss (2015) defines the initial open coding stage as “breaking down, 

examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data” (p.220). This is where 

the researcher starts assigning labels to concepts, which serve as the basis for 

developing themes and categories. The interview transcripts were coded line by line 

in Microsoft Word using the comment function, which took at least seven hours per 

interview transcript, extending to more than two days depending on the length. 

Examples are given in Table 9. The overall 952 transcript pages’ line-by-line coding 

took approximately two months. The codes were developed into concepts and 

categories as I re-read the data and organized the codes. Once my confidence grew 

in the data analysis, Atlas.ti software program was used for the remaining coding. 

Each participant and interview question’s coding results were summarized and 

organized in an Excel file.  

Table 9. Open coding example 

Leader 1 interview data Line-by-line coding 

I think the main issue really was that the two universities, the 

University of Technology and University of Tampere, they 

have very different, what I would say, cultures. University of 

Tampere was kind of, I'm not talking about my personal view 

and experience, they had what I would call a very 

conservative way of thinking. They were very much focused 

on the way that things have been done earlier in their 

university, and what role the different bodies had, while the 

University of Technology was much more outward looking. 

Because their work in the area of engineering and 

technology, they had a much more lively interface with 

industry and the outside world, they were more open to new 

ideas. So my experience was that there was two very 

different cultures. The merger happened and many of the 

issues arose from these cultures in a way colliding… 

I think the basic issue is that you have to build on an 

environment of trust so that people, students, faculty, coming 

from different cultures, different habits, they begin, begin to 

trust each other, and are then ready to give up the old ways 

 
Different cultures of two universities 
 
 
 
 
 
Conservative aspect of UTA  
 
 
 
Outward-looking TUT 
 
 
TUT’s connections with the industry 
Open to new ideas 

Collision of cultures 

 
 
Necessity of building an environment 
of trust 
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of doing things. And this does not happen unless you build 

this mutual trust very, very carefully. 

 

4.8.3 Axial Coding  

After open coding, axial coding was employed to connect the categories, followed by 

selective coding to determine the core category. Further interviews were conducted 

iteratively after partial data analysis, with each batch of data reviewed and memos 

recorded immediately after the interviews. Various diagrams were created in this 

process on PowerPoint slides to visualize emerging relationships between different 

categories and compare those among different interviewees. Throughout the coding 

process, a constant comparison method was used to compare incidents, categories, 

and core categories that emerged in the data analysis. The data were organized for 

each group, from the interim board to the administrative staff. Examples are given in 

Table 10. 

Table 10. Axial coding examples: Categories, concepts, and codes 

Issues perceived as conflicts by university community 

Category Concepts 

Leadership Communication issues  

- Need for leaders to seriously reflect the community’s opinions   

- Lack of genuine listening                  

- Lack of transparency and information sharing                                        

- Lack of opportunities for the community to express       

opinions 

- Meaningless public hearings leading to the leaders’ decisions  

- Importance of securing communication channels from the  

community to leadership  

Lack of conflict management skills  

- No allowance for conflicts in the merger process                                            

- Labeling members who raise issues as troublemakers                                         

- Wants a quick merger implementation without any resistance  

Code 
 

Codes 
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Following this procedure, the categories were organized into a paradigm model, 

which Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggested as a framework for interpreting the 

relationships between concepts to develop a theory. There are several categories 

Strauss and Corbin suggested in the paradigm model, as illustrated in Figure 6. 

Conditions, which indicate circumstances or context that influence the phenomenon 

being studied, are divided into causal, contextual, and intervening. Actions and 

interactions refer to the strategies or behaviors of those involved in the case. 

Consequences result from their actions and conditions. These basic elements in the 

paradigm model were identified by incorporating the fitting categories into each 

element. 

Figure 6. Diagram of linked categories forming a paradigm model 

 

4.8.4 Selective Coding 

Selective coding is the last step in grounded theory, where all categories are united 

around one core category, creating a storyline that explains the phenomenon. It is 

also the stage where the researcher builds a unified theory based on the connected 

data. Throughout the iterative data organization and analysis, I continuously reflected 

on what the core category might be and its relationships to other categories, which 

allowed the core category to naturally “surface” by the time the research came to the 

selective coding phase. It was narrowed down to a few key concepts, which were 

reviewed while re-examining and ruminating on the overall data. Separate core 
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categories were considered for the community data and the leadership group’s data. 

Identifying the core category required comprehensively examining these data and 

reflecting on the mechanisms emerging from the analysis. The process I followed is 

illustrated in Table 11. 

Table 11. Grounded theory data analysis process, modified from Kim et al. (2013) 

 

4.9 Reflexivity  

The decision to study this topic originally stemmed from my interest in higher 

education landscape of South Korea, the researcher’s home country, where more 

than half of the 335 universities (as of 2023), will have to close or merge within 25 

years (Lee, 2021). This is due to the country’s lowest birthrate in the world which has 

been trending mainly downward since 2000. The situation sparked my practical 

interest in strategies for implementing university mergers with minimal conflicts, 

particularly upon discovering the scarcity of the literature despite scholars' 

highlighting the necessity of study in this field. 
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While searching for the relevant literature, I came across the case of Tampere 

university, covered in several academic publications. At the beginning of this study, 

as a non-Finnish doctoral researcher and an outsider unfamiliar with Finnish society, 

there was a near-blank slate regarding knowledge of Finnish university culture, 

traditions, and the mindset of its members. This position, paradoxically, allowed for 

an approach to research relatively unhindered by preconceptions. For example, 

concepts such as democracy and self-governance valued on UTA campus appeared 

novel in my eyes as a non-Finnish researcher, as these values did not seem to carry 

the equal weight on university campuses in South Korea, where there are different 

systems and cultures. 

Nonetheless, as this research examined the factors that led conflict to arise from 

discontent among university members, the initial phase of the study focused on 

interviews reflecting their perspectives and academic sources that aligned with their 

viewpoints. Consequently, the starting point of this research may have been 

influenced by a particular perspective. There were moments when my emotions and 

thoughts were influenced as a human being while being a researcher after hearing 

the experiences of certain participants. This was particularly challenging when some 

participants’ interview responses seemed misaligned with or disproportionate to other 

participants’ reported experiences, though they had their own reasons for perceiving 

the situation in their ways. However, efforts were made to maintain a neutral 

perspective as I engaged in dialogues with my thesis supervisor and a mentor, who 

affirmed that it is not the researcher’s role to judge participants’ behaviors but to 

report and analyze them from the most objective viewpoint possible. As the interviews 

progressed and deeper insights into the case developed, it became possible to 

appreciate both perspectives, revealing the points of divergence in their viewpoints. 

4.10 Ethics and Rigor 

4.10.1 Ethics 

This study did not require specific research permission as it was a case of a Tampere 

University researcher interviewing current or former university members on Tampere 
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University matters.4 A Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA) pre-assessment 

was conducted, and the results indicated that a full DPIA was not required. Before 

the interviews, all participants received a Research Notice and Privacy Statement on 

how their information would be collected, used, disclosed, and managed in 

compliance with the EU’s General Data Protection Regulations. Consent signatures 

were requested before the interviews and collected via electronic forms, either before 

or after each interview, depending on the participant’s preference. Permission to 

record the interviews was also sought beforehand, and when one participant declined, 

notes were taken instead. All interview recordings, transcripts, and other research 

data were saved on my personal drive of the university platform, protected by 

passwords. All handwritten materials containing confidential data were either kept in 

my personal room or discarded. Interview participants were informed in advance that 

their identities would remain anonymous. Privacy was ensured by conducting 

interviews in a seminar or meeting room reserved on campus or a separate office. 

4.10.2 Rigor 

Although there is little consensus on the correct evaluation criteria for qualitative 

research (Corbin & Strauss, 2015), scholars have used concepts such as validity, 

reliability, credibility, confirmability, trustworthiness, and applicability to evaluate its 

quality. Different criteria and procedures have been suggested for these concepts, 

such as thick description, the constant comparative method, triangulation, or multiple 

comparison groups. In this research, reliability was enhanced by a thick description 

of the findings and processes of the study. Trustworthiness was strengthened 

through data triangulation, incorporating not only interviews but also various 

documentary sources, ranging from journals to news articles. Additionally, by 

interviewing diverse groups involved in the conflict, this research aimed to enhance 

credibility through what Glaser and Strauss (1967) describe as using multiple 

comparison groups. Theoretical sensitivity, another criterion suggested by Strauss 

and Corbin, was taken into consideration. If a theme emerged and was repeated by 

some participants, the next interview candidate was selected on the criteria of being 

most likely to provide more detailed insights on the topic. Simultaneously, 

comparative thinking was employed to continuously analyze and compare the 

 
4 https://www.tuni.fi/en/research/responsible-science-and-research/research-

integrity/requests-to-disclose-data-and-applying-for-a-research-permission-at-tampere-
university 

https://www.tuni.fi/en/research/responsible-science-and-research/research-integrity/requests-to-disclose-data-and-applying-for-a-research-permission-at-tampere-university
https://www.tuni.fi/en/research/responsible-science-and-research/research-integrity/requests-to-disclose-data-and-applying-for-a-research-permission-at-tampere-university
https://www.tuni.fi/en/research/responsible-science-and-research/research-integrity/requests-to-disclose-data-and-applying-for-a-research-permission-at-tampere-university
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interviews across participants, as well as to examine similar phenomena and 

experiences found in the literature. The situations and phenomena explained by the 

interviewees were also examined from multiple viewpoints to ensure credibility. Lastly, 

the time spent relocating from Finland to my home country and settling back after the 

data collection stage allowed for a certain interval between data collection and 

analysis. This break afforded me a significantly refreshed perspective on the data, 

enhancing my objectivity. 

4.11 Summary  

This chapter has outlined the methodological concepts and methods employed in this 

study. It has offered a justification for the qualitative methodology (grounded theory) 

and the philosophical framework that guided this research, in addition to detailing the 

data collection and analysis, along with the ethical considerations that contributed to 

the findings, which will be presented in the following chapters. 
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5 FINDINGS 

This chapter presents findings from the data analysis of the interviews with the 

academic community and leadership in addition to relevant documents, using a 

grounded theory method. First, it presents the open coding results analyzed through 

the line-by-line coding of the interview data, the analysis of related documents, and 

the results of axial coding and selective coding.  

Open coding is “the process of breaking down, examining, conceptualizing, and 

categorizing data” (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 220). This process names and 

categorizes phenomena through examination of data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), which 

are broken down into parts and subject to comparisons and questions (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990). 

In total, 27 open categories, 75 subcategories, and 312 concepts were identified 

throughout the open coding process. From the university community side, 9 open 

categories, 28 subcategories, and 143 concepts were identified from the interview 

results and document analysis. From the leadership side, 18 open categories, 47 

subcategories, and 169 concepts were derived from analysis of the data. 

The open coding results are presented with a slightly different approach for the 

academic community versus the leadership. Because redundant categories emerged 

among the five academic community subgroups—students, professors, researchers, 

administrators, and university management—as they were “subject to change” being 

implemented by the leadership, the open coding results for this group were organized 

into “categories,” providing explanation for each subgroup under each category.  

In contrast, the leadership’s coding results were organized into the following 

subgroups: interim board, founders, and government. This was due to each 

leadership subgroup’s distinctive interpretations of the conflict, which helped better 

understand their views on the conflict, deemed academically meaningful as they 

provided insights into the leadership’s potential roles in future HEI mergers.  
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Table 12. Interview group composition 

Group Subgroups Number 

Academic community  Students 

Professors 

Researchers 

Administrators 

University management 

7 

3 

3 

2 

4 

 Total 19 

Leadership Interim board 

Founders 

Government 

3 

2 

1 

 Total 6 

Total  25 

 

Notably, when interviewing the leadership group, the new President critiqued by the 

UTA community was not interviewed after an attempt of emailing her assistant which 

did not receive a reply.  

This decision was based on two reasons: First, the university community’s 

critiques predominantly targeted the interim board and the founders whose decisions 

were seen as central to the tensions during the merger, making the leadership focus 

of this research primarily centered on the behaviors of those two groups, with the 

remaining attention directed toward the government and the new President. Second, 

the decision was based on my previous empirical experience with other interviewees 

that the President’s responses would likely be influenced by the need to publicly 

justify her actions, with the potential of curated statements, particularly after gathering 

consistent data on the President’s actions and statements from other stakeholders. 

As such, due to the different weight on leadership focus and triangulation efforts to 

capture a less filtered perspective on the leadership dynamics, no exhaustive 

attempts were made to interview the post-merger leader. 

This chapter is presented in the following order. First, the open coding results of 

the university community will be presented in each category, which will be combined 

in the axial coding results. Next, the open coding results of the leadership group will 

be introduced by each subgroup, which will be integrated into the axial coding results. 

In the selective coding phase, these two sets of results will be synthesized and 

contrasted. 
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5.1 Open Coding Analysis of University Community Perspectives  

In this section, I will explore the main categories that emerged from the open coding 

analysis of perspectives among the university community, which are overviewed in 

Table 13. 

Table 13. Open coding results of the academic community  

Phenomenon                                       *functions also as a Contextual / Intervening conditions 

Main Category Subcategory Concepts 

1.Power & 

Governance 

 

 

 

 

 

Deprivation of 

university 

autonomy and 

self-governance 

 

1. Top-down decision structure  

2. Centralized authority 

3. Managerial operation 

4. Board composition tensions 

5. Unequal representation mechanism 

6. Prioritization of specific stakeholders over 

community 

7. Corporate governance model 

8. Involuntary, forced merger 

9. Power struggle 

10. Internal member exclusion (Lack of 

stakeholder participation) 

11. Imposed institutional model 

12. Minority overriding majority opinions 

External influence 

 

13. Ministry’s pressure   

14. Technology Industry Association’s interest  

15. Strategic funding control   

16. National interest  

17. Media spotlight 

18. New Public Management trend in HE and 

Finnish society 

19. Interim board’s decision beyond given scope 

20. Leadership power asymmetry  
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Causal / Intervening Condition      
                                                                 *functions as both Causal and Intervening conditions 

2.Leadership 

Characteristics 

Result and task 

Orientation 

21. Results-oriented: Prioritization of 

implementation over process 

22. Task-oriented (do it and leave) 

Ideology  

  

23. Corporate ideology  

24. Techno-bureaucratic thinking  

25. Democratic mandate vs elite mandate  

26. Hidden agendas  

27. Unaware of political engagement  

Career influence  26. Business/administrative/ 
technical logics  

Disconnect from 

community 

27. Distrust toward the community  

28. Indifferent to community’s opinions  

29. Focused on minority elite’s vision  

30. External leadership: ‘Us vs them’  

Lack of 

organizational 

understanding  

31. Democratic institution 

32. Different operational logics  

Self-interest and 

temporariness 

 

33. Temporariness of the interim board’s position 

34. Personal reputation/ego 

35. Elitism/sense of superiority 

36. No risk-taking, carbon-copy of former 

foundation model 

3.Cultural and value 

Conflict  

Value conflict  

37. Academic vs corporate logic clash 

38. Humboldtian vs neoliberal 

39. Democracy vs efficiency tension 

40. Autonomy vs Centralized 

41. Public good vs market values 

42. Pragmatism/ materialism 

43. Different views of what a university should be 

44. Tradition vs innovation strain 
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Contextual condition 

4.Academic identity Meaning of 

democracy 

 

45. Extension of university autonomy 

46. Sense of community 

47. Self-governance – freedom/ right to decide 

about one’s work and organization 

48. Tripartite representation   

49. Tradition 

50. True representation, not just being heard  

Meaning of 

university 

51. Place of free study, research, thought 

52. Wholesome growth 

53. Civitas Bildung 

54. Academic freedom 

55. Place to foster critical thinking and analytical 

skills  

56. Sole institution for interest-free, pure 

research 

5.University 

differences 

Structure  

57. Disciplines 

58. Administrative model 

59. Operational rules 

Culture 

60. Paradigms of members 

61. History and tradition 

62. Disciplinary perspective gaps 

*partly functions as action/interaction 

6.Process 

management issues 

 
Rushed timeline 

63. Tight administrative schedule  

64. Rushed implementation 

65. Abrupt change 

Ambiguous laws   66. Unsettled interpretation of relevant laws 

Merger readiness 

and execution gap  

67. Insufficient preparation  

68. Working groups' output not integrated after 

merger 
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Resource allocation 

issues 

  

69. Concerns about overall resource reduction 

by new leaders 

70. Inter-campus resource concerns 

71. Failure of HR allocation 

 

Insufficient post-

merger measure 

72. No community-building effort post-merger 

Action/Interaction 

7.Leadership 

Approach 

 

Authoritarian 

leadership style 

73. Forced decisions 

74. Leadership failure 

75. Distrust towards the community 

76. Strategic manipulation 

77. Gaslighting tactics 

78. Refusing compromise 

79. Wrong selection of the leader  

Disregard for the 

community 

  

80. Disregard for community input  

81. Under-utilized university HR sources   

82. Democratic deficit  

83. Rector's "circle of trust" excludes existing 

staff 

84. Necessity of consensus-based development 

85. Disrespect for traditions 

86. Disrespect for university’s former identity 

87. Neglect of community harmony and concerns 

Leadership 

demands in 

university 

communities 

 

88.  Organizations are human entities 

89.  Adaptive time needed for organizations for 

change 

90.  Importance of “trust” 

91. Importance of post-merger leadership 
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Insufficient conflict 

management skills 

92. Wanting no opposition, to ride problem-free 

93. Avoidance of conflict 

94. Stigmatizing dissent as “troublemaking”  

Communication 

issues 

 

95. Merger vision not clearly communicated 

96. Unilateral announcement 

97. Lack of transparency 

98. Perfunctory hearings 

99. Dismissive of feedback 

100. Mismatch of words and thoughts 

101. Learning through gossip 

8.Community 

Response   

 

Collective response   

102. Community unity   

103. Walk-out, group signatures, forums, 

workshops 

104. Strategic documentation 

105. Legal actions 

106. Report to the media 

107. Voice persistence 

108. Negotiation attempts 

109. Student union mobilization 

110. Stakeholder representation 

111. Post-merger survey 

Consequences 

9.Result of Conflict Psychological 

impact 

 

112. Low morale - Anger, frustration, anxiety, 

shame, powerlessness  

113. Fragmentation/Alienation/Isolation 

114. Fear of speaking up  

115. Medical symptoms from stress 

116. Distrust towards leadership 

117. Perception of injustice  

118. Unhappy staff/students 

119. Impact on community well-being 
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Identity conflict 

120. Forced identity change  

121. Legacy denials 

122. Loss of organizational identity  

123. Loss of ownership (sense of “our” 

university disappears)  

Professional/ 

organizational 

consequences   

124. Decline in the university’s reputation  

125. Negative impact on work performance  

126. Administrative confusion/burden 

127. Negative impact on student experience  

128. Staff turnover  

129. Continued governance issues 

130. Increased bureaucracy 

131. Service deterioration 

132.  Increased workload 

133. Job instability 

134. Lack of continuity in leadership/ vision  

Operational and 

implementation 

issues 

135. Administrative failures & system disruption  

136. Problematic departmental restructuring  

137. Facility reductions  

138. Progress delays  

139. Additional costs  

140. Staff layoff  

141. Insufficient support systems  

142. Power struggles and energy waste  

143. Shift in initial merger goals 

 

Prior to presenting the findings from the academic community, an introductory 

review of the main categories that emerged from the open coding results is discussed. 

There are nine key categories in total: “Leadership approach,” “Power and 

governance,” “Cultural and value conflict,” “Process management issues,” 

“Leadership characteristics,” “Academic identity,” “Community response,” “University 

differences,” and “Result of conflict.” Depending on the five subgroups of the 
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academic community—students, professors, administrators, researchers, and 

university management—these categories showed various overlapping patterns. 

A notable point is that, although the categories overlapped between groups, each 

group differed slightly in how they discussed similar topics depending on their unique 

position and experiences during the merger. For example, when discussing low 

transparency in the leadership, professors and student groups pointed to decision-

making processes’ overall opacity, while administrative staff, who were directly 

affected by the layoffs and employment matters that arose during the merger, 

emphasized the lack of transparency in the hiring processes. As another example, 

because administrative staff had been engaged in practical merger preparation for 

several years prior to the merger, they mentioned additional behind-the-scenes 

conflicts and challenges that arose during discussions and coordination between both 

universities’ administrative staff due to structural and cultural differences, beyond the 

simple conflict between the UTA community and leadership. Therefore, in describing 

the overlapping categories, new aspects unique to each subgroup are highlighted 

while redundant explanations are minimized. 

Among the nine key categories, the five categories of “Leadership approach,” 

“Power and governance,” “Cultural and value conflict,” “Leadership characteristics,” 

and “Community response” were found across all groups in the academic community. 

Leadership approach refers to the style and attitude of leaders in handling the 

merger process, which was critically perceived by the university community. The 

approach was divided into four subcategories: authoritarian leadership style, 

disregard for the community, insufficient conflict management skills, and 

communication issues.  

Power and governance emerged as another dominant category, reflecting its 

central role in the merger and the resistance it provoked within the UTA community. 

The new governance system introduced with the foundation university model was 

widely perceived as undermining the established principles of university democracy 

and self-governance by the UTA community due to the decision-making bodies’ 

composition or chair selection, such as for the board and consistory. As this issue 

became a focal point of contention throughout the merger process, all the groups 

within the academic community talked about this matter. To capture this category’s 

nuances, it was divided into two subcategories: “deprivation of university autonomy 

and self-governance” and “external influence.” The latter included various forces at 

play, which influenced conflicts related to the merger. 

Cultural and value conflict was another category found across all subgroups, 

mainly related to differing views on universities’ purpose and meaning between the 
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leadership and the UTA community, as well as between the two universities. 

Contrasting views on the university reflected the underlying values held by UTA 

members and external leadership, manifesting as academic vs. corporate, 

democracy vs. neoliberalism, and autonomy vs. centralization tensions.  

Leadership characteristics comprised six subcategories, representing leaders’ 

traits that influenced their leadership approaches: “result and task orientation,” 

“ideology,” “career influence,” “disconnect from community,” “lack of understanding of 

the university organization,” and “self-interest and temporariness.” Leadership 

characteristics had close connections with the leadership approach, as leaders’ 

styles in leading the process ultimately stemmed from those leadership 

characteristics. 

Community response included various actions taken by the UTA community in 

resisting the management rule created by the interim board in the merger process, 

including legal actions, media reports, walk-outs, group signatures, and forums.  
Found across four groups, the next frequently discovered category was Process 

management issues. This category was linked to the factors that served as conditions 

under which the merger took place. While issues such as “rushed timeline,” “merger 

readiness and execution gap,” and “insufficient post-merger measures” could also fall 

under the category of leadership approach, they were classified as process 

management issues due to their direct association with procedural conflicts in the 

merger, along with “ambiguous laws” and “resource allocation issues.” 

The last two categories, which emerged in three academic community subgroups, 

were University differences, which served as contextual conditions to the conflict, and 

Result of the conflict, categorized as its consequences. For the former, interview 

participants cited different structures, cultures, and histories as sources of conflict.  

The Result of the conflict category encompassed subcategories such as 

“psychological impact,” “identity conflict,” “professional/organizational consequences,” 

and “operational and implementation issues,” reflecting the systemic, administrative, 

and emotional outcomes of the conflict. 

5.1.1 Leadership Approach 

In this category, the university community identified four target groups for criticism—

the interim board, founders, government, and university President as part of the 

university management. Their leadership approaches will be discussed. 

The common thread in this category was that the leadership failed to listen to the 

university community’s opinions, proceeded with tasks undemocratically, and 
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withheld information or engaged in performative listening throughout the merger. As 

a result, participants observed the community members experiencing confusion, 

distress, and anxiety in various ways, both emotionally and professionally. The 

leadership approach was closely tied to the categories of leadership characteristics, 

cultural and value conflicts, and the community’s distrust toward the leadership, 

which will be further expounded upon in each category. 

For administrators, the subcategories discovered were “disregard for the 

community,” “authoritarian leadership style,” and “communication issues.” Apart from 

the common properties discovered in the leadership approach of this case, the 

administrators referred to the interim board’s decision-making as noninclusive and 

closed, offering an example of communication issues. They also mentioned the 

interim board’s wrong choice of the new President and lack of transparency in overall 

communication, with leaders not listening to the community’s opinions. One 

administrator noted that “there were a lot of decisions that were kind of taken behind 

closed doors. I think it lacked transparency” (A1). They went on to elaborate: 

The first board of the university made some bad choices, and they picked 

someone not so suitable in the management of the new University. She had 

no experience of the very special kind of organization named university 

because she had worked only in other organizations (A2). 

In addition, an administrator who observed many new hires among the university’s 

mid-level leaders during the merger noted that the hiring criteria were not transparent. 

Unlike the previous open hiring process, this one had ambiguous criteria, which 

triggered confusion and distrust toward the management. 

Professors gave answers in the same subcategories as the administrators 

broadly, discussing the overall low communication, top-down and inefficient decisions 

made by the leadership without utilizing the university’s HR resources, which came 

across as showing disregard for the community, and the impact of these decisions. 

For example, situations included instances where the limited disclosure of 

information in the merger process led some UTA academics to hear about certain 

issues as gossip, when a colleague from another university involved in the merger 

asked if they were aware of a particular matter. An academic interviewee mentioned 

a case in which newly appointed mid-level leadership made decisions without 

consulting the academic staff, which created a negative atmosphere and frustration 

for them. 
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In general, the atmosphere was not very good, and well, the dean was not 

anymore selected by us to represent us in the central administration. It was 

the new President who had chosen the deans, and they were like her. [...] 

They just wouldn't know how to handle an academic community that has 

opinions, wants to participate and wants to make decisions (P1). 

The academic also shared that they could not understand why leadership did not 

utilize the internal knowledge of the university but relied on external consultancy in 

the merger process. 

I think it's really, really weird the fact that they never really used this research 

capacity inside the university and the expertise. (P1) 

Another academic staff commented that as a result of the leadership's management 

decision to lay off administrative staff post-merger, professors were burdened with all 

sorts of administrative tasks, which reduced their research efficiency. 

You know, things that the university services are supposed to do actually are 

now a burden for the teaching and research academics. So we have to deal 

with all kinds of really mundane things that the services should be doing. (P2) 

Academics also discussed the new President's leadership style, highlighting issues 

such as a perceived lack of communication, authoritarian tendencies, and a 

preference for secrecy. These characteristics, along with the President's emphasis 

on hierarchical compliance, were identified as sources of discomfort for the 

community. For example, out of the four new change programs the President created 

in her first year without consulting the community, all were discarded after two or 

three years except one. These were described as generating chaos for the academic 

staff. 

Another academic commented that perfunctory hearings, which did not reflect the 

academic community’s opinions, amid the tension between the interim board and 

community members, eroded the community’s trust in the leadership in the merger 

process. 

 All the participatory meetings they did try to organize, seemed more and 

more like just..a theater. Yes, they organized them, but they never had any 

consequences in real life and all the surveys that they did..[..]we could 

choose only between bad and worse decisions (P1). 
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Students pointed out the leadership’s lack of a shared vision and their behind-the-

scenes decision-making as part of the communication issues, and the tendency to 

avoid conflicts, subcategorized under insufficient conflict management skills. Their 

critique extended to the former UTA President from two terms ago, the Ministry of 

Education and Culture, the interim board and the founders. They observed that the 

leadership’s behaviors increased distrust and intensified conflicts in the overall 

merger process. 

In particular, a member of the student union who closely monitored the entire 

merger process on campus noted that the quasi-forced introduction of foundation 

university model and the information withheld by the leadership left students feeling 

betrayed by and distrustful of the leadership from the outset. 

The student explained that the university community’s distrust originated from the 

lack of transparency from the UTA President two terms ago, when the discourse 

about the merger was first initiated in 2014. While the Ministry of Education and 

Culture claimed that the universities had agreed on the merger, the student explained 

that the President had effectively consented to the merger without properly 

communicating with the university community. The President first claimed that 

nothing had been decided, but then suddenly announced that it had been decided 

with the Ministry, stating that it was legally difficult to do otherwise. 

The student went on to explain that the President persuaded the community by 

emphasizing the flexibility of legal interpretation in structuring the foundation 

university, claims echoed by both TUT and the Ministry.  

Well, after the judicial form of the university had been decided, the leadership 

here at the old Tampere University have managed to get people rather 

reluctantly on board by assuring that one could shape the foundation 

university model in various ways and different directions. […] And of course, 

at that moment, we at the Student Union, took two stances: okay, we can go 

on with this, but then we’ll try to influence it so that, for instance, the chair of 

the consistory comes from amongst themselves, have more power to the 

faculty councils, and so on. (S1) 

And, when the process got further, it became apparent that although we were 

told that the model of a foundation university could be almost anything within 

the boundaries of the law, each specific thing had to be done in almost the 

same matter of like, in Aalto University or TUT [foundation universities]. (S1) 

 

The student shared that these assurances ultimately left students feeling betrayed 

twice, as the leadership’s inconsistent messaging regarding the merger decision and 
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the model led to accumulated distrust. This student remarked such a beginning to the 

merger “set the tone” for the university community’s subsequent receptiveness 

throughout the development of the merger. The participant also emphasized that it 

was “the way” the merger was carried out that intensified conflicts, pointing out the 

secrecy, exclusiveness, and rushed speed of the approach: 

One of the reasons that conflict escalated, that it was so bad, was the way 

the process was run. Things were often pushed behind closed doors and, 

things were decided very fast, without, like, proper discussion or proper 

debate. (S1) 

I think that if the whole process of the merger had been done better with more 

time, with more participation, with more compromise, then I think something 

actually really great could have come out of it. And I think that, in the long 

run, the merger itself […] that these two universities merged into one, could 

actually lead to good things. But the whole thing was done [...] the damage 

was done badly. And it was done in ways [...] not fair, everyone’s concerns 

didn't get heard, and so on. (S1) 

The student reported that, as a result of such process, there were “many wounds 

open on both sides of the university” in the first few years post-merger, and there was 

“resentment and bitterness toward different things pretty much left unresolved”.  

Another former student representative shared similar account:  

I think the biggest issue of conflict in this merger is that the form of the 

university was decided without any proper deliberative discussion or any sort 

of democratic decision-making that the new university was going to be a 

foundation university. And when this information was revealed in 2016, I think 

it came as a shock, because somehow it just like..dropped. (S2) 

According to this student, this lack of information sharing was so severe during the 

merger process that the student union created a blog named “Tampere3 Info” to 

share with the rest of the university community about where the merger was heading.  

The student also added that a “lack of shared vision” in the leadership approach 

was the determining factor, in their view, that inhibited the smooth implementation of 

the merger. The vision lacked a systematic structure and sufficient detail, leading to 

subsequent conflicts in those exact areas in the merger process. 

There was no shared vision at any point. There was on paper, […] we're 

going to be the best in these. It's easy to say something like that. And it's 
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easy to say that, oh, we're going to create a better university than the two 

before. It's easy to make these very broad visions. (S2) 

As boring as this sounds, you would have to have a common vision of the 

university structure from the beginning. Structure meaning, the decision 

making, the regulations, the amount of democratization, etc. And since these 

were not clearly stated at any point, it was more like a wishful thinking at least 

from the university side that we can correct the course of this merger at some 

point and it never happened. (S2) 

A third student talked about the loss of identity the community experienced from the 

leadership’s lack of respect for their traditions or history, and feelings of bewilderment 

by how the leadership handled the speed of the change process: 

I think one of the biggest difficulties was that the new university leaders, 

they're thinking that we should sort of hide that there had been any old 

university, that we should always only talk about the new university and we 

shouldn't respect the history that we had, or that we should always just think 

that it is gone for good. (S3) 

UTA had a life-long history of democracy and autonomy within university staff 

and the whole community, and then the difference was so big. It was also 

really fast, it was happening so quickly. Of course, this made people angry 

and disappointed. And scared, because change is always a bit scary. (S3)  

The analysis of the researcher group revealed an additional subcategory of 

insufficient conflict management skills. They mentioned leadership’s stigmatization of 

dissenting voices as “troublemaking” as part of poor conflict management, on top of 

feedback avoidance and no respect for the community. Additionally, researchers 

pointed out that leaders who served transitional roles in the merger process displayed 

a “get it done and leave” mindset, regardless of the community response. 

One researcher described how the UTA community’s resistance gradually 

developed in response to how things were being handled by the leadership 

throughout the process. At the beginning of the merger, upon hearing the university 

is going to become a foundation model, “it meant that a lot of the people in the old 

UTA, who had been part of self-governance, were told that you no longer get to do 

that. We will bring external people, and they will then decide what's best for the 

universities, so those were very different ideas and identities. That caused a huge 

friction, even in the beginning of the whole process” (R1). 
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The researcher added that a second important point was that the merger was not 

strongly supported by either of the university communities, and it was achieved more 

through the Ministry of Education and Culture’s pressure via funding. This was 

followed by the explanation, “then in the crucial moment of leadership, when this 

merger sort of started to become real, they decided that they're going to appoint an 

interim board that will implement the process, and the board decided that it will not 

care what the community thinks…their priority was to make the merger happen so 

that we have a merged university. They didn't really care how we thought, because 

they would leave anyway once the merger was done” (R1). 

This researcher, using the phrase “heard but not being listened to”, shared the 

same view with other interviewees that the leadership went only through the motions 

of listening to the community’s opinions through events such as public hearings, but 

did not reflect them onto their actual decision-making despite a large volume of data 

the community had prepared to express their opinions, which led to more distrust of 

the leadership. 

The researcher commented that the merger process felt like a “shotgun wedding” 

in the views of the university community, and raised the following question: 

The question then becomes, is this ok? Is this good management or should 

you perhaps try to onboard the people in this transition rather than just tell 

them that this is going to happen no matter what you do, so you can kick and 

scream? (R1) 

If you do the merger as an administrative exercise, you may be able to 

succeed in the sense that the merger happened. It was completed, we got 

from A to B. But the question is, is that enough? Do you deal with the staff or 

the students for that matter? (R1) 

The researcher went on to emphasize the need to critically examine for whom the 

merger was ultimately being pursued, with the following question: 

The question is like who is your key stakeholder here that you're listening to? 

Who is the key stakeholder here that you're interested in? Is it the internal 

stakeholders, meaning staff, students, community? Or is it the external 

stakeholders - ministry, business partners, someone else that I don't know 

how, who to name here? Like who is the merger for..? I think this is a very 

crucial question (R1). 
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As for leadership’s approach of disregard for the community, another researcher 

noted that much of the existing university's systems and regulations “vanished” in the 

merger along with replacement of many employees, which “seemed to be a rude way 

of building a new university or making a fusion”, with a lack of consideration for how 

things could be integrated with the strengths of the previous model or structure. 

This didn’t match the idea of a fusion at all, because it was like the 

replacement of the old entities, just giving a new one instead and making the 

employees and students to live with their case with the new idea, new 

structure. (R2) 

This researcher emphasized the importance of sense-making by convincing 

organization members when implementing change, advocating for some level of 

compromise rather than a mere top-down approach: 

I think it’s quite hard to justify these kinds of reforms without making them 

somehow convincing, somehow making sense for the community. And 

making sense isn’t kind of a top-down process but it is a communication, it’s 

a dialogue and usually there has to be some compromise in order to get it 

done [...] because many of these reforms and changes the fusion brought 

didn’t make sense. (R2) 

A third researcher highlighted another instance of leadership failing to consider the 

community, pointing to its inability to respond to the concerns of the community, 

deliberate dodging of all feedback, and sticking to their ways “when they had nothing 

to lose if they had simply respected the university autonomy and the wishes of the 

community” (R3).  

In the case of university management, one senior leader who had the opportunity 

to work closely with the new President shared similar challenges faced due to the 

President's autocratic nature and approach to handling matters, another example of 

the leadership’s communication issues. 

5.1.2 Power and Governance 

This was another category that emerged from all groups of academic community, 

divided into the subcategories of “Deprivation of university autonomy and self-

governance” and “External influence.” Within this category, the central conflict 

occurred between the leadership group consisting of the interim board, founders, and 
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government versus the UTA community, with some perspectives on the conflict 

between the two universities also present. This category was also viewed from 

slightly different angles by each group.  

The administrators, who had been coordinating administrative matters with their 

counterparts from TUT pre-merger, noted the disagreements they had on the 

governance issues, as well as the issues they had with the new leadership. 

One administrator commented that as time passed, “it became a matter about 

power and how to secure the capital between the two universities.” The interview 

participant described how the power struggle became more intense at higher levels 

of power. 

The more you go high in the organization, the more there were problems, 

because of the power struggles. How can we cope with what kind of 

management? What kind of organization? What about the funds? And what 

about the faculty structure and et cetera? It was more like a power struggle 

in the top management levels. (A2) 

The professors also highlighted the power structure, which had been a central issue 

of conflict between the UTA community and the leadership group of interim board 

and founders.  

I think the major issue was power structures. What type of governance would 

we have in the university? What would be the role of faculties, how much can 

they decide on their own, like recruitment and how to spend money, things 

like that, and what would be the relation between the President and then the 

academic board and then the Board of Directors? (P2) 

More specifically, the issues of the interim board selecting an outsider as the chair of 

the consistory (which used to be elected from within the university community) and 

the board being fully composed of external members without an internal member 

were mentioned as agendas that caused an uproar among some members of the 

university community. 

One of the distinctive responses in the professor group regarding power and 

governance was the emphasis on the influence of the founders. As an example of 

external influence, the disproportionate impact of a specific founder group—

Technology Industry Association—was mentioned. This included their significant 

vested interests in the university, power struggles through HR appointments, and 

their influence on governance formation, such as the selection of the new university’s 

board and President. As one participant noted, 
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It all boils down to the active role that Technology Industries in Finland had. 

As the biggest founder, they had huge interests in having a lot of engineers 

schooled at the university and also curriculums fitting better the needs of the 

technology industries. (P2) 

Because they really have a shortage of manpower at the moment, so when 

they invest like tens of millions, of course they want something in return. What 

they want is people who have suitable education to be hired to companies in 

technological industry. (P2) 

They were really active pretty much all over and pretty much handpicked the 

people who were on the first board. Then the first board elected the new 

President. (P2) 

Turning to the student group, in addition to the semi-forced merger and imposed 

foundation model, the inherently undemocratic governance structure of the 

foundation university was chosen as a significant issue of conflict. 

One student noted the following regarding the imposed institutional model of the 

university: 

If people at Tampere University had known that the merger would be almost 

impossible if it was not a foundation university, then I think the criticism 

towards the whole thing would have been much greater in advance. (S1) 

Another student shared how the governance structure of the new university was 

viewed by the university community as depriving them of long-held rights to self-

governance.  

I think the main issue was and still is that the power within the university 

community was given out to some outside stakeholders from industry and 

ministry and the city of Tampere, instead of being in the hands of the very 

people who work and study and research here. I think the main issue is that, 

should [the] university community be represented on every step of the power 

ladder of the university? And I think nowadays there isn’t. (S2) 

A minority group of leaders making the decision for the majority was another issue 

raised by the researchers, questioning the potential implications if these leaders lack 

the necessary competence or commitment to the collective well-being of the 

university community. 
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They had the power to block every change that the majority wanted. I think 

that felt unfair. And what I mean by minority is, I feel like a couple of names 

on the founders’ side, a President and in the interim board managed to stop 

the aspirations of a much larger community. 70% of the university would have 

liked to have a different type of board. But the authoritative figures in the 

leadership managed to block it all. (S2) 

Researchers also articulated that the management rules, which defined the 

governance structure of the new university and were established by the interim board, 

were perceived by the university community as infringing on institutional autonomy, 

triggering backlash among its members. This ultimately led the community to take 

legal action, referring to the Parliamentary Ombudsman the legality of these rules.  

The university management explained that there seemed to be a power 

imbalance even within the interim board, with one or two opinionated leaders taking 

over the team in decision-making, which enlarged the influence of a certain 

professional background on the decisions. This observation was made by other 

subgroups as well, such as students, researchers, or academic staff. Some of the 

university management added that the interim board’s pursuit of what appeared as 

their own hidden agendas was one of the issues. The diverging perspectives on what 

constitutes good governance between the UTA and the new leadership were also 

pointed out. 

Beyond these varying perspectives on power and governance across different 

groups, this category intersects with a deeper layer of conflict. Specifically, it is linked 

to the category of value conflict, which is discussed next, between what can be 

summarized as the UTA community’s emphasis on democracy and the managerial 

or corporate mindset of the interim board and founders.  

5.1.3 Cultural and Value Conflict 

As one of the most fundamental drivers of every phenomenon in this case, cultural 

and value conflict emerged between UTA community and the leadership (the interim 

board, founders, government, the new President), as well as between the two 

universities, UTA and TUT. 

This category encompassed clashes between a wide array of different values: 

academic vs. corporate, Humboldtian vs. neoliberal, democracy vs. efficiency, 

autonomy vs. centralized, public good vs. market values, and academic freedom vs. 
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pragmatism, ultimately serving as the foundation for the stakeholders’ different 

perspectives on the university’s purpose and institutional role. 

In the case of students, they described that the contrasting values between the 

leadership and UTA community shaped disparate views on the university's identity, 

governance, and societal role. 

One student elaborated on what one interpreted as the leadership’s point of view 

regarding university, and what had to be sacrificed in the process as a result, on the 

community’s side: 

 

I think the leadership truly thought that they were doing the right thing from 

their point of view, which was to create a prosperous university. But I think the 

term prosperous or the metrics that you use to measure it is like [...] does this 

new university produce useful innovations that can be commodified and made 

into products for industry, for [the] Finnish economy? To make it better for the 

economy, I think it’s very instrumental, the way they see university. (S2) 

 

I think that’s one of the reasons the leaders did what they did in the way they 

did, they wanted to make it a proficient factory type of university where you 

input money as a founder, as a state of Finland inputs money into the 

university and the output is something you can use. Whereas like humanities 

languages, social sciences, you really can’t see the benefits of the research 

and the studies later on within like the field of Technology [...] So I think they 

were doing a good job in their own metrics, but the casualties were the well-

being of the staff and students and the common atmosphere in there. (S2)  

 

Another student also expressed this clashing perspective towards universities in the 

following way: 

 

While one side was aiming for economic growth and development of 

technology and science, the other was putting weight on values of democracy 

and education from the perspective of individual empowerment and 

enlightenment […] that the university should be a community of researchers 

with academic freedom. (S4) 

In addition to different perspectives on the university, a third student cited that what 

had contributed to the conflict in the merger were disparate views toward the meaning 

of academic freedom, democracy, and ultimately worldviews.  
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A fourth student highlighted the broader philosophical trends of that time which 

created fear among the UTA community with other changes happening in the HEI 

landscape, such as the influence of neo-liberalism on the universities which created 

a less welcoming atmosphere for social sciences and humanities. After the University 

Act of 2009 was introduced into Finnish HEIs, the UTA community's fears were 

heightened. They believed universities should be democratically run and were 

concerned that managerial models and governance ideas would “take a deeper hold 

in the university” following the merger. 

 Researchers and the university management shared similar viewpoints, and one 

member of internal leadership who had experience with both campuses noted:  

I think on the old Tampere University side (UTA), the idea that they were trying 

to protect was this ideal of democratic university, where the academic freedom 

and pursuit of scientific knowledge allow them do the work they want [...] And 

then on the TUT side, they emphasized a bit more like, the responsibility of 

the university to provide good results to be ambitious in, in developing 

impactful research and education. (R2) 

 

So I think there were these kind[s] of two rivalry views of this, more like bottom-

up academic freedom and the university democracy perspective, versus the 

more strategically managed, performance-oriented view of the university. (R2) 

Another member of high-level management also mentioned that the conflicts in the 

Tampere University merger might have seemed to be a clash on governance issues 

and democracy on the surface, but it was part of a bigger tension, which came down 

to a different understanding of what a university is. 

Administrators saw cultural and mindset differences as greater between UTA 

and TUT administrative staffs based on their first-hand experiences with them that 

led to disagreements during merger preparation discussions. An administrator 

explained that TUT, as an engineering university with many industry connections, 

had a managerial and straightforward style of thinking which was a different mindset 

from that of UTA. Since UTA specialized in social sciences, humanities, and 

education, the administrator shared that two universities differed in their views on 

almost everything such as power structure, culture, leadership style, and 

administrative systems within HEI. However, the administrator noted that both sides 

acknowledged that the merger would ultimately benefit both universities. 

The cultural clash that stemmed from UTA’s left-leaning history and the new public 

management style brought in by the new leadership was raised by an academic. It 
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was mentioned that such a clash made it difficult for the UTA community to accept 

new managerial practices. 

Well, this new public management style where they tried to lead from the top, 

when especially Tampere University, having this background as the working 

peoples’ leftist university has quite strong tradition in democracy and 

participation [...] people didn’t take it well. (P1) 

5.1.4 Leadership Characteristics  

This category was also identified across all subgroups of the academic community 

with subcategories such as “Result and task orientation,” “Ideology,” “Career 

influence,” “Disconnect from community,” “Lack of understanding of the university 

organization,” and “Self-Interest and temporariness”, as listed in Table 14. 

Table 14.  Concepts in the Leadership Characteristics results category 

Result and Task 
Orientation 

1. Results-oriented: Prioritization of implementation over process 

2. Task-oriented (do it and leave) 

Ideology  

  

3. Corporate ideology  

4. Technobureaucratic thinking  

5. Democratic mandate vs. elite mandate  

6. Hidden agendas Unaware of political engagement  

Career influence  7. Business/administrative/technical logics  

Disconnect from 
Community  

  

8. Distrust toward the community  

9. Indifferent to community’s opinions  

10. Focused on minority elite’s vision  

11. External leadership: “Us vs. them”  

Lack of 
organizational 
understanding  

12. Democratic institution 

13. Different operational logics  

Self-Interest & 
Temporariness 

 

 

14. Temporariness of the interim board’s position 

15. Personal reputation/ego 

16. Elitism/Sense of superiority 
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17. No risk-taking, carbon-copy of former foundation model 

Participants reported how external leaders appointed to implement the merger 

process for securement of independence from internal conflict of interest, cannot 

achieve complete objectivity due to their various leadership characteristics.  

The administrator group mainly mentioned data within the subcategories of lack 

of understanding of the university organization and leadership’s distrust towards the 

community. According to them, the interim board, founders, and the newly appointed 

President gave the impression of viewing the university community as a target of 

reform based on distrust. 

I think, the case always came up somehow, like mistrust, like lack of trust, 

from the leadership toward the administration... and then the new President 

would be quite open about not trusting the former employees of the university. 

So of course, this also created a bit of conflict, of not a good atmosphere 

within the university. (A1) 

I’ve never experienced that before, but when you prepare the matter to be 

discussed and decided by the leadership, there would be this atmosphere of 

mistrust. Normally, directors would be actually quite appreciative of the work 

that you do, and they also show interest, they rely on their experts. (A1) 

Another administrative leader with more than 20 years of career in HEIs, explained 

how the new leadership’s lack of institutional understanding led to hasty attempts to 

transform the institution within 2–3 years post-merger through new projects, which 

ended up as mostly failures. The administrator emphasized the importance of 

understanding the unique institutional characteristics of a university when trying to 

implement organizational change. 

If you don’t know what the university is like, if you don’t know how [the] 

university works, you can’t change [the] university in 1 or 2 years. The culture 

within universities, you don’t adjust it overnight. It needs to [be] adjust[ed] 

step by step; it needs years. And that’s the DNA of universities; you can’t 

push them too fast. (A2) 

These kind of change programs by the new leader came out like out of 

nowhere, no discussion, no planning […] She had a vision. She had her ideas 

[and] saw that there is a need for change in almost everything. But she didn’t 
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realize that it doesn’t work in universities like that; universities have their own 

culture and identity. (A2) 

You can change things, but the style and the strategy were not right. Since 

universities prioritize stability and tradition as institutions of education and 

research, it isn’t easy to change things in them. You need to have patience. 

You need to have money. You need to have more years. You need to have 

the right people and first of all, you need to listen to the community. And then 

make changes. Step by step. (A2) 

Professors highlighted that the leadership’s external backgrounds were another 

element that added to the conflict, as the community’s perception of “us vs. them” led 

to a lack of trust. Some of the academic staff stated that some of the leadership did 

not seem to understand universities as an organization due to their professional 

background. This revealed the existence of mutual distrust between the leadership 

and the UTA community.  

A professor cited a statement reportedly made by an external leader that was 

interpreted as a sign of distrust in the university community: 

This leader said, the reason it is impossible to have anyone from within the 

university on the board is because we would only speak for ourselves, 

compromising the autonomy of the board. (P2) 

The professor expressed that the teaching staff within UTA developed feelings of 

disappointment, detachment from the organization, alienation, and low morale, along 

the nuance of “let’s mind my own business” as a result of such distrust. 

Academics and students, they have been very kind of loyal to the idea of the 

university. But the leadership would never believe that anyone who was 

working or studying in the university would want to do something that would 

benefit the whole university. Because in their mindset, everybody is just 

clinging to their own interest. (P2) 

Everybody works all the time in the university without any extra pay. And you 

know, people have felt so strongly that they are really contributing to 

something that is important and meaningful for themselves. And then when 

they are told that you know, no one needs their ideas and they are actually 

stupid and are only after their own interests, then they’ll just say, ok well, I 

mean, I can just take care of my own business. I won’t have anything to do 

with, like, communal decision-making. Just focus more on my own research, 



 

93 

you know, write research papers. Do the teaching that I have to. And that’s 

it. (P2) 

A student who graduated from TUT mentioned that the element of the leaders’ 

personal reputation and ego must have also served a part in the interim board’s 

unilateral leadership approach during the merger, fueled by the pressure of the major 

national spotlight:  

From my perspective, why the leaders handled the merger in the way they 

did was mostly because of the pressure of the merger and they wanted to 

show that they were the right people for the merger and their resolutions to 

the problems were the right answer. So it was probably about the ego also 

[...] that they were doing things just to show that they were the right people 

to be selected to do these things (SO) 

The researchers reported that the leadership’s technobureaucratic thinking and elite 

mandate had contributed to the conflict. This ideology of leaders overlaps with the 

category of “Cultural and value conflict.” 

A researcher also discussed how a leader’s background and career 

characteristics can influence decision-making, pointing out that being an external 

figure alone does not guarantee complete objectivity in the institutional judgment. 

This researcher added that bringing in external people without any academic career 

could be problematic in the sense that individuals without any understanding of 

university operations could end up determining the institution’s strategic direction. 

According to the researcher, although some leaders may have academic experience, 

coming from outside the institution could limit their understanding of Tampere 

University’s distinct community aspirations. 

Drawing from direct observations, a leader from the UTA who had close access 

to the interim board indicated the apparent existence of hidden agendas. Further 

details about the incident are omitted to protect participant anonymity, but the leader 

concluded as follows after witnessing an interim board member’s words and actions 

on several occasions:  

It doesn’t make sense that he would push a big Finnish new university to the 

direction he personally, as a non-academic, tried to push [...] it had to be 

something broader behind him. It looked like he was selected as a person 

who was ready to influence the tone of the preparation. (L1) 
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5.1.5 Process Management Issues 

This category included subcategories of “Rushed timeline,” “Ambiguous laws,” 

“Merger readiness and execution gap,” “Resource allocation issues,” and “Insufficient 

post-merger measure.” 

Even though this category may not appear directly related to the main research 

question, it was mentioned in the context of leadership’s handling of the merger 

recognized by the UTA participants. 

The administrative staff, who worked on the front lines of merger preparation, 

raised several critical issues.  

First, they expressed concerns about resource allocation between the universities 

by the leadership and highlighted the personnel management failures they had 

directly observed.  

Second, drawing from their years of pre-merger preparation experience, they 

identified a significant lack of continuity in preparation of the merger and its outcomes. 

More specifically, they reported that when the new President took office, the years of 

preliminary work done by administrative staff were not reflected, and instead, the new 

President’s ideas were implemented. Furthermore, they highlighted that while the 

preparation period was dragged out unnecessarily for several years, the actual 

implementation was rushed through rapidly, giving the community no time to accept 

and adapt to the changes, which intensified conflict and resistance. 

Students raised multiple concerns. While they worried about resource 

allocation—specifically that UTA, with its focus on social sciences, might face 

disadvantages given the founders’ strong technological influences and upon hearing 

that these founders can appoint the board members—they also emphasized legal 

issues. The students particularly highlighted the inadequate legal framework that 

resulted in lawsuits due to contradictions between the University Act and the new 

university’s management rule. Furthermore, they expressed the view that more 

proper intervention from the Ministry of Education could have prevented many of 

these problems. 

The ministry could have changed the law itself, to accommodate all these 

fears and worries that we had in both our universities. But I think the reason 

why the ministry didn’t take a stronger stance was that they wanted to be 

able to say that we didn’t force anyone’s hand [...] because the idea in Finnish 

constitutional law is that universities are independent. The decision making 

is independent that the ministry shouldn’t be involved too much. Now 
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obviously that is false because ministry is very much involved in universities 

through funding. (S2) 

Researchers shared the same opinions in general, and a professor commented on 

the administrative chaos and increased workload, which reduced their research 

efficiency as a result of the leadership’s management decision to lay off 

administrative staff post-merger.  

You know, things that the university services are supposed to do actually are 

now a burden for the teaching and research faculty. So we have to deal with 

all kinds of really mundane things that the services should be doing. (P2) 

University management also acknowledged that intercampus resource concerns 

were a significant source of conflict. They observed that there was anxiety about 

potential harm to the humanities and social sciences if those pursuing strategic 

university management gained too much power, fearing that resources might be 

disproportionately allocated to engineering fields that attracted industrial interest and 

funding. This anxiety, they noted, contributed to the overall conflict. 

5.1.6 University Differences  

In this category, the university community highlighted conflicts that arose from various 

differences between the two universities. This category has some overlap with the 

category of “Cultural and value conflict.” 

Administrative staff highlighted the existence of numerous behind-the-scenes 

conflicts stemming from comprehensive differences between the two institutions 

during the pre-merger preparation phase, ranging from organizational cultures, 

power-related mindsets, leadership approaches to administrative systems. One 

administrator emphasized that these differences necessitated the investment of 

substantial time and energy in reconciling conflicts and establishing governance 

structures prior to the merger. 

Another administrator contextualized these differences through historical and 

traditional perspectives, noting that UTA’s origins as a civic college focused on social 

science education had led to its perception as a left-wing institution. The administrator 

contrasted this with TUT, explaining that while UTA’s foundational principles of critical 

thinking were deeply embedded in its institutional culture, TUT’s industry-oriented 
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nature resulted in less emphasis on such aspects, which may have generated a more 

conflictual thought process. 

The students also stated that doubts and fears about each other, stemming from 

the different cultures and structures of both universities, were among the causes of 

conflict. A TUT member mentioned that even after the merger, due to the different 

structures and job functions of both campuses, it was difficult to find common ground, 

making it challenging to build consensus even within the consistory. 

One statement from the professors highlighted that the internal conflicts between 

the two universities did not originate within the universities themselves but were, to 

some extent, intentionally created by the first board of directors. For instance, while 

equal numerical representation from both universities was mandated in the 

Consistory, a power imbalance emerged: UTA was represented by regular professors 

and lecturers, whereas TUT sent deans and vice-chancellors. This disparity in 

representation led to an uneven distribution of influence. Initially, professors 

collaborated extensively and held a positive view of the university merger. However, 

when the new management fostered a dynamic resembling two separate leagues, 

this collaboration gave way to mutual hostility.  

The university management mentioned that among multiple sources of conflict, 

the different backgrounds and histories of the universities also became elements of 

contention. 

5.1.7 Academic Identity 

Diverging views between the leadership and UTA community on the university’s 

purpose formed another category, whose concepts are outlined in Table 15. 

Table 15. Concepts in the Leadership Characteristics results category 

Meaning of 

democracy 

1. Extension of university autonomy 

2. Sense of community 

3. Self-governance – freedom/ right to decide about one’s work and 

organization 

4. Tripartite representation   

5. Tradition 

6. True representation, not just being heard  
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Meaning of 

university 

7. Place of free study, research, thought 

8. Wholesome growth 

9. Civitas Bildung 

10. Academic freedom 

11. Place to foster critical thinking/ analytical skills  

12. Sole institution for interest-free, pure research 

According to many UTA participants, the diverging views between the leadership and 

UTA community on the purpose of university – what it should be and exist for - had 

contributed to the conflict. 

I thought they were about what the purpose of the university is. So there's 

one side that prioritizes the purpose of the university as a place that 

generates, like, economic growth and advances technology and science and 

that sort of thing. And that's just not so interested in the issues of like 

democracy or, or education as a means of, sort of, let's say, self-

empowerment, or enlightenment, or whatever. And then there's the side, for 

example, represented with which was like, the university should be a 

community of researchers that are self-governing, and basically had the 

independence to work towards their own set goals. So[..]..they can be 

described in so many ways, but for me, it's maybe the easiest way in which I 

could describe this the neoliberal perspective, and then the old school 

Humboldtian perspective. (S4) 

 

When probed on what democracy meant to the student, the student replied: 

I feel like university democracy is an extension of the researchers’ autonomy. 

So basically, you have to have democracy, you have to be able to affect the 

university governance to be able to truly do autonomic research truly to, you 

know, be a full member of the University community. So it kind of comes from 

these Athenian philosophers where basically being a full member of the 

community means that you not only have a right to participate in public affairs, 

but you also have the duty to participate in public affairs. (S4) 

 

The strong ownership they felt towards the university and the academic identity 

wrapped around it were evident in the participant’s remark: 

The idea is that, you know, the researchers themselves or the university 

community itself knows what's best for it. And if you get a non-democratic 
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leadership like some managers from, outside of the university, and they start 

making decisions for the university, then the fear is that this will decrease the 

quality of the working possibilities or environment or even lead to like some 

risk of being shunned or departments being closed or whatever. Because 

then the priorities and in the scientific interest, it's in the, you know, 

managerial interest. (S4) 

5.1.8 Community Response  

In various ways, the community resisted the leadership approach, which was 

perceived as unfair by some UTA community members. The forms of resistance are 

listed in Table 16. 

Table 16. Concepts in the Community Response results category 

Collective 

response   

1. Community unity   

2. Walk-out, group signatures, forums, workshops 

3. Strategic documentation 

4. Legal actions 

5. Report to the media 

6. Voice persistence 

7. Negotiation attempts 

8. Student union mobilization 

9. Stakeholder representation 

10. Post-merger survey 

News articles in the local media vividly reported their actions of resistance. As a 

collective response, around 1,000 people participated in a walk-out, gathered 3,000 

group signatures, and held forums as well as workshops to discuss the merger issues. 

A member of a student union created a website to share merger information with the 

community. In total, the community engaged in five legal actions regarding the legality 

of the governance of the foundation university. It was students, professors, 

researchers or a combination of these groups who filed complaints. The community 

also reported to the media, and did not cease to raise voice against the controversial 

governance structure even several years post-merger by conducting a university-

wide survey with the merged university community. The results came out in a report 
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titled “Whose university?” (Kenen yliopisto?, 2019), revealing that 77% of the 

responses (49% response rate) advocated for more democratic governance, which 

ultimately led to the chair of consistory being elected from within the university. 

5.1.9 Result of Conflict 

The consequences of the conflict manifested in the following subcategories: 

psychological impact, identity conflict, professional/organizational consequences, 

and operational and implementation issues. The analysis of conflict outcomes across 

subgroups indicated areas of both convergence and divergence in their experiences. 

As for psychological impact, students talked about the continued distrust toward 

the leadership for even 4–5 years post-merger. A student explained that the conduct 

of the interim board generated significant mistrust, particularly through actions such 

as pretending to listen while dismissing student opinions or providing an extremely 

short period for the community’s feedback on the leadership’s decision. However, the 

student commented that after five years post-merger, positive signs are emerging 

due to the efforts of the new President who began one’s term recently. 

Additionally, students mentioned operational consequences such as 

administrative confusion, questionable departmental restructuring, and facility 

reductions after the merger. They also noted the governance issues that had 

persisted even after the completion of the merger, evidenced by a survey (Kenen 

yliopisto?, 2019) showing 77% support of the university members (49% response 

rate) for including internal members on the board. Furthermore, students discussed 

negative impacts on the university’s brand and image post-merger, noting that while 

professors and staff had the option to move elsewhere, they were affected by news 

coverage that consistently associated their university with conflict during that period. 

Beyond the issues mentioned by students, professors who were interviewed 

highlighted psychological consequences such as distrust, cynicism, and feelings of 

helplessness. They also noted organizational fragmentation and decreased 

attachment and sense of belonging to the institution. They pointed out the absence 

of community-building efforts after the merger. A professor remarked that initially, 

faculty members from both campuses had been excited about potential collaboration, 

but this enthusiasm was replaced by disappointment, as energy was wasted on 

power struggles rather than being directed toward building something new. 

Researchers highlighted several ongoing issues: lack of post-merger support, 

inadequate public consultation about persistent problems such as campus 
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development or layoffs, and how the improper handling of conflicts intensified and 

prolonged resistance. They cited a specific instance where the President’s dismissal 

of faculty council proposals exemplified this dynamic. Furthermore, they argued that 

the leadership’s persistence in the face of opposition made the merger process 

organizationally destructive and detrimental to morale. The resulting pattern of 

continuous community disappointment led to fatigue and leadership distrust, 

ultimately affecting the professional performance of researchers and instructors. One 

participant who successfully moved to another university was among those who tried 

to leave the organization in search of a position at a different institution. They shared 

that it was primarily a sense of shame about the organization that motivated their 

decision to leave. 

Another researcher elaborated on the psychological and organizational impact of 

the leadership approach on the community by arguing that the merger was not 

considered a success by the community post-merger. The researcher claimed that if 

the entire process had been more democratic, with the community’s voice being 

heard and having influence over the outcome, members would have been more 

satisfied and felt greater ownership of the new institution. In particular, the researcher 

emphasized that while brand identification is “an extremely organic process that 

people need to voluntarily engage in,” the lack of a community-driven identity 

formation process and instead having an identity imposed upon them led to a loss of 

institutional ownership.  

Administrative staff noted that beyond the delayed progress caused by conflicts, 

leadership errors and delayed decisions—which they could observe closely from their 

administrative positions—made administrative work difficult. They also indicated that 

the scope of professors’ administrative roles was still under discussion, due to the 

administrative chaos as a result of ineffective mid- and post-merger leadership. 

Finally, they mentioned the issue of staff turnover, as those who were frustrated by 

the constant tensions on campus sought positions at other institutions. 

University management noted that post-merger, there were vastly different 

views on “how things should be,” but emphasized that the university’s strength lies in 

its bottom-up organizational structure. One leader explained that as a community, 

due to the professional passion of its members who excel independently, 

performance did not seem to decline. However, the leader noted that turnover rates 

increased, particularly among those in higher positions. 



 

101 

5.2 Open Coding Analysis of Leadership Group A  

In this section, the results are presented for open coding analysis of the interview 

data from Leadership Group A, as outlined in Table 17. Altogether, 7 categories, 24 

subcategories, and 95 concepts were found in open coding analysis. The results are 

presented according to each subgroup, as each leadership group manifests 

distinctive differences in the way they view conflict in addition to the fact that they 

played disparate roles in the merger.  

Table 17. Open coding results of Leadership Group A 

Main Category Subcategory Concepts 

1. Leadership 

Orientation and 

perspectives 

Personal leadership 

philosophy 

1. Prioritization of substance over governance 

2. Intellectual over emotional approach 

3. Self-perception as democratic or logical 

4. Consideration of the big picture 

5. Emphasis on a systemic thinking   

6. Interest in education 

7. Not interested in power games 

8. Pragmatic and goal-oriented 

Professional domain-

based philosophy    

9. Merger was a normal process 

10. Emphasizes pragmatic targets 

11. Focus on efficiency and productivity 

12. External resource dependency of university 

funding 

13. External world adaptation necessary 

14. Internal opinions only = failure, 

deterioration 

15. Democracy not part of change language 

Merger goals 

16. Improving university / national 

competitiveness 

17. Enabling universities to adapt to changing 

world 

18. Creating synergies between 
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interdisciplinary programs 

19. Providing new educational opportunities 

20. Desire for research/teaching innovation 

21. High quality education & research 

22. Operational efficiency 

23. Exclusion of personal goal 

Perception of conflict 

24. Immunity to conflicts: resistance as natural 

part of change 

25. Communication: Always the least 

satisfactory issue in organizational change 

26. Redefining conflict as "different 

perspectives" 

27. Portrays resistance as minority view (2%) 

28. Anticipated / unanticipated community 

reactions 

29. Potential false info/ strategic political 

message behind demonstrations 

30. Dissent over governance colliding with 

democracy   

Process defense  

31. Extensive consultation  

32. External pressures  

33. References international models  

34. Firm belief in process soundness 

2. Resistance factors Cultural differences 

between universities  

35. UTA culture: Conservative thinking, focus 

on traditions and institutional roles 

36.  TUT culture: Industry-oriented, openness 

to new ideas, external orientation, 

adaptability to change 

Universities’ 

attachment to own 

practices 

37. Attachment to existing ways and 

governance 

38. Perceived threats to university autonomy 

39. University not ready to change 
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Mutual distrust 

40. Mistrust and suspicion between universities 

41. Concerns about excessive industrial 

influence 

System 

comprehension 

42. Failure of community to grasp big picture 

43. Community's lack of understanding of 

foundation university 

Other factors   

44. Fear of losing independence 

45. Political major's tendency toward idealistic 

theories 

46. Excessive community reaction 

47. Protests are part of UTA culture 

48. Protests due to political ambition 

49. History of the city   

3. Implementation 

and Governance 

Time management 

issues 

50. Rushed implementation  

51. Not rushed from professional domain-

perspective 

52. Insufficient preparation time pre-merger 

53. Short-term leadership tenure 

Trust  
54. Insufficient trust-building efforts 

Solid implementation 

of the plan 

55. Prioritization of merger implementation 

56. Focus on mechanism building 

57. Balance of internal-external perspectives 

58. Long-term sustainability 

59. Compromises exceeding founders' comfort 

zone 

60. Balance of diverse stakeholders' 

perspectives 

61. Dedication to student representation 

62. Tried to convince the community and 

eradicate fears 

Governance structure 
63. Founder majority justified 
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64. Board independence emphasis 

65. Future correction possibility 

66. No comment / Cannot remember 

67. Complicated matter reflecting all relevant 

views 

4. Communication 

and Community 

Relations 

Communication 

breakdown 

68. Confidential deliberations justified 

69. Long internal discussions within decision-

making body 

70. Diversity of opinions within decision-

making body 

71. Challenge of unified decision within 

decision-making body 

72. Failure to help understand foundation 

university model due to time limit 

73. Communication efforts via 

hearings/meetings 

5. Understanding 

Barriers  

Sense-making 

failures 

74. Cannot understand autonomy concerns 

75. Excessive focus on governance not 

understood 

76. Legally prescribed foundation governance 

77. Role boundaries of interim board  

78. Secondary issues taking precedence  

Change resistance 

79. Community’s inability to utilize new 

opportunities 

6. Impacts of conflict 

  

  

Operational issues 

  

80. Ineffective use of resources 

81. Overspending time / money to solve the 

conflict 

82. No time to work on the community 

83. Lack of a unified community post-merger 

84. Comparison with the responses of other 

foundation universities or overseas 

universities 
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Individual 

/organizational  

impact 

85. Sense of betrayal by the students' 

responses  

86. Early to evaluate the outcome 

87. Unable to fulfill subsequent goals of the 

merger 

7. Reflections and 

Response 

Reflections 

88. Time constraints creating top-down 

impression and insufficient dialogue 

89. Should have allowed more time to adapt 

90. Should have worked harder to earn 

students’ support 

Response 

91. Surprised by the intensity of resistance 

92. Views merger as a relative success 

Desired improvement 

from the community 

93. A more balanced perspective 

94. Interest in the substance of the merger 

Appeal for genuine 

Intention 

95. Genuine intention to improve things for 

future generations 

The categories found in leadership group A are further explained below: 

5.2.1 Leadership Orientation and Perspectives  

In this category, five subcategories of “personal leadership philosophy,” “professional 

domain-based philosophy,” “merger goals,” “perception of conflict,” and “process 

defense” emerged. The first is shown in Table 18.  

Table 18. Leadership Group A: First group of concepts in the Leadership Orientation and 
Perspectives results category 

Personal Leadership 

Philosophy 

1. Prioritization of substance over governance 

2. Intellectual over emotional approach 

3. Self-perception as democratic or logical 

4. Focus on a comprehensive perspective 
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5. Emphasis on systemic thinking   

6. Continued interest in education 

7. Not interested in power games 

8. Pragmatic and goal-oriented 

Although leaders within this group exhibited slightly different leadership philosophies, 

their approaches revealed certain perspectives underlying how they handled 

university merger. Specifically, their leadership actions demonstrated why situations 

were managed in particular ways and what driving forces lay behind them. For 

instance, one leader repeatedly emphasized ‘substance’ was more important than 

university governance issues, referring to curriculum or faculty restructuring that are 

directly related to the “content” of the university education, as evidenced by the 

following statement: 

We had to engage in many discussions about these legal issues, which I 

didn't really like too much, because I would have liked to discuss much more, 

the substance, the content, how things should be done, and what type of 

departments, what type of faculties there should be. [..] I felt when 

implementing the merger, what we were discussing was somewhat beside 

the point, like the governance issues, instead of discussing the content 

issues. (LA1)  

The leader also emphasized one’s democratic nature and authenticity, stressing that 

one had no interest in power games but was genuinely concerned with providing what 

was best for future generations. 

Not everybody wanted to talk about the governance structure. [..] I think that's 

a secondary issue. I'm a very democratic person, I don't want to grab power 

for myself, or else, but I'm very, very interested in, in the content and the 

actual substance. (LA1) 

Another leader in this group had the opinion that the academic community seemed 

to take an emotional or value approach, while the leader prioritized truth and logic. 

Students want this, and the professors want this. [..] They would make it a 

kind of more of an emotional conversation or a values conversation, but we 

in our decision-making body, it would be an intellectual argumentation and 

we would often have to go through all the individuals and then we have to 

start a new round of argumentation because of the information provided by 
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the previous members or the people whom we heard from. We would invite 

experts to attend our meetings with information they have given us, so we 

would change.. the logical argument has changed and so the solution to your 

logical problem has changed. (LA2) 

I only believe in kind of the truth. So if somebody can give me a good 

argument that this is the model you should do because of A, B, C, D, and if I 

think the logical argumentation is sound, then the model is OK. But if the 

logical argumentation is not OK, then I don't care which political side it 

represents. (LA2) 

This leader also emphasized that the leaders had to reflect the perspectives of 

various stakeholders involved in the merger, not just of the university community, 

highlighting the importance of a comprehensive viewpoint that considers all 

stakeholders' perspectives and systems thinking that takes into account all variables.  

So in most of these political discussions and media issues, it was only the 

view of University of Tampere that was represented, and I felt sometimes 

very sad, also for TUT and the University for Applied Sciences, because their 

views were not heard. They were not so skilled at taking part in political 

conversations. And so sometimes our job was also to make sure the other 

universities who are being merged, their opinions are also being heard and, 

like I said, local business owners or the Ministry of Education were 

stakeholders. We would hear what the international research community like 

EU thinks about the merger. We had a lot of stakeholders to take into account. 

For none of us it was about the amount of time and work. We all did it just to 

be kind of doing a service to our country and Finnish research community. 

(LA2) 

 

Even though TUT was already a foundation university and did not need to undergo a 

major governance change in the same way as UTA, the leader’s perspective was as 

stated above. 

In describing the issue’s complexity and the importance of systemic thinking, the 

leader commented as follows:  

But when we were trying to solve the problem, if we would make a 

compromise here, we would tweak something there. Or if we change 

something here, you would change something there, so it was always very 

complicated. You cannot equal if in this meeting you have the wrong number 

of people or the wrong people sitting, then democracy is wrong or it's bad. 

It's not so simple. When you have a system level problem, the outcome of a 
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system is not governed by one meeting or one document. The outcomes of 

a system are governed by all the players and the moving pieces in the system. 

(LA2) 

 

The second subcategory is introduced in Table 19. 

Table 19. Leadership Group A: Second group of concepts in the Leadership Orientation 
and Perspectives results category 

Professional domain-

based Philosophy    

1. Merger was a normal process 

2. Emphasizes pragmatic targets 

3. Focus on efficiency and productivity 

4. External resource dependency of university funding 

5. External world adaptation necessary 

6. Internal opinions only = failure, deterioration 

7. Democracy not part of change language 

Another leader displayed a thought pattern that closely reflected their professional 

background. The leader, having experienced numerous organizational changes, 

viewed the issues arising during the merger as a normal process. When questioned 

about why the governance structure had to take such a form, the leader expressed 

the view that universities must ultimately interact with the external world, and that 

governance composed of only internal stakeholders can lead to deterioration. 

Emphasizing that a balance between the internal and external world is necessary, 

the leader believed in the power of this balance triggering change. 

I hoped that there would be a balance between the internal and the external 

perspective. What I mean by external is that not all the wisdom residing only 

on the internal side of the university but on the external side as well. A 

balance means it is versatile, it creates, provides a seed for renewal. 

Governance models fail if they consist of only internal members. (LA3) 

This leader's perspective naturally aligned with the goals of the merger. Beyond 

improving the quality of university education and strengthening national 

competitiveness, the leader distinctively viewed the university's goal as keeping pace 

with the outer world that is constantly changing. 
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Have you ever seen a successful company choosing democracy as its value? 

[From] our [professional background] 5  people’s perspectives, university 

people are not the most attractive. Democracy is not part of my language 

when implementing the vision. I am adamant for speaking for democracy in 

society. But I do not think democracy is on the same palette with making 

change. There needs to be a balanced approach of internal and external. 

That was the target, so that the university can keep up with the change of the 

outside world. (LA3) 

 

The third subcategory is introduced in Table 20. 

Table 20. Leadership Group A: Third group of concepts in the Leadership Orientation and 
Perspectives results category 

Merger goals 

1. Improving university / national competitiveness 

2. Enabling universities to adapt to changing world 

3. Creating synergies between interdisciplinary programs 

4. Providing new educational opportunities 

5. Desire for research/teaching innovation 

6. High quality education & research 

7. Operational efficiency 

8. Exclusion of personal goal 

Additionally, the leaders expected to create synergies between interdisciplinary 

programs and provide new educational opportunities through the merger. 

So we focused on creating high quality education and research platform, 

cross-discipline programs, and productive units. These were so […] 

pragmatic targets. I didn’t think these were points to quarrel about. (LA1) 

I think I had a couple of objectives, or more specific objectives, apart from 

really renovating or renewing the university as a whole. One thing that I was 

very interested in is to use the unique opportunity that you have, for instance, 

a very strong medical school, a very strong engineering school in the same 

university. So the synergy between those two is a possibility for both for 

education and for research. (LA1) 

 

5 Identifying details within quotes have been replaced with generic terms in brackets to preserve anonymity. 
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They explained in unison that there were no personal goals but rather organizational 

goals to provide more high-quality and diverse education opportunities for the 

students. 

I had no personal goal but an organizational one. That the university will 

provide [a] high quality of education, with two different education schools put 

together. Cross-learning cross-operational systems were set as principal 

level. Of course, new entit[ies] should be more efficient together versus being 

separate. All mergers are, though it is not the only reason, to help students 

learn from programs of cross-disciplines. (LA3) 

No, I very much believe a member of this body should not have personal 

interests or organizational interests at heart. I have fully adopted their goals. 

My interest was only to do the best I can for Tampere University and for 

Tampere City and for the Finnish Research and university ecosystem as a 

whole. (LA2) 

 

The fourth subcategory is introduced in Table 21. 

Table 21. Leadership Group A: Fourth group of concepts in the Leadership Orientation and 
Perspectives results category 

Perception of 

Conflict 

1. Immunity to conflicts: Resistance as natural part of change 

2. Communication: Always the least satisfactory issue in 

organizational change 

3. Redefining conflict as "different perspectives" 

4. Portrays resistance as a minority view (2%) 

5. Anticipated / unanticipated community reactions 

6. Potential false info/ strategic political message behind 

demonstrations 

7. Dissent on governance colliding with democracy   

As for the way they viewed conflicts, one leader stated that it is a natural part of 

change, exhibiting a perspective that views conflict as an ordinary occurrence, 

reflected in the remark below: 

I am rather immune to conflicts because all change accompanies conflicts. 

Of course I noticed conflicts, but an exchange of such different opinions is a 
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natural status of change. Different opinions, hopes, fears, visionary items. 

(LA3) 

Another leader denied the term conflict, stating that it was 2% of all opinions that were 

of resistance, being publicized. 

Actually, I don’t believe different perspectives automatically means conflict. 

It only means conflict if you believe that’s a problem. But having different 

perspectives is a huge asset, and if you’re capable of normally talking 

between the different perspectives and finding a compromise and thinking 

about what is the best for our university or our city or society, you can actually 

get the best possible solution out of it, so I really do not think that there’s a 

major conflict. (LA2) 

It was only a very small sliver of the opinions. We would be contacted by all 

the stakeholders. So this is how much information we are getting from all the 

opinions and only one of them is public. Only one of them, and the public one 

is the conflict one. But I would argue if I had to draw a circle, that represented 

only maybe 2% of all the individuals who were responsible there. (LA2) 

The leader also showed a different perspective on some of the community’s argument 

that the new governance collided with democracy, explaining that it depends on 

different angles. 

No, I think that’s wrongly, wrongly said. It doesn’t have automatically a 

collision with their democracy, and ultimately I do not buy that. [...] We are 

talking about three different universities combining. It was such that before a 

meeting we would ask three universities, and the two universities would say 

this is a great idea, this is how we want to do things, and then one of them 

would inform us that this is by no means acceptable, or we often had different 

universities make suggestions of models totally in conflict with each other 

university. Some of them felt like it had a collision with their democracy and 

autonomy and things like that, but that’s a totally different thing of how you 

feel and perceive things, versus how the real world is” (LA2). 

 

The fifth and final subcategory is introduced in Table 22. 
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Table 22. Leadership Group A: Fifth group of concepts in the Leadership Orientation and 
Perspectives results category 

Process Defense  

1. Extensive consultation  

2. External pressures  

3. References international models  

4. Firm belief in process soundness 

The leader also talked about the extensive effort the leadership group had made to 

listen to everyone’s opinions amid the pressure of multiple stakeholders voicing their 

opinions, and one’s firm belief in the soundness of the process. 

We went through a huge amount of information on international and Finnish 

top universities. How board members are elected and how these work. And 

we obviously went through the pros and cons and we were given expert 

presentations on the different models. (LA2) 

We had lots of people coming into the board meetings presenting how things 

could be done, but most of the time it wasn't one we requested...always 

alternative versions that we can discuss and we want to understand the pros 

and cons.(LA2) 

For none of us, it was like in terms of time and work.[..] We all did it just to be 

kind of doing a service to our country and service to the Finnish research 

community. So if we had been less ethically sound in terms of wanting to do 

the best we can, I think we would have had much worse solutions than the 

amount of work we all put into it our free time. (LA2) 

5.2.2 Resistance factors 

The analysis of this category revealed five subcategories: “cultural differences 

between universities,” “universities’ attachment to own practices,” “mutual distrust,” 

“system comprehension,” and “other factors.” These are listed in Table 23. 
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Table 23. Leadership Group A: Concepts in the Resistance Factors results category 

Cultural differences 

between 

universities  

1. UTA culture: Conservative thinking, focus on traditions and 

institutional roles 

2. TUT culture: Industry-oriented, openness to new ideas, external 

orientation, adaptability to change 

Universities’ 

attachment to own 

practices 

3. Attachment to existing ways and governance 

4. Perceived threats to university autonomy 

Mutual Distrust 5. Mistrust and suspicion between universities 

6. Concerns about excessive industrial influence 

System 

Comprehension 

7. Failure of community to grasp big picture 

8. Community's lack of understanding of foundation university 

Other factors   

9. Political major's tendency toward idealistic theories 

10. Excessive community reaction 

11. Protests are part of UTA culture 

12. Protests due to political ambition 

13. History of the city 

Interestingly, a leader in the group held the perspective that the major conflict in this 

merger was between the two universities rather than between the leadership and the 

UTA community. The leader pointed to mutual distrust and suspicion stemming from 

the different cultures and academic disciplines of both universities, as well as the 

universities' lack of readiness to utilize new opportunities presented by the merger, 

as sources of conflict. 

I think the main issue really was that the two universities had very different, 

what I would say cultures. University of Tampere was kind of, I'm not talking 

about my personal view, and experience, they had what I would call a very 

conservative way of thinking. They were very much focused on the way that 

things had been done earlier in their university, and what role the different 

bodies had, while the University of Technology was much more outward 

looking. Because of their work in the area of engineering and technology, 

they had a much more lively interface with industry and the outside world, 

they were more open to new ideas. So my experience was that the merger 

happened and many of the issues arose from these cultures in a way colliding. 
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Like, this is the way things were done in our university, and this was the only 

way that they were done in the other university. (LA1) 

University of Tampere, on their side, they were suspicious that the University 

of Technology was too much exposed to industrial interests and vice versa, 

that the people in the University of Technology was suspicious that University 

of Tampere were more exposed to political pressure or societal pressure also. 

I think most of these fears were totally unfounded in my opinion, but they 

were part of the traditional culture of thinking about the university's 

background and history. And it took some time, people started to really think 

about us together, this is a new setting and new possibility, I think there has 

been very positive development since those early times, but in the beginning, 

this cultural clash of the cultures was kind of issue. And we had to do a lot of 

work to kind of smooth out the differences in thinking and different traditions, 

different cultures. (LA1) 

Another leader identified the UTA community’s ‘fear of losing independence’ (LA3) 

as a factor of resistance, stating that one cannot take a stance on this matter.  

Meanwhile, a third leader perceived the UTA community’s response as excessive 

and stated that such protests were part of UTA’s culture and could have been driven 

by political ambitions, associated with the distinctive characteristics of Tampere city 

or the institution. This will be further explained in a later section. 

I think it’s part of the Tampere university culture. It’s important that they do 

demonstrations. I think it’s important that there is a political conversation, but 

it’s also important to have things in the media and the conversations there” 

(LA2). 

5.2.3 Implementation and Governance 

Subcategories identified in this category were “time management issues,” “trust,” 

“implementation approach,” and “governance structure”, as listed in Table 24. 

Table 24. Leadership Group A: Concepts in the Implementation and Governance results 
category 

Time Management 
Issues 
 

1. Rushed implementation 

2. Not rushed from professional domain-perspective 

3. Insufficient preparation time pre-merger 
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4. Short-term leadership tenure 

Trust  5. Insufficient trust-building efforts 

Implementation 
Approach 

6. Prioritization of merger implementation 

7. Focus on mechanism building 

8. Balance of internal-external perspectives 

9. Long-term sustainability 

10. Compromises exceeding founders' comfort zone 

11. Balance of diverse stakeholders' perspectives 

12. Dedication to student representation 

13. Tried to convince the community and eradicate fears 

Governance Structure 14. Founder majority justified 

15. Board independence emphasis 

16. Future correction possibility 

17. No comment / Cannot remember 

18. Complicated matter reflecting all relevant views  

In this category, leaders presented diverse viewpoints: one opinion suggested that 

the merger process was too rushed and that more time should have been given to 

persuade the community; another leader stated that it was not rushed at all by the 

logics of one’s field.  

I think there was simply too much hurry implementing the new structure in 

this sense. The City center campus, many people there, weren't very sure - 

they didn't really know where this was going. Things were moving quite 

rapidly. (LA1) 

There was also a statement that ‘making the merger happen’ took priority due to 

severely divergent views between the universities regarding the implementation 

approach. Overall, their actions reflected the leadership philosophies discussed 

earlier. 

At some point the staffs of different universities could not even sit at the same 

table and the merger had been taking a very, very long time. By the time we 

were asked to come along, there was a worry that the merger will never 

happen, there was a true expectation, if possible, that the merger will never 

happen. So our number one goal was to make the merger happen no matter 
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what, we will work so hard that we can get the merger to happen because 

the conflict had become so big already because the suggestions were so far 

away from each other. (LA2) 

When asked about the opinions on the matter of governance, in general there was 

no clear-cut answer from the leaders in this group but one of these three: a broad 

explanation, a different focus, or claims they could not recall or choosing not to 

comment. The interview questions were asked about the most controversial points 

such as the majority of the board being external or the drastic reduction in the number 

of the consistory and change of its composition. The following is a statement from a 

leader on this matter: 

Is having more founders in the nomination committee thought to be unfair.? 

I am not sure, I can’t remember. It was about keeping the university alive and 

helping its continuous development. That there would be a balance between 

the internal and external perspectives. That it would constantly adapt to the 

development of the world. For me, it was not about a power game but 

creating an organization that can live on with the era over the long-term as a 

livable organism. (LA3) 

A second leader mentioned the complexity of the matter repeatedly and stated that 

they do not remember, when asked about the controversial points of the governance. 

They stressed that their leadership group tried their best to compare all the different 

governance models of various universities and created a unique one for Tampere 

University. 

And it has been a very complicated negotiation and a very complicated set 

of information that we have used in that meeting. [..] It's not as simple as just 

this. These people, other ones as well. So all of them we had to negotiate 

and we had a lot of different perspectives to add on and we did always 

whatever was suggested, we adjusted them to be more democratic in a way 

than what was suggested to us in the first place as a decision-making body. 

(LA2) 

Another leader stated they could not understand UTA’s preoccupation with the 

governance issue, noting that the relevant rules could be subject to change in the 

future. 

In some ways, of course, I could understand the worries that many people 

are having, saying that, if things are done the way that we are suggesting the 
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university will lose its autonomy.[..] But Tampere university, they already had 

adopted this foundation University model, and we were simply following the 

law of the foundation University. And it's to me, a very, very clear case.[..] I 

think it is true that when the implementation started, interim board may have 

made suggestions on the representation at different levels of governance, 

and not everybody liked those representation numbers.[..]But again, if 

Tampere wants to change those representation numbers, it can do so 

through its own decision. The board is the only external body that sits there, 

appointed by the owners of the university, but then all the other decisions are 

made internally. So I, I am not a lawyer. I had to engage in many discussions 

about these legal issues, which I didn't really like too much, because I would 

have liked to discuss much more, again, the substance, the content, how 

things should be done, and what type of departments what type of faculties 

there should be. (LA1) 

5.2.4 Communication and Community Relations 

Leaders expressed various opinions on why communication worked out the way it 

did during the merger process, with the key factors outlined in Table 25. 

Table 25. Leadership Group A: Concepts in the Communication and Community relations 
results category 

Communication 

Breakdown 

1. Confidential deliberations justified 

2. Long internal discussions within decision-making body 

3. Diversity of opinions within decision-making body 

4. Challenge of unified decision within decision-making body 

5. Failure to help understand foundation university model due to time limit 

6. Communication efforts via hearings/meetings 

Among leaders’ various opinions on why communication worked out the way it did 

during the merger process, one notable explanation emerged regarding UTA 

community’s criticism that much of the process lacked transparency. A leader 

explained that the process was maintained with strict confidentiality due to the 

challenges in reaching consensus amid diverse opinions within the leadership group 

itself, although efforts were made to gather university community input through 

multiple public hearings and meetings. 
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This is what I think, it is normal that when you're making difficult decisions, 

those decisions are made behind closed doors. (LA2)  

There was no big secret or any reason why anything cannot be shared. So 

we agreed always that beforehand when we have a meeting list, what will be 

discussed that will be shared to everyone in advance. But the process of how 

in the meeting we finally came to the decision, that was definitely confidential. 

We had to always agree that it will be a unit, an unequivocal decision. We 

had to have a unified decision. That's why the meetings took so long. [..] The 

meetings would not start with us being of the same opinion. We would have 

to meet and negotiate for so long until we finally get a unified decision. So 

after that we wanted to come out as a unified, unified group, who says this is 

what we have decided. And that brings kind of stability. (LA2) 

 

Another leader admitted that there was a limit in convincing the university community 

on the foundation university model and their decisions. 

I think there was simply too much perhaps hurry, implementing the new 

structure in a sense. The main campus6, many people there, weren’t very 

sure. They didn't really know where this is going. Things were moving quite 

rapidly. So in retrospect, I think we could have avoided some difficulties in 

giving more time to the main campus 7to get used to the ideas of what really 

Foundation university means. I think I discovered there was a lot of 

misunderstandings and kind of unnecessary fears against the newest new 

model, a new governance structure. But that may simply be due to the lack 

of time we had when implementing the merger. Our group really worked for 

a very short time. But in this very short time, we had to make the whole 

university structure. [..] We had to make the governance, we had to make the 

bylaws and so it happened very quickly. And obviously in that kind of situation 

not everybody has time to really adapt. (LA1) 

Maybe we could have been more reactive to the, to the noise and so on. But 

I think in the end, we decided, okay, this is our opinion, this is what we want 

to do. [..] That's why as discussed earlier, perhaps we could have been more 

diplomatic and trying to find more common ground, but we would have 

needed more time. (LA1) 

 

6 The interviewee is referring to City Center campus  
7 Ibid. 
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5.2.5 Understanding Barriers 

Various barriers to understanding arose during the merger process, as the leaders 

noted during our interviews. The major barriers are listed in Table 26. 

Table 26. Leadership Group A: Concepts in the Understanding Barriers results category 

Sense-making failures 1. Cannot understand autonomy concerns 

2. Excessive focus on governance not understood 

3. Legally prescribed foundation governance 

4. Role boundaries of interim board  

5. Secondary issues taking precedence  

Change resistance 6. Community’s inability to utilize new opportunities 

One of the common categories that emerged among leaders was their inability to 

understand the community's heated response regarding governance issues. Their 

views included that the governance of foundation universities was already legally 

established, that it was UTA who had accepted this foundation university model, and 

that governance matters did not seem that significant to some of them. 

Somehow the foundation model would diminish the autonomy of UTA in their 

view, the classical disciplines and all that. I do not have an opinion on that, 

as I don’t know the reason for that fear. But I am not saying that they were 

being emotional, of course they had respectable reasons, as we are not 

completely pragmatic beings. Though I emphasize once again, they had 

already committed to that. And that is why the foundation was formed in the 

first place. So I focused on creating high quality education, cross-discipline 

programs, and productive units. (LA3) 

The legal model for the foundation university actually requires that the board 

has to be external to the university. And this was very difficult for Tampere, 

to some of the Tampere community to accept that there could be a board, 

which is the highest level of decision-making body that should be totally 

external to the university. But that is actually in the law of the foundation 

model. (LA1) 

There is this representation of three groups in some numbers, but I don’t 

think those numbers, to me, they are not that important. It’s important that 

there is a representation for everybody, for every sector. We had to spend a 
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lot of time discussing how many persons represent each of these sectors, 

students, professors, staffs, etc., and I never really understood what is the 

value of this discussion, because this governance body, they are not called 

to decide legal cases, they are decision-making bodies who should work for 

the common goal. (LA1) 

And I don’t think any board or any other decision-making body can make 

good decisions if they have to vote to make a decision. So that you are 

absolutely correct that in the early, early days, we had a lot of discussions 

and disagreements on how to construct these governance bodies. Eventually, 

I think it went all right. I don't know what the feelings are nowadays. But early 

on, really, we were able to convince everybody that the foundation university 

works this way, that the board is external. (LA1) 

The leader also expressed regret that when universities merge, many new 

opportunities arise, but these opportunities were not fully utilized in the beginning due 

to both universities’ attachment to their old customs or mistrust of one another. 

And I think in the case of Tampere, it’s kind of paradoxical that this new 

university was given a lot of opportunities, but they were quite hesitant in the 

beginning to use those possibilities. And that’s why the merger was 

somewhat painful also, because the two partners were looking backwards 

and thinking about how we did things earlier and want to keep their old habits. 

And not ready to think about new possibilities. Eventually, it happened. And 

I think things have moved in a very good direction from the early days, but in 

the beginning, I saw very much of this mistrust, suspiciousness of the other 

partners, culture, and habits. (LA1) 

5.2.6 Impact of Conflict 

In the category “Impact of conflict”, leaders described both operational issues and 

dual individual and organizational impacts, as set out in Table 27. 

Table 27. Leadership Group A: Concepts in the Impacts of Conflict results category 

Operational Issues 

  

1. Ineffective use of resources 

2. Overspending time / money to solve the conflict 

3. No time to work on the community 

4. Lack of a unified community post-merger 
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5. Comparison with the responses of other foundation universities or 

overseas universities 

6. Attributes to clash between the two universities 

7. Points to the attitude of not celebrating differences 

Individual/ 

Organizational 

impact 

8. Sense of betrayal by the students' responses  

9. Early to evaluate the outcome 

The leaders expressed their lament over the energy wasted on conflicts and the 

missed opportunity to allocate it to areas where it was truly needed. 

I was kind of surprised that so much of our energy had to be used to discuss 

this issue instead of just discussing the content of the issue since it’s kind of 

a legalistic discussion, structures and all, but very little discussion about the 

content of the decision. (LA1) 

Another leader commented: 

I don’t mind that it stalled the progress of the governance discussion. That’s 

OK, I understand. But it just took up so much of our bandwidth and everyone 

else’s bandwidth in the community that nobody had time to create the 

community itself, you know, or work on the community. (LA2) 

But I think sometimes they could have got more good stuff done by having a 

better balance in the ways in which they did things sometimes because I feel 

like we didn’t do as much good as we could have. We really had a plan to do 

more good, but we had to spend so much time with all kinds of, like, overhead 

in a way just by the way things were. (LA2) 

5.2.7 Reflections and Response 

In regard to leaders’ reflections on and responses to the merger process, the 

categories outlined in Table 28 emerged. 
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Table 28. Leadership Group A: Concepts in the Reflections and Response results 
category 

Reflections 

1. Time constraints creating top-down impression and insufficient 

dialogue  

2. Should have allowed more time to adapt 

3. Should have worked harder to earn students’ support 

Response 

4. Surprised by the intensity of resistance 

5. Views merger as a relative success 

Desired improvement 

from the community 

6. A more balanced perspective 

7. Interest in the substance of the merger 

Appeal for Genuine 

Intention 

8. Genuine intention to improve things for future generations 

As for the regrets associated with their handling of the merger, a leader noted that 

more time could have allowed the UTA community to better understand the new 

university model and adapt to the change with less difficulty. 

In retrospect, I think we could have avoided some difficulties by giving more 

time to the main campus to get used to the ideas of what a foundation 

university really means. I think I discovered there were a lot of 

misunderstandings and kind of unnecessary fears against the new model, 

the new governance structure. But that may simply be due to the lack of time 

or due to the fact that our group really worked for a very short time. But in 

this very short time, we had to make the whole university structure, we had 

to make the governance, we had to make the bylaws, and so it happened 

very quickly. And obviously in that kind of situation not everybody has time 

to really adapt. (LA1) 

The leader also appealed to their sincerity in wanting to provide the best for their 

students, as in the following remark: 

And I think from my point of view, perhaps we should have worked harder to 

get all the students on board to support the merger, because [...] I think in 

this kind of a situation, the main objective is to make things better for the 

students, for the future generation. […] In Tampere, we take every year, 1000 
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new students. A new generation comes in every year. That is the sector; that 

is the reason why these mergers are done to improve things for the future 

generations. (LA1) 

5.3 Open Coding Analysis of Leadership Group B  

From the interview and document data of Leadership Group B, 4 categories, 10 

subcategories, and 41 concepts in total emerged, as outlined in Table 29.    

Table 29. Open coding results for Leadership Group B 

Main Category Subcategory Concepts 

1. Leadership  

Orientation and  

Perspectives 

 

Merger Goals 

 

1. Industry’s contribution to education 

2. Enhancing Tampere University’s global 

competitiveness 

3. Capacity building through interdisciplinary 

convergence 

4. Support for student career development 

5. Regional development of the city 

6. Raising Finland’s national competitiveness 

7. Creating something new and valuable for Finland 

8. Industry’s benefit 

View of university’s 

Values 

9. University’s academic freedom perceived not useful 

in reality 

10. Democracy should be applied to society   

Personal 

philosophy 

11. Excellence over politics 

12. Pursuit of excellence: providing best to create 

best, highest-level competency and expertise 

13. Inappropriateness of student inclusion based on 

political motives, not competence 

14. Practical results over politics 

15. Represent engineering culture 
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Perception of 

conflict 

16. Lack of sense-making: not understanding 

resistance from University of Tampere 

17. Conflict more between two universities 

18. Conflict over board member selection 

19. Unfair media coverage 

2. Implementation 

and Governance 

Governance 

20. Diversity needed on the board 

21. Advocating for an independent board without 

internal university representatives 

22. Supports corporate-type governance model 

23. Belief in better decision-making and avoiding 

conflicts of interest 

24. Debate over the inclusion of student 

representative 

Implementation 

approach 

25. Active involvement justified as a major donor 

26. Exercise of power in governance formation 

27. Cannot remember reason for excluding the 

internal member from the board 

3. Resistance 

Factors 

Regional & 

university attributes 

28. Socialist tendencies / political resistance in the 

Tampere region and at the university 

29. Different cultures of universities 

4. Reflections and 

Lessons 

Reflections 

30. Lack of time for communication 

31. Failure to convince the community of the vision 

32. Underestimation of time and amount of initial 

dialogue required  

33. Surprised by the extent of the resistance 

34. Almost gave up due to community resistance  

35. Merger seen as a failure 

Lessons 

36. Need for appropriate compromise 

37. Investing time to understand the other party for 

easier acceptance 

38. Necessity of negotiation and good discussion 

over power play 
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39. Importance of the board as a whole over 

individual members 

Appeal for genuine 

intention 

40. Time will reveal the outcomes 

41. Despite failures, the intention was to benefit all, 

help, support, and create the best institution 

5.3.1 Leadership Orientation and Perspectives 

Within the first category of “Leadership Orientation and Perspectives,” four 

subcategories were identified: “Merger goals,” “View of university’s values,” “Personal 

philosophy,” and “Perception of conflict.” The first is detailed in Table 30. 

Table 30. Leadership Group B: First group of concepts in the Leadership Orientation and 
Perspectives results category 

This group’s merger objectives were threefold: to make the industry's contributions 

to education, regional development, and national growth; to strengthen university 

competitiveness to the benefit of the industry; and to provide enhanced career 

opportunities for students through interdisciplinary programs. 

Why the foundation universities were founded, that was actually very much 

due to the fact that the industry wanted to contribute to the education system 

and as a legal entity, as this foundation-based university offered an 

opportunity for the industry to be able to support the university financially. 

(LB1)  

Merger Goals 

 

1. Industry’s contribution to education 

2. Enhancing Tampere University’s global competitiveness 

3. Capacity building through interdisciplinary convergence 

4. Support for students’ career development 

5. Regional development of the city 

6. Raising Finland’s national competitiveness 

7. Creating something new and valuable for Finland 

8. Industry’s benefit 
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Citing the success of Aalto University, the first foundation university established in 

Finland, the leader explained that a similar model in Tampere was seen to be a good 

idea as Tampere was an industrial hub. 

The experience of Aalto University was good, and we thought that, in [the] 

Tampere context, we could also form something new which would actually 

bring some new ideas to science, so that we could have scientists of different 

branches discuss with each other and form some new things as a result of 

this cross-scientific thinking. So I think the big picture was that we thought it 

would create something new and valuable for Finland. (LB1)  

The technical university before the merger was a strong player. The reason 

for that is [that the] Tampere region is one of the biggest centers for industrial 

workshops. There are a lot of machine workshops in [the] Tampere area and 

then, of course, traditionally the cooperation between the university and the 

industry in Tampere region had been very good. And that’s why it was very 

important for the for the technology industries to support this type of 

development. (LB1)  

This leader also noted the need for the industry to benefit from the university’s 

research, as follows: 

I personally represent the engineering culture, and as far as the university is 

concerned, it was very important to have a good cooperation between the 

university and [the] industry so that the industry would actually benefit from 

science. (LB1)  

Another leader in this group mentioned the high expectations they had for the merged 

university, emphasizing their role as a donor to increase Tampere University’s global 

competitiveness:  

First and foremost, we had really high expectations for the new Tampere 

University, and we are willing to, you know, help and support. And you know, 

we invested money and time and everything to make it a leading university 

in the world. (LB2) 

 

The second subcategory is introduced in Table 31. 
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Table 31. Leadership Group B: Second group of concepts in the Leadership Orientation 
and Perspectives results category 

Leaders in this group displayed a very different, pragmatic view, stemming from their 

technical engineering backgrounds, toward the values of democracy and academic 

freedom held by UTA, which were at the center of contention throughout the case. 

So, the traditional university (UTA)’s thinking about the academic freedom, 

in my opinion, is that the university does not need to produce anything 

valuable to the community, but it's valuable as such and, from the cultural 

point of view, to have a university and have some independent thinking within 

the university, whereas in [a] technical engineering way of thinking about the 

university, it always includes the benefit of the university, meaning that, as a 

result of the cooperation between the technical university and the companies, 

they together could create something new and valuable for the nation. (LB1)  

The leader also shared his view of democracy as something that should be “applied 

in society,” which was similar to the view expressed by another leader with a similar 

background in Group A: 

What I think they were trying to do is, they tried to in a way apply the concept 

of democracy that is used in a society to the university environment. (LB1)  

Once again, this leader demonstrated a pragmatic perspective on academic freedom 

and the value of research, explaining that the technical university’s interpretation of 

the concept emphasized visible outputs that can be commercialized, while UTA did 

not emphasize such aspect. 

The concept of academic freedom was different in these two cultures. So in 

the technical university, academic freedom was always, of course, there, but 

when the scientists actually start new projects in a technical university, they 

almost always have a partner from the industry who is promoting the project 

because the industry representatives think that that this new project is going 

to be useful later on and it’s creating something new which can be 

commercialized to some new products and services. And whereas the 

projects in traditional Tampere university, they were created inside the 

university, and in a way, there was not that much stakeholder involvement in 

View of university’s 

values 

1. University’s academic freedom perceived as not useful in reality 

2. Democracy should be applied to society   
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those projects. So some papers were made and published, and then nobody 

really questions what is the value of this paper. (LB1)  

 

The third subcategory is introduced in Table 32. 

Table 32. Leadership Group B: Third group of concepts in the Leadership Orientation and 
Perspectives results category 

During the interviews, the leaders in this group repeatedly emphasized “excellence,” 

“best,” and “practical results” that would benefit the nation, industry, and the university. 

They viewed pursuing these values over politics and “providing best to create best” 

as important for creating a top university in Finland that could compete on a global 

scale. This perspective leant support to their position on the contentious governance 

issue. For example, such a philosophy is represented in the following statement by a 

leader expressing that they did not understand the UTA community’s attempt to 

include a student on the board “for political reasons” instead of a top-level overseas 

professor known for their expertise that they had recommended: 

It says in the statutes that the board members should represent the highest 

competency in the field. But we were forced to accept one exception, and 

that is the University of Tampere requires us to have a student in the board. 

And you might, you might ask yourself, a student is representing the highest 

capability of highest competence in the university? […] 

You know, if a board should have the highest competency possible, our 

interpretation was that should not be a first-year student. But seats were filled 

for political reasons, not because of competence; you needed to have a 

student on board in order to make the students happy. So we have been 

forced to do those sort of compromises. (LB2)  

Personal 

Philosophy 

1. Excellence over politics 

2. Pursuit of excellence: providing best to create best, highest-level 

competency and expertise 

3. Inappropriateness of student inclusion based on political motives, not 

competence 

4. Practical result over politics 

5. Represent engineering culture 
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The leader also compared the response of Tampere University with that of Aalto 

University based on these values:  

Aalto University, they were keener to have the globally best talent in the world, 

rather than somebody representing a group of people. So Tampere thinking 

is more like, you know, you need to have a board member representing 

somebody in a group from the university, and this has been very difficult for 

us to accept originally. (LB2) 

 

The fourth subcategory is introduced in Table 33. 

Table 33. Leadership Group B: Fourth group of concepts in the Leadership Orientation and 
Perspectives results category 

Regarding perception of conflict, this group expressed incomprehension of the 

community’s resistance against those who intended to support Tampere University 

through donations.  

Well, I must admit that I had difficulties understanding them because it was, 

I mean, why did we want to create this university? It was for the benefit of the 

university itself. And you know, we put €30 million on the table as well as an 

indication of our interest to, you know, invest in this university. So it was really 

difficult for us to see anything negative, being willing to support the university. 

And why? Why did we do that? What was our genuine concern about that? 

The level of university education in Finland. And, you know, trying to establish 

a university that would be competitive on a global scale. (LB2) 

One of the leaders framed the discord as an inter-university dispute rather than a 

leadership–university conflict, although the major resistance activities of UTA had 

occurred in response to leadership’s decisions. There were no visible actions of 

pushback on a similar level by UTA toward TUT. When asked what they viewed as 

the main issue of conflict during the merger, the leader replied, “the conflicts were 

more between these two universities, Technical University and Tampere University, 

Perception of conflict 

1. Lack of sense-making: not understanding resistance from 

University of Tampere 

2. More between two universities 

3. Conflict over board member selection 

4. Unfair media coverage 
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and there was a difference in culture” (LB1). Lament over the media criticizing these 

leaders was also expressed, noting that many UTA graduates worked in the 

journalism sector. 

5.3.2 Implementation and Governance 

Leadership Group B believed university board members should be independent of 

the university, to prevent a conflict of interest based on a corporate perspective on 

governance, which was a big clash of thought with some UTA community members. 

The key factors the interviews uncovered on implementation and governance are 

outlined in Table 34. 

Table 34. Leadership Group B: Concepts in the Implementation and Governance results 
category 

Based on a corporate perspective on governance, Leadership Group B believed the 

university’s board members should be independent from the university to prevent 

conflicts of interest, which clashed with the opinions of some UTA community 

members.  

When questioned about Leadership Group B's decision to reject internal university 

nominations to the board—one of the most contentious issues during the process—

a leader provided the following response: 

Governance 

1. Diversity needed on the board 

2. Advocating for an independent board without internal university 

representatives 

3. Supports corporate-type governance model 

4. Believing in better decision-making and avoiding conflicts of 

interest 

5. Debate over the inclusion of student representative 

Implementation 

approach 

6. Active involvement justified as a major donor 

7. Exercise of power in governance formation 

8. Cannot remember reason for excluding the internal member from 

the board 
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Well, I don’t remember this. So, I don’t remember objecting to this member’s 

candidacy if she was a candidate. But of course, you know, as for forming 

the university board, I was concerned about the diversity in it. Diversity in 

terms of not only gender but competence and expertise and so forth. There 

was one particular context we disagreed with the university professors and a 

counselor, our interpretation of independence. To be independent from the 

university, our interpretation was that you can’t be independent if you’re 

employed by the university. (LB2) 

Another leader expressed supporting the idea of a corporate type of governance, 

which revealed another point of divergence from the UTA community’s view: 

And then, of course, I represent the thinking that in order to make good 

decisions there, there needs to be certain independence between the 

different structures that are participating in the governance. And so I 

represent the idea of more like a company type of governance, and UTA 

represented the idea of applying the societal democracy to the university, the 

university governance. (LB1) 

The leader offered an explanation that reflected this corporate lens of governance: 

One of the biggest problems in normal universities from the industry’s point 

of view is really the governance. Because in normal universities, it is allowed 

that the personnel of the university may be able to nominate candidate 

representatives to the university, but let’s say this governance is a bit unclear 

because then the director of the university, who is actually reporting to the 

Board of Directors of the universities, is reporting to his or her own 

subordinates. […] And that’s why when the foundation universities were 

made, it was very important for the industry that the governance of a 

foundation-based university would be organized in a similar way as a 

company governance is organized, so that the Board of Directors is 

independent of the organization that it’s governing. Because then it’s easier 

to avoid conflicts of interest between the board of directors and the director 

and then the rest of the organization. (LB1) 

When asked deeper questions about what they meant by avoiding conflict of interest, 

the leader explained that there has to be no intervention in the board’s decision-

making for the university (which is further examined in the Discussion): 

The board has important decisions to make, and the board needs to listen to 

the organization. But the board needs to make the decisions that are good, 
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which are the best for the university. So I guess that the idea here is that 

there should be no intervention between the organization and the board so 

that the board can independently do its job. (LB1) 

The same leader provided another statement that revealed their strong emphasis on 

maintaining an independent board: 

While Tampere city and Technology Industries were by far the biggest 

founders, in the corporate environment, it’s usually the main owners who 

dominate the board. And I remember that we discussed this, that we need to 

have some kind of a leading role here because we are the two biggest 

founders. (LB1) 

The leaders’ justification for their active involvement in the governance of the new 

university as a major donor was also supported by the following remark: 

The history of Tampere Technical University is very similar to the history of 

Aalto university, meaning that the industry took a very strong role as the 

founder of the university, allocating a big, big amount of money to the 

university, and our group was the biggest founder of Tampere Technical 

University. (LB1) 

5.3.3 Resistance Factors 

In this category, regional and university attributes emerged as a subcategory, with 

the leaders pointing to what they perceived as the Tampere region and university’s 

socialist tendencies and political resistance. The key factors are introduced in Table 

35. 

Table 35. Leadership Group B: Concepts in the Resistance Factors results category 

Drawing a comparison with the successful merger of Aalto University, a leader 

attributed one of the resistance factors to the significant influence of Tampere city’s 

historical heritage on the university’s response. 

Regional and university 

attributes 

1. Socialist tendencies / political resistance in the Tampere region 

and university 

2. Different cultures of universities 
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From the very beginning, there was a very good spirit in Aalto University, but 

it was very different in Tampere. And I believe it was because of UTA, the 

main campus, being very political, you know. Tampere as a city, it’s an 

example of, sort of a socialist city in Finland, I mean. It’s a strong statement, 

but you know it’s very different from Helsinki in the respect that you know in 

Helsinki, it’s a business environment; it’s sort of easier because economics 

is more of a positive thing in Helsinki, while Tampere has ancient history of 

being the, sort of, red socialist city in Finland. That probably has an impact 

on the thinking when it comes to, you know, societies. (LB2) 

5.3.4 Reflections and Lessons 

In regard to leaders’ reflections on and responses to the merger process, the 

categories outlined in Table 36 emerged. 

Table 36. Leadership Group B: Concepts in the Reflections and Lessons results category   

A leader from this group admitted that they could have done better in convincing the 

UTA community of their vision and described having learned an important lesson in 

the process: More time should have been invested into dialogue with the community 

to understand them better and increase their receptivity of change.  

Reflections 1. Lack of time for communication 

2. Failure to convince the community of the vision 

3. Underestimation of time and amount of initial dialogue required  

4. Surprised by the extent of the resistance 

5. Almost gave up due to community resistance  

6. Merger seen as a failure 

Lessons 7. Need for appropriate compromise 

8. Investing time to understand the other party for easier acceptance 

9. Necessity of negotiation and good discussion over power play 

10. Importance of the board as a whole over individual members 

Appeal for genuine 

intention 

11. Time will reveal the outcomes 

12. Despite failures, the intention was to benefit all, help, support, and 

create the best institution                        
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We could have done better in many ways probably. I think that we 

underestimated the amount of time and open dialogue needed with the 

community in the beginning. Maybe that’s one learning as well that it’s not 

always about the individual, it’s about the board as a whole. How the board 

works. That’s one learning for me, at least that, regardless of what sort of 

power play you might have in the board. Like, you know, if you have seven 

members on the board, and if you’re only focusing on, you know, winning the 

vote by four against three and voting about everything, it’s not good, but if 

you have a good discussion culture, spending enough time on understanding 

everybody’s requirements, of course, that makes it easier for the community 

to accept. (LB2) 

5.4 Open Coding Analysis of Government 

This section will detail the findings produced through open coding analysis of the 

government interview held in this study, as outlined in Table 37. This category was 

based on an interview with an official from the Ministry of Education and Culture who 

had participated in the T3 merger. Although only one person was interviewed, coding 

analysis for this category was regarded as significant considering the weight of the 

government’s role in the merger. 

From this interview, 7 categories, 14 subcategories, and 33 concepts emerged 

from the open coding analysis. 

Table 37. Open coding results for the government perspective 

Main category Subcategory Concepts 

1. Merger Initiative 

and Context 

Bottom-up 

Initiative 

1. Universities initiated merger themselves 

2. Began with former UTA rector’s proposal  

3. Government not very committed due to university 

differences  

Strategic 

Rationale 

4. Too many universities for a small nation 

5. Need for stronger research profiles 

2.Organizational 

Differences 
 

Institutional 

Culture Clash 

6. UTA: Radical social sciences background with 

strong emphasis on university autonomy  
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7. TUT: Close ties with industry, success in private 

funding 

Governance 

Model 

Differences 

8. Public university vs. foundation university 

9. Different views on external board members 

10. Contrasting interpretations of university autonomy 

3. Process 

Management Issues 

Leadership 

Dynamics 

11. Lack of strong commitment from leadership 

12. Personality mismatches between rectors 

13. Communication problems between university 

leaders 

Timeline 

Pressures 

14. Government term constraints 

15. Legislative deadlines 

4. Structural Barriers 

Legal 

Framework 

Constraints 

16. Different legal interpretations 

17. Legal difficulties in dissolving foundation 

18. Parliamentary decisions' binding nature 

Administrative 

Complexities 

19. Interim board appointment issues 

20. Governance structure debates 

5. Communication 

Issues 

Internal 

Communication 

Gaps 

21. Insufficient discussion within academic communities 

22. Lack of thorough debate at community level 

External 

Communication 

Challenges 

23. Media bias 

6. Trust Issues 

Inter-

organizational 

Trust Deficit 

24.  Lack of mutual trust between    universities 

25.  Prejudices about foundation model 

7.Ministry’s Role and 

Response 

Support 

Functions 

26. Attempt at mediator role 

27. Efforts to clarify legal interpretation 

28. Respect for university autonomy 

29. Conflict anticipation and concerns 

30. Strategic funding support 
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Regulatory Role 

31. Timeline enforcement 

32. Process oversight 

Response 

33. Surprised by UTA’s demand to take law back to 

Parliament  

5.4.1 Merger Initiative and Context 

The first category of findings concerned the merger initiative and context, as detailed 

in Table 38.  

Table 38. Government: Concepts in the Merger Initiative and Context results category 

Bottom-up Initiative 

1. Universities initiated merger themselves 

2. Began with former UTA rector’s proposal 

3. Government not very committed due to university differences  

Strategic Rationale 
4. Too many universities for a small nation 

5. Need for stronger research profiles 

The participant begun by explaining that the university merger was a voluntary choice 

backed by the government’s support, explaining that the overall merger drive in 

Finland was pursued to reduce the number of universities to match Finland's national 

scale and strengthen research capabilities. 

 As you know, we have done quite a few university mergers in Finland and 

they were all initiated by the universities themselves. [..] The ministry was 

very supportive to these kinds of initiatives because we thought that we had 

too many universities because we are a very small nation and also to have 

stronger research profiles for universities. (G1) 

The participant went on to explain that, in the case of Tampere University, the process 

was challenging due to the different administrative models, cultures, and histories. 

He said that at one point, Tampere University’s merger looked like it would fail due to 

a lack of inter-institutional consensus despite the government’s efforts. The official 

revealed that while the government was proactive in the mergers of other universities, 

it was less committed in the beginning of the process in the case of Tampere 
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University due to matters that seemed to require prior discussions pre-merger 

between the two universities. 

I think the ministry, we thought that there are still quite a few issues that both 

universities should discuss amongst themselves before the government gets 

involved with the process and that’s why it wasn’t in the government coalition 

program at that time. [...] When the other mergers were done, there was a 

commitment also from the government side from the very beginning. But in 

Tampere’s case, we were not committed enough, and we were pushed and 

asked by the universities and the local politicians, could the ministry get 

involved in the process and make it happen? They thought that perhaps it 

would make sense to make this merger so that Tampere University, the new 

university, would be even more competitive and also attractive to Finnish 

students as well as international students and faculty. And then we became 

very much involved in the process. (G1) 

5.4.2 Organizational Differences 

The second category of findings concerned organizational differences, as detailed in 

Table 39.  

Table 39. Government: Concepts in the Organizational Differences results category 

Institutional 

Culture Clash 

1. UTA: Radical social sciences background, strong emphasis on university 

autonomy 

2. TUT: Close ties with industry, success in private funding 

Governance 

Model 

Differences 

3. Public university vs. Foundation university 

4. Different views on external board members 

5. Contrasting interpretations of university autonomy 

A category of organizational differences emerged when the participant was asked 

how they interpreted the conflicts that occurred during the merger. The official 

responded that some level of conflict was anticipated due to the significant 

differences in the cultures and administrative models of the two universities. 

I think we could see both forehand that there will be conflicting interests in 

the sense that there’s the kind of traditional university of Tampere, and the 

kind of rules of the university were in social sciences, and it had the kind of 
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reputation from the 1960s onwards that it was a radical university in many 

ways, especially the students of the university. And then we had this 

University of Technology in Tampere that had been very successful actually 

in attractive private funding. (G1) 

But in practice, these differences- organizational cultures would cause 

trouble in the merger process if they were not thoroughly discussed within 

university communities, and this was the thing, I think, that there wasn’t 

enough discussion on what it would mean from the foundation university side, 

(like) what were their expectations? (G1) 

Because there was the University of Tampere, which is a, a kind of public 

university, and then there’s the University of Technology in Tampere, which 

was already a foundation-based university. (G1) 

5.4.3 Process Management Issues 

The third category of findings concerned process management issues, as detailed in 

Table 40.  

Table 40. Government: Concepts in the Process Management Issues results category 

Leadership Dynamics 

1. Lack of strong commitment from leadership 

2. Personality mismatches between rectors 

3. Communication problems between university leaders 

Timeline Pressures 
4. Government term constraints 

5. Legislative deadlines 

The official also thought that personality and communication issues between two 

former Presidents of UTA and TUT, one of which was new to the scene, may have 

played a role in insufficient merger discussions between the two universities. In other 

words, the participant felt that there was not enough preparation in terms of 

discussion prior to the merger to prevent conflict. 

Yes, we anticipated the conflicts, and we actually tried to say to directors and 

leadership of both universities that you have to discuss these issues, that this 

is going to be a problem for you. So the kind of idea of having to have a new 

foundation-based university, we could anticipate that it is a cultural problem 
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to old Tampere University, and then it was the very strong requirement from 

[the] University of Technology and all the stakeholders side that they would 

still insist that the new university is a foundation and not this kind of public 

law university […] but we would definitely see that there will be problems in 

the future, so the communities, the academic communities in the two 

universities, were not discussing enough. (G1) 

And then also I think we could anticipate that the leadership of both 

universities, they didn’t share perhaps the view that the merger could be 

beneficial for both universities. So perhaps also the kind of commitment from 

leadership of the universities, when the former President had left, it was not 

what it should have been. (G1) 

I think that they saw the universities’ characteristics were so very different. 

[...] And then I think there’s, sometimes, you just don’t have the personalities 

that work well together. Not necessarily clashing personalities, but not the 

kind of personalities that find it easy to work together. (G1)  

When asked why the merger had to follow a tight deadline, the participant explained 

that the specific administrative schedules during the government’s term and 

legislative deadlines set the time limit. 

Because obviously when you have the coalition for four years in place and 

then if you want to have the decisions ready during one government term, 

then you have a certain schedule. (G1)  

It turned out that the university leadership and perhaps in the UTA University, 

it seemed that they hadn’t realized that the Parliament had already accepted 

the legislation, and they still wanted to discuss, discuss some details in the 

legislation. But the legislation has already been passed in the Parliament. [...] 

Now you have to do something because the legislation is going to come into 

force and that was the decision by the Parliament. And if you don’t have this 

decision-making body that the legislation requires you to have, then you don’t 

exist (as a legal organization). (G1)  

5.4.4 Structural Barriers 

The fourth category of findings concerned the structural barriers to the merger’s 

success, as detailed in Table 41.  
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Table 41. Government: Concepts in the Structural Barriers results category 

Legal framework constraints 

1. Different legal interpretations 

2. Legal difficulties in dissolving foundation 

3. Parliamentary decisions' binding nature 

Administrative complexities 
4. Interim board appointment issues 

5. Governance structure debates 

When asked whether the ministry could have played a role in clarifying the legal issue 

that had provoked the conflict, the official replied: 

Yeah, well, it was the law in place, and I think the question of interpretation 

of the legislation, we tried to clear it even before the decision was made by 

the government or by the ministry that we will get involved with this whole 

project because we saw that there are different interpretations of the 

legislation, and we tried to make sure that both parties and the stakeholders 

understand what is going to happen and what kinds of problems and ... kinds 

of views there might be on route. But for some reason, we kept coming to the 

same problems over and over again during the merger project. (G1)  

The official was also asked what the government meant when it stated in a policy 

meeting that “a more competitive university would be created if the influence of the 

internal stakeholders is minimized”. The participant offered a somewhat detached yet 

relevant response on the inevitability of making the new university a foundation model 

due to the legal complexity of dissolving a foundation. 

Because it’s very difficult to kind of dissolve a foundation. Because there are 

stakeholders who have founded the foundation, and the merger would not 

have been possible if we had told the University of Technology that now you 

are no longer a foundation. You just can’t do that by administrative decision 

from the ministry because it is up to the stakeholders or the founders of the 

foundation university. So this was something that we tried to make clear to 

[the] University of Tampere, and if you want to merge, then it’s going to be 

[a] foundation-based university. (G1)  

Parliamentary decisions’ binding nature is discussed in the quotation in the previous 

section on timeline pressures, so this concept is not discussed again here. 
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To the question of how the government came to push the controversial appointment 

of foundation board members to the position of interim board, the official replied, 

I can’t say that I would have changed my mind, but we were trying to make it 

clear to the university community how the process would need to run, and it 

was up to the university really to choose the interim board. And that was the 

kind of decision made by the universities, and there we saw then in hindsight 

that was probably not the wisest solution at that point, because then the 

interim board didn’t really get the kind of trust from the university community. 

(G1)  

Explaining the background to the question on what they thought of the conflicts and 

issues that occurred during the merger, the official hinted at how the government 

perceived the adoption of an external board at that time, also citing cultural 

differences between TUT and UTA. 

And of course, when you have a foundation university, then the main idea 

has been to have a kind of totally external university board, and we thought 

that the ministry, that perhaps these kinds of differences, are not big in 

legislation. […] And then again, there were kind of prejudice from Tampere 

University so that they would perhaps destroy or harm academic freedom 

and university autonomy if, the kind of idea is to have totally external 

university Board, for example. So, they kind of, organizational cultures are 

very, very different in the universities, definitely. (G1)  

5.4.5 Communication Issues 

The fifth category of findings concerned communication issues, as detailed in Table 

42.  

Table 42. Government: Concepts in the Communication Issues results category 

Internal communication  

gaps 

1. Insufficient discussion within academic 

communities 

2. Lack of thorough debate at community level 

External communication 

challenges 
3. Media bias 
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Although insufficient discussion within the academic community has been mentioned 

previously, a separate category for communication was created to emphasize the 

participants’ repeated highlighting of this matter throughout the interview: “So, the 

communities, the academic communities in the two universities were not discussing 

enough” (G1).  

The official also commented that news articles were biased in explaining the 

challenges that emerged in the merger process, and that the Ministry did not agree 

with the content: “And then the university or the newspaper articles, especially in the 

dailies, they were very much colored. And from the Ministry side, we definitely did not 

agree with the interpretations” (G1).  

5.4.6 Trust Issues 

The sixth category of findings concerned trust issues, as detailed in Table 43.  

Table 43. Government: Concepts in the Trust Issues results category 

Inter-organizational 

trust deficit 

1. Lack of mutual trust between universities 

2. Prejudices about foundation model 

5.4.6.1 Inter-organizational Trust Deficit 

When asked if there was anything the government could have done differently or 

better in this merger, the official replied that it is difficult to say because they felt they 

had put significant effort into the process, but conveyed the tone that the university 

could have better prepared the merger by ensuring sufficient discussions pre-merger. 

The official followed this with a comparison of the “mutual trust” element between 

Tampere University and other universities. 

Yes, it’s obviously very difficult for me to say what we should have done 

differently because we definitely put a lot of time and energy to the process 

because we felt that when they had decided that they want this, we saw that 

there are so many things that needed further discussion and definition. And 

then there was always the discussion that sometimes presented that this 

should be stopped. (G1)  
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But then there was this kind of eagerness in some parts of the universities to 

make oneself stronger, and definitely they also wanted to get part of the 

strategic funding, extra funding, that they saw had come to benefit, well, Aalto, 

[which] was a case in itself because there was so much money from public 

and private sources to [the] initial foundation or initial capital to the foundation, 

but also the University of Eastern Finland and also University of Turku, that 

they got quite a lot of this strategic funding when they decided to merge. And 

the government wanted to kind of ease these processes. But then they had 

the trust. They had mutual trust and the mutual trust seemed to be lacking in 

[the] Tampere process at the local level for a long time. (G1)  

There were many times when we thought that the whole merger would 

collapse, and that was perhaps the lack of trust between the two universities 

and the stakeholders. (G1)  

5.4.6.2 Prejudices about foundation model 

The official also mentioned the University of Tampere community’s prejudice against 

the foundation university model.  

And then again there were kind of prejudice from Tampere University so that 

they would perhaps destroy or harm academic freedom and university 

autonomy if… The kind of idea is to have [a] totally external university board, 

for example. (G1)   

5.4.7 Ministry's Role and Response 

The seventh category of findings concerned the Ministry’s role and response, as 

detailed in Table 44.  

Table 44. Government: Concepts in the Ministry’s Role and Response results category 

Support Functions 

1. Attempt at mediator role 

2. Efforts to clarify legal interpretation 

3. Respect for university autonomy 

4. Conflict anticipation and concerns 

5. Strategic funding support 
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Regulatory Role 
6. Timeline enforcement 

7. Process oversight 

Response 8. Surprised by UTA’s demand to take law back to Parliament  

5.4.7.1 Support Functions 

The participant emphasized the arbitrating role that the government attempted to play 

in bringing together the different views or legal interpretations but in which they faced 

limits as a result of the desire to respect the universities’ autonomy. 

I think as a ministry we did a lot of work in trying to reconcile the views, but 

then when universities are autonomous, we have to respect their decisions 

and kind of wait for their commitment to be strong enough to start the whole 

process. (G1)  

The remaining concepts in this subcategory and in the subcategory of “Regulatory 

role” were evidenced in previously cited quotations and are therefore not repeated 

here. 

5.4.7.2 Response 

Finally, the government official stated that although the government attempted to 

mediate and reconcile, they were quite surprised by some of the responses from UTA, 

including the call for legal changes when the law had already passed in the parliament; 

they felt that both universities lacked communication and preparation.  

The decision by the Parliament had been taken, so that was very surprising 

to us, that UTA still thought that there should be something that we could 

change, that we should take the legislation back to parliament. (G1)  

And there were very many, I would say, surprising developments in the way 

of the merger, because we thought that we told them about the lack of 

conversation, debate at the academic community level, and then perhaps 

also different kinds of views at the leadership level, and those obviously we 

couldn’t but try to reconcile, we couldn’t help more deeply, I would say. (G1)  
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5.5 Summary 

In total, 17 main categories were identified during the open coding of the leadership 

perspective. However, there were overlapping categories, so when they were 

organized, a total of 13 categories emerged. The categories for the interim board and 

founders were “Leadership orientation and perspectives,” “Implementation and 

governance,” “Resistance factors,” “Reflections & lessons,” “Understanding barriers,” 

and “Impact of conflict.” For the government, they were “Merger initiative and context,” 

“Organizational differences,” “Process management issues,” “Structural barriers,” 

“Communication issues,” “Trust issues,” and “Ministry’s role and response.” 

These categories, divided into subcategories and fitting concepts, were examined 

with matching quotations from the interview participants. The following chapter will 

delve deeper into the findings of this examination, which will link together the 

categories through application of the paradigm model.  

5.6 Axial Coding 

Axial coding, which is the second stage of coding analysis in grounded theory 

methodology, reveals the relationships between the categories identified during the 

open coding stage. This process determines how categories are connected to each 

other by applying the paradigm model, in which the phenomenon is the main category 

with sub-categories related through the coding paradigm of conditions, context, 

action/interaction strategies, and consequences (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). In other 

words, these sub-categories provide context by addressing questions relevant to the 

phenomenon and demonstrating how various conditions relate to people’s actions 

and responses (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  

The analysis revealed five major categories that incorporate the categories 

identified during the open coding phase. Each of these five categories relates to and 

helps explain the central phenomenon of the case study. The paradigm model of the 

UTA community is illustrated in Figure 7 and discussed below. 

5.6.1 UTA paradigm model 

Herein, paradigm models are presented for the UTA academic community’s views, 

in full (Figure 7) and simplified (Figure 8).  
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5.6.1.1 Causal Conditions  

Causal conditions refer to events or incidents that produce a phenomenon in a 

grounded theory approach. In this study, the academic community participants 

identified two causal conditions that they interpreted as contributing to leadership–

community conflicts during the university merger: 

First, participants cited the leadership characteristics of those leading the merger 

process as a major source of conflict. The leaders’ ideologies, professional 

backgrounds, and lack of organizational understanding of universities’ operational 

mechanisms or the values behind them all influenced their leadership approach and 

perspectives on the merger, causing a clash with the UTA community.  

These characteristics, according to the interview participants, included leaders’ 

pursuit of the minority elitist vision and viewing universities as mere targets for reform. 

The second category was value conflict, which in the participants’ view permeated 

and formed the basis for all leadership decisions, characterized by the tension 

between university-supported democratic governance and the leadership’s apparent 

commitment to managerialism. Added to this, many pointed out that the fundamental 

difference between UTA community versus leadership in the way they viewed what 

a university should be and what goal it should serve, functioned as a causal factor in 

the conflict. 

5.6.1.2 Phenomenon  

Phenomenon refers to the central concept or primary event that becomes the focal 

point of research in grounded theory. In this study, “leadership-community conflict 

during university merger” emerged as the central phenomenon through the lens of 

the UTA community participants. The ‘governance' issue, in particular, was central to 

the conflict throughout the process, along with the ’leadership approach,’ which has 

not been included in the paradigm chart due to the logical flow but was still a pivotal 

component of the conflict, falling into overlapping categories of action/interaction. 

Participants proposed that if the merger process was more democratic, if the leaders 

listened to them more, and if the community could influence the outcome through a 

slower process, the community would have been much happier. Other participants 

noted that if the leadership showed more respect to the community or made a 

minimum compromise, or engaged in more open communication with greater 

community inclusion, things would have felt fairer and it would have been easier for 

the community to accept change. 
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5.6.1.3 Contextual Conditions  

This condition indicates situational or environmental factors that influence the 

phenomenon. Four categories emerged as contexts for this conflict based on the 

analysis of the participants’ opinions.  

First, various external influences surrounding the merger at that time influenced 

the phenomenon. Some of those factors were the interests of the nation and industry, 

global higher education trends aimed at managerial objectives of HEIs such as 

increased competitiveness and efficiency under the influence of neoliberalism, along 

with the Ministry of Education & Culture’s pressure on the merger based on a 

foundation university model reflecting such trends.  

Second, process management issues were mentioned as contextual factors to the 

conflict, including tight administrative timelines of the merger and ambiguous laws. 

For instance, the rushed schedule with minimum time allowed for the community’s 

feedback on the leadership’s proposal with the management rule aggravated the 

community’s distrust in the leadership and perception of unfairness.  

Regarding legal issues, UTA perceived that the management rules established by 

the interim board for foundation university governance violated both the Constitution 

and the University Act, specifically regarding principles of university autonomy and 

democratic operation.  

Third, the category of academic identity was highlighted as a context to the conflict. 

UTA's tradition of self-governance and autonomy, characterized by a tripartite 

decision-making system with equal representation among professors, students, and 

staff, clashed directly with the new governance structure of the merged university.  

Last, structural and cultural differences between the two universities emerged as 

contextual conditions for the conflict. For instance, as TUT was already operating as 

a foundation university, it had minimal reasons to resist the merger process. However, 

UTA faced more significant challenges as it required a fundamental governance 

transformation in adopting the new university model.  

5.6.1.4 Intervening Conditions  

Intervening conditions function as moderators or obstacles that affect the way causal 

conditions lead to actions or outcomes, either enhancing or impeding the progression 

of the situation. In this case, leadership characteristics such as the temporariness of 

the interim board and powerful external influence were found to have influenced 

actions and interactions. With its short tenure, the interim board gave the UTA 
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participants an impression of 'do it and leave' by wanting to quickly accomplish the 

task of merger implementation without genuinely listening to the community's 

opinions. Additionally, the impact of the powerful founders from the Technology 

Industry Association was noted, with power struggles between the founders and the 

UTA leadership in the new board’s nomination process, leading to a university 

insider’s removal from a relevant position. This increased feelings of injustice among 

some UTA community members, increasing the community’s resistance.  

5.6.1.5 Action/Interaction Strategies  

This category indicates behaviours or activities that people engage in as a response 

to the conditions identified in the study. Various actions were identified in the 

participants’ responses as well as relevant documents including news articles. 

Participants specified the leadership’s top-down approach that showed disregard for 

the community overall, and a failure to properly listen to the community’s opinions, its 

engagement in conflict avoidance, and its reluctance to include the community in the 

decision-making process. In addition, opaque sharing of the information as well as 

pro forma hearings that did not reflect community’s opinions despite their extensive 

preparation and input were cited. Another identified category of action was ineffective 

process management issues, such as rushed implementation, staff layoffs, and the 

lack of effort community-building post-merger.  

In response to all this, the community reacted through multiple channels of 

resistance, including five legal actions that raised issues with the legality of the 

foundation university governance structure, a walk-out of around 1,000 participants, 

group signatures of 3,000 people, collective petitions, media reports, creating a 

website to share merger information, and the organization of various forums and 

workshops to discuss the merger matter.  

 

5.6.1.6 Consequences  

The outcomes of actions and interactions amid the leadership-community conflict 

during the merger emerged in four categories: psychological impact, professional and 

organizational consequences, identity conflict, and impact on the merger.  

In the category of psychological impact, the most significant was the formation of 

deep-seated distrust toward leadership, stemming directly from the styles of its 
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management approach. This distrust led to low morale within the organization, 

including feelings of anger, fear, shame, and helplessness in the university 

community, as members felt disempowered to influence the external leaders’ 

decision-making about their organization. Additionally, post-merger implementation 

of new managerial practices within the university emphasizing the research output as 

well as externally imposed priorities allegedly fragmented and alienated the academic 

staff, who became isolated from achieving these goals.  

At the organizational level, the participants talked about the merger resulting in 

the university’s reputational decline for several years following the integration. The 

participants believed that the negative image of ongoing conflicts within the university 

spread quickly within the small academic circles in Finland. They also spoke about 

the impact on the community members’ work performance, administrative confusion, 

staff turnover due to feelings of shame and diminished attachment to the organization, 

and the ongoing governance conflicts that continued after the merger. For instance, 

a post-merger survey on the governance issue led by a UTA academic demonstrated 

that the governance issue remained unresolved, which prompted a taskforce team to 

be formed years after the merger and ultimately led a consistory chairperson to be 

internally elected from within the university.  

A third consequence was identity conflict, as participants reported losing their 

organizational identity and sense of 'our' university due to the leadership’s emphasis 

on swiftly adopting a new identity without properly allowing for the buy-in process of 

brand identification. The conflicts ultimately impacted the merger itself, resulting in 

additional costs and schedule delays. 
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5.6.2 Leadership paradigm model 

5.6.2.1 Causal Conditions  

Before discussing causal conditions, it must be noted that the main conflict perceived 

by the leadership participants fell into two categories, which differed from UTA 

community participants’ perceptions: 1) conflict between the two universities (TUT vs. 

UTA), and 2) leadership–community conflict throughout the merger process.  

The causal conditions differed according to the leadership’s understanding of the 

conflict. Leaders who interpreted that the central contention was between the two 

universities cited differences between TUT and UTA in terms of their culture, fields of 

study, history, and politics. In their view, UTA maintained a conservative culture 

steeped in tradition, while its strong emphasis on social sciences, humanities, and 

education—combined with its radical socialist history—had cultivated a critical 

thinking orientation in the community. On the other hand, TUT was described as 

having an open culture to new ideas, being outward looking and industry-oriented, 

and striking up many business partnerships in the fields of engineering sciences and 

technology. In some leaders’ views, the main dispute arose from this cultural collision. 

In addition, they pointed toward Tampere city’s socialist and leftist history as having 

allegedly influenced UTA’s culture. 

The government shared a view implying that despite its advice, the lack of pre-

merger discussion between the two universities sowed the seeds of conflict, as 

“things that should have been sorted out before the merger” seemed unsettled once 

the process unfolded. 

In the interpretation that positioned the conflict as between the leadership and 

university community, the leadership’s different focus was analyzed to be a 

contributing factor. While the UTA community’s focus was on the governance the 

issue, leaders’ focus were elsewhere: technical merger goals such as a higher-quality 

education that kept pace with the changing world, “creating something new and 

valuable for the nation,” “substance” over governance (referring to the ‘content’ of 

education in the merged institution, such as a new curriculum or faculty structure), 

pursuit of excellence, and benefit for the industry.  

The leaders ultimately could not understand UTA community's perspective, 

including why the governance issue was so important to the community. They did not 

achieve ‘sense-making’ in understanding the significance of democratic values and 

self-governance to the UTA community, which had been deeply embedded in UTA's 

tradition and organizational culture - characteristics that evolved through its historical 
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roots, as one of the early universities in Finland to adopt a tripartite decision-making 

system of equal representation in its governance. Even when the leaders 

acknowledged these aspects, they did not think the new governance structure 

reduced university autonomy or that the governance issue itself was a matter of 

significance. All the while, to the UTA community, a drastic reduction in consistory 

members from 45 to 18 in the first draft of the management rule(later modified to 19) 

by the interim board, with unequal representation among professors, staff and 

students, in addition to a majority-external board replacing one that was previously at 

least 40% external, were interpreted as violating the University act and the autonomy 

of university safeguarded by the Constitution, as well as bringing in too much of a 

change to accept. However, the leaders' perspectives were as previously mentioned, 

and a below comment of a leader demonstrates this standpoint clearly: 

I was always very surprised by this. When the interim board made designs 

for the statute and the governance model, the basic principle was that all 

decision-making bodies should have representation from professors, staff, 

and the students. And this was accepted universally, but for some reason, 

the discussion often turned into numbers, like how many representatives 

each sector has in this or that decision-making body including the board. The 

legal model for the foundation university actually requires that the board has 

to be external to the university. [..] That's the way things are, it's an external 

body. At the other levels, at the faculty level, at the university level, there is 

this representation of three groups in some numbers, but I don't think those 

numbers, to me, they are not that important, it's important that there is a 

representation for everybody[..]. I never really understood what the value of 

this discussion is. (LA1) 

 

As a result, the leadership focused on fulfilling its roles of setting up the new 

university’s structure and implementing the merger within a tight deadline, which led 

to UTA’s acts of collective resistance, including legal complaints, a massive walk-out 

and report to the media. Accordingly, a mutual lack of sense-making was found to be 

the second causal condition of the conflict. 

Third, the difference in the value systems between the leadership and the UTA 

participants ultimately contributed to the conflict. For instance, the values the leaders 

spoke of during the interviews were clearly influenced by their professional 

backgrounds, and they approached the university governance issues from those 

perspectives. One leader remarked that if a merger of an organization within their 

field had dragged on for 2.5 years, that organization would have no chance of survival. 

The leader emphasized that universities need to change, and thought democracy 
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was not something on the same palette with making change. Other leaders also 

showed distinctive values of their own, such as pragmatism in relation to STEM fields 

or a stance close to materialism, emphasizing the value of output benefiting society 

or industry “in real life”, while expressing skepticism regarding the practical 

applicability of research in social sciences or humanities. Another individual with a 

different career background repeatedly emphasized ‘systemic thinking’, which takes 

into consideration all the stakeholders’ interests combined, not just one or two. 

5.6.2.2 Phenomenon  

As aforementioned, an interesting viewpoint of the leaders that differed from UTA 

community’s perspective on the phenomenon was that some of them saw the conflict 

between the two universities as the main dispute. Three leaders framed the conflict 

through this lens, and two other leaders did not deny that the biggest conflict was 

between the leadership and the UTA community. However, one of these two leaders 

emphasized UTA and Tampere city’s particular attributes as being behind the 

community’s resistance, stating that the university’s response was excessive.The 

analysis revealed a consistent pattern in leadership responses, which, though not all, 

tended to attribute the cause of the conflict to the university side. Meanwhile, another 

leader adopted a stance where they regarded conflict as an inevitable 

accompaniment to organizational change. 

5.6.2.3 Contextual Conditions  

From the leadership's standpoint, three contextual conditions framed the conflict: the 

university's low change readiness, its contrasting responses to those of Aalto 

University, and the political nature of UTA environment. Again, in the direction of 

finding issues with the responses of UTA, some leaders highlighted that Aalto 

University, Finland’s first foundation university, did not react with the same resistance 

as UTA, and the student groups supported the merger. There was also a comparison 

between TUT and UTA, in the sense that while the UTA community showed a 

politically charged environment, TUT maintained an apolitical orientation. 
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5.6.2.4 Intervening Conditions 

The intervening conditions comprised the leadership’s philosophy, its perception of 

conflict, appeals to sincerity, and the government’s tight schedule. The leaders 

supported their actions by characterizing themselves as pragmatic and democratic, 

claiming disinterest in power games, or asserting their apolitical nature and 

commitment to truths and logic. As already mentioned, much of their philosophy 

seemed associated with their professional backgrounds as well. As stated previously, 

one leader underscored the need for universities to change in step with the fast-

evolving world, along with a balance between internal and external perspectives, 

asking what would happen if organizations made decisions solely based on internal 

perspectives. 

Analysis also revealed that their interactions were influenced by their tendency to 

redefine conflict, in addition to viewing it as a normal organizational change process—

reframing it as mere difference in opinion or minimizing it as representing only 2% of 

the university’s perspective.  

Lastly, the leadership appealed to their sincere desire to provide better 

educational opportunities for future generations and mentioned that there was a 

limited administrative timeframe, which influenced their subsequent actions. 

5.6.2.5 Action/Interaction Strategies  

Regarding interactions, the interim board and founders claimed that they made efforts 

to convince the community through public hearings and meetings to address what 

they viewed as the university community’s unfounded fears about the foundation 

university. The board maintained that despite various challenges, it prioritized its 

fundamental role of implementing the university merger. On governance issues, it 

emphasized that it incorporated diverse perspectives, noting that it listened to the 

university community’s opinions, and it did not implement them verbatim but made 

decisions based on their conclusions. The founders highlighted their financial 

contributions through donations, while the government stressed its mediating role in 

addressing various conflicts. Furthermore, the government claimed to have made 

efforts to clarify the legal interpretations raised by UTA, provided financial support for 

the merger, and, as mentioned earlier, encouraged inter-university discussion before 

the merger. 
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5.6.2.6 Consequences 

With respect to outcomes, perspectives among the leadership diverged: some 

characterized it as a relative success, adding that they are proud of what they 

achieved within a short period of time. Another leader deemed it a failure and 

attributed that to the severe cultural clash between the two universities, as a 

fundamental barrier to achieving the intended objectives. The leader argued that the 

stark cultural differences made it difficult to establish mutual trust, and since trust is 

essential for creating something new, its absence led to the merger's failure. The 

following is a relevant statement from the leader: 

Many of them say that that this conflict between the two cultures overruled 

all the nice original ideas. Because the trust was not created, which is a 

necessity to create something new. (LB1) 

In their reflection and response, some leaders also expressed surprise at the intensity 

of community resistance and acknowledged that the tight timeline might have created 

a top-down impression in their merger approach. A couple of leaders expressed 

regret about underestimating the amount of dialogue and time needed to build 

understanding with the community during the early stages of the merger, noting that 

a key lesson learned was the importance of more negotiation and constructive 

dialogue. Those leaders admitted their failure to secure community buy-in for their 

vision, while adding that since they genuinely strived to create positive opportunities 

for the next generation and Finland, time would reveal the outcomes of their efforts. 

Regarding the impact of the conflict, the leaders noted that schedule delays and 

the substantial energy expended on conflict management during the merger process 

left them with no energy or time for post-merger community-building. They also 

reported that such delays prevented them from achieving subsequent merger 

initiatives. 

5.7 Selective Coding 

Section 3 proceeds with selective coding as a stage of theoretical integration analysis, 

synthesizing the analysis of open coding and axial coding results. Selective coding 

involves integrating and refining all the categories around a core category, advancing 

the analysis to a theoretical level (Strauss & Corbin, 2001). The first step in selective 

coding is to determine the core category, which represents the central theme of the 
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research. The core category is expressed as a key term that explains what the 

research is about, linking all the other categories and providing an explanation for 

those categories (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, 2019).  

This study identified the central phenomenon as the conflict among various 

stakeholders in the Tampere University merger, with a particular focus on the 

tensions between the leadership and the community of UTA. The core category of 

this conflict was determined to be 'Different perceptions of a university’s meaning and 

purpose between the leadership and UTA academic community’. 

At the most fundamental level of the conflict between the two groups, which 

superficially revolved around governance issues, there were inherently different 

perspectives on the meaning and purpose of the university. These perspectives, 

combined with contextual conditions such as leadership characteristics, integration 

approaches, inadequate legal framework, and tight schedules, collectively generated 

or intensified conflict. 

5.7.1 UTA community 

The following briefly summarizes the UTA community participants’ perspective of the 

university: 

The UTA community held an identity that viewed the university as a place where self-

governance, democracy, and academic autonomy are realized, generating collective 

social responsibility and public good. They viewed it as a space for holistic growth 

where one could freely study and explore their interests, and develop their thinking 

through pure academic perspectives unconstrained by commercial viewpoints. They 

also believed that mutual respect should be practiced in universities, considering it to 

be the essence of democracy and representing their traditional way of working and 

historical practice of autonomous decision-making in daily life. Furthermore, they 

possessed strong ownership, agency, and solidarity, reflecting the Athenian 

philosophy that being a community member entails not just the right but also the 

obligation to participate in public affairs, asserting that they should be able to 

influence decisions and authority that directly affect them. Behind this strong 

perspective, there lay not only the fundamental influence of the traditional 

Humboldtian model of European universities but also UTA's unique historical 

background. One member explained that UTA was established in 1925 as a civic 

college to nurture social science experts, and along with the political inclinations 

shaped through Tampere city's history, it was perceived as a leftist university, a 'red 
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university.' They stated that due to this historical background founded on critical 

thinking, concepts such as democracy and self-governance were very natural to them. 

Based on interviews with UTA participants, detailed descriptions are given in the 

following sections. 

5.7.1.1 Cradle of Academic Freedom  

First, the UTA community perceived the university as an academic community where 

scholarly autonomy was guaranteed, allowing individuals to freely study and explore 

their interests without being constrained by commercial perspectives. They valued 

the pursuit of pure academic inquiry and intellectual exploration. While the University 

Act in Finland legally guarantees full freedom of research and teaching, there were 

concerns about the foundation university model where founders from technical and 

corporate sectors wield significant influence over internal decision-making, meaning 

pure academic pursuits may be restricted by commercial interests. The following 

statements by the UTA community participants reveal these perspectives: 

For us, it's like a place where we can freely explore the things that we want 

to explore, whether it be politics, or the subject of our first study. For me, and 

for a lot of other people like me, it is really a place of free research, free study 

and thought (S4). 

I think most of the people saw great value in having the power to decide on 

things that affect them directly because the whole idea of a university is that 

it is actually the only institution in our society that does basic research. I mean, 

there's no other institution that would do this interest-free research because, 

we do have like these research centers and things like that, but they all have 

a specific purpose which is from outside of them, but the universities are 

places where the idea is that you do interest-free research. So it is purely 

from academic and disciplinary interests that guide the selection of research 

methods. And I mean that is fundamental for research and science to, you 

know, make any advances. Because we wouldn't really make any genuine 

novel discoveries if there wasn't, like this curiosity-driven research. [..] It is in 

the Universities Act in Finland that there is total freedom and liberty of 

research and teaching. In universities, no one can dictate what I teach or 

what I do research on, or how” (P2). 
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5.7.1.2 Civitas Bildung 

Second, for UTA participants, the university was a place where Civitas Bildung took 

shape—a place that nurtured their thinking, fostered holistic growth, and developed 

theoretical and analytical skills to better understand the world through a critical 

perspective. 

To the social sciences and humanities students in Finland, I think there were 

teachers who stressed this idea that, the university should be a place of this 

free education, like Civitas Bildung as they say in German, and this 

realization of ideals and growth as persons, and of course, the idea of 

democracy is a central part of this idea. Thus it shows that on the central 

campus there were so many social sciences, and humanities talents. (S1) 

5.7.1.3 Platform for Democracy & Self-governance/ Collegiate Solidarity  

Third, the university was perceived as a space where democracy and autonomy were 

realized. The university was regarded not merely as an educational institution but as 

a communal space that embodied and practiced democratic values. Consequently, 

the interviewees viewed participation in governance as both a right and a duty to 

directly influence decisions that affected them and to collaboratively shape the 

community. They believed that mutual respect was critical within the university, 

seeing it as the essence of democracy and a reflection of the traditions and history of 

autonomous decision-making in their work and daily lives. For these participants, 

democracy and autonomy signified elements such as participation, agency, and 

ownership. One student participant conceptualized this as "true representation—not 

just being heard but being involved."(R1) Another student described the contentious 

situation as “no authorization from the students and no accountability from the 

leadership” (S2).   

The community’s view on universities in this context were revealed in the following 

comments:  

I feel like university democracy is an extension of the researchers’ autonomy. 

So basically, you have to have democracy, you have to be able to affect the 

university governance to be able to truly do autonomous research truly to, 

you know, be a full member of the University community. [..] The idea is that, 

the researchers themselves or the university community itself knows what's 
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best for it. And if you get like, a non-democratic leadership like some 

managers from, outside of the university, and they start making decisions for 

the university, then the fear is that this will decrease the quality of the working 

possibilities or environment or even lead to some risks of being shunned or 

departments being closed or whatever. Because then the priorities and in the 

scientific interest, it's in the, you know, managerial interest. (S1) 

I think in the university we must respect everyone and that is the key to 

democracy and autonomy and everything. (S3) 

Additionally, university was a place where the community could find a sense of 

solidarity—a concern for their peers and their community. 

Well, I think there's also quite a sense of community that you don't need to 

worry necessarily about what happens to you personally, but you are worried 

about the community and that sense of community is important. So if your 

friends say, let's go make a demonstration as the management is making 

bad decisions, they might go and it's a good reason as any. And 

demonstrating is part of the civic skills of participating in a society. (P1) 

I think there were many of us who valued the university so much that we were, 

like, sad about seeing, not for just ourselves, but for the entire university and 

for all our community to get into a bad situation. (S3) 

5.7.1.4 Public good–oriented view of university  

Fourth, a participant highlighted that universities in Finland have traditionally been 

spaces for fostering collective responsibility and generating public good. The 

participant emphasized the role of universities as conduits for welfare and the 

reproduction of an ideal society. 

In particular, the participant, being a researcher, explained the theory of academic 

capitalism, noting that before competitive structures were introduced into higher 

education, public institutions such as universities were deeply rooted in the Finnish 

welfare state's ideals. These institutions were seen as platforms for creating collective 

responsibility in society—reducing social inequalities and promoting justice and 

fairness. Historically, universities have played a crucial role in reproducing such a 

society with these ideals at its core. 
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However, the researcher explained that over the past 30 years, Finland has 

experienced a shift of emphasis from the welfare state model to a competitive state, 

influenced by neoliberal trends. This shift also affected universities, which have 

increasingly been viewed not as institutions generating welfare or public good but as 

entities that have to perform for economic growth and efficiency. 

All in all, from the perspective of this researcher, the university originally served 

as a key social institution for creating a better society. 

5.7.2 Leadership 

On the other hand, leadership viewed universities from a different standpoint. They 

presented various perspectives, with their professional backgrounds and 

philosophies seeming to have a considerable influence. The types of their viewpoints 

on a university appeared to manifest in the following categories: market-oriented, 

excellence-driven, technocratic, entrepreneurial, systems thinking, and instrumental. 

For instance, leaders with backgrounds in the technology or industrial sectors thought 

that universities should contribute to national and industrial development, 

emphasizing an instrumental and industrial practicality perspective. Equipped with a 

pragmatic outlook, performance-oriented values, and a focus on the pursuit of 

excellence, some of these leaders believed that an independent board was essential 

to make the "best decisions" for the university, preventing conflicts of interest. Since 

they viewed universities through the lenses of efficiency, competitiveness, and 

productivity, the values of democracy and autonomy advocated by the UTA 

community did not seem to carry the same weight to them as they did for the UTA 

community. 

The first notable leadership perspective was interpreted as the following type: 

5.7.2.1  Market-oriented / Excellence-driven university view 

The essence of this viewpoint considers the university as a competing entity in the 

global market and establishes 'excellence' and 'competitiveness' as its core values. 

The leader who appeared to align with these perspectives frequently used terms such 

as 'highest competence', 'excellence', and 'best' throughout the interview, 

emphasizing one’s effort of having done everything possible to transform Tampere 

University into a world-class educational institution with superior competitiveness. 
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The leader appeared to view the university primarily through the lens of 

competitiveness, while also maintaining an instrumental perspective that universities 

should contribute to industry and national interests. 

For example, when expressing one’s views on governance-related clashes, the 

leader talked about how they had recommended an internationally accomplished 

professor candidate over a student representative to the university board. The leader 

argued that for Finnish universities to be competitive in the global market, they must 

pursue "best" and "excellence," and one could not understand why, a student 

representative should be elected for political reasons instead of distinguished 

professionals with renowned expertise. In other words, the leader could not 

understand the values of democracy or self-governance that were of such great 

importance to the university community, and appeared to prioritize the values of 

meritocracy.  

Another leader portrayed a similar meritocratic view toward the governance issues of 

the university, as evidenced by the following statement: 

There were certain incidents where the professors actually wanted to 

nominate a member of the professors to the Board of Directors. But when we 

did the recruitment, we actually emphasized the merits of the candidates, 

rather than the background of the candidate. At the end of the day we were 

able to find an outside candidate whose merits were even better than the 

insider. (LB1) 

5.7.2.2 Technocratic view 

Another leader exhibited what seemed to be a technocratic perspective toward the 

university. Coming from an engineering background, the leader expressed the view 

that while engineering departments produce tangible research outcomes that 

practically benefit society, research in the humanities and social sciences lacks 

concrete utility in terms of social contributions. The leader, making statements that 

appeared to unconsciously draw a line between 'useful' and 'useless' knowledge, 

revealed a pragmatic perspective that evaluated knowledge based on practical 

outputs. This viewpoint was in direct opposition to the UTA interviewees' perspective 

that universities should pursue pure academic freedom. The following excerpt 

captures the participant's perspective: 
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So, the traditional university(UTA)’s thinking about the academic freedom in 

my opinion, is that the university does not need to necessarily produce 

anything valuable to the community, but it's valuable as it is, and from the 

cultural point of view, to have a university and have some independent 

thinking within the university, whereas in technical engineering way of 

thinking about the university, it always includes the benefit of the university, 

meaning that as a result of the cooperation between the Technical University 

and the companies, they together could create something new and valuable 

for the nation. (LB1) 

5.7.2.3 Corporate Governance Model 

A couple of leaders explicitly expressed support for a corporate type of governance 

within the university. Their underlying philosophy seemed to be that a small group of 

elite leaders can make the best decisions for the community, viewing university 

governance as a management tool for efficient decision-making, while UTA’s 

viewpoint was closer to a channel for autonomy. This perspective was interpreted to 

be grounded in viewing students as 'beneficiaries' of the institution, instead of as 

equal partners for university operation as seen by the UTA community. 

One of the biggest problems from the industry’s point of view in normal 

universities is, really the governance.[..]When the Foundation universities 

were made, it was very important for the industry that the governance of a 

foundation-based university would be organized in a similar way as a 

company governance is organized, so that that the Board of Directors is 

independent of the organization that it's governing. Because then it's easier 

to avoid conflicts of interest between the board of Directors and the rest of 

the organization. (LB1) 

And so I represent the idea of more like a company type of governance and 

they (UTA) represent the idea of applying the societal democracy to the 

university governance. (LB1) 

The board should be independent of the organization because the board has 

important decisions to make, and of course, the board needs to listen to the 

organization. But the board needs to make the decisions which are good, 
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which are the best for the university. So..I guess the idea here is that there 

should be no intervention. (LB1) 

5.7.2.4 Industry-centered view 

An industry-centered view of a university emphasizes the role of the university in 

serving industry needs. This point of view emerged from a leader’s response, who, 

coming from an engineering background, explained the importance of industry 

benefiting from university outputs, as well as from their responses that generally 

stressed a pragmatic viewpoint. 

I personally represent the engineering culture and as far as the university is 

concerned, it was very important to have a good cooperation between the 

university and industry so that the industry would actually benefit from the 

science. (LB1) 

5.7.2.5 Instrumentalist view 

A perspective that appeared to reflect an instrumentalist view of universities was also 

frequently observed in the leaders' responses. Throughout the interviews, a recurring 

standpoint emerged that universities must develop competitiveness for the benefit of 

the nation and industry, produce tangible research outcomes, and generate skilled 

workers with high competencies through high-quality education, though an aspect of 

students also benefitting from such education was emphasized. 

You know, if you do that in a smart way, then you know that will give you 

competitive edge globally if you make that combination in a way that has 

never been invented before. And that would also mean, in our thinking, if you 

combine these capabilities then you would be creating something unique, 

and there would be good demand for those capabilities, meaning good future 

for those students. And increased capabilities for Finland in the global 

competition, those were the motivations behind us. (LB2) 

 

Furthermore, there was a leader who, while not explicitly expressing instrumental or 

industrial viewpoints, demonstrated a business-oriented stance toward universities. 

The leader applied business logics in many ways one thought about how universities 
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should be managed, and emphasized that universities must evolve in steps with the 

changing world to avoid becoming stagnant.  

In response to the university's claim that the merger process was rushed, the 

leader argued that if a company were to spend 2.5 years on a merger, no company 

would survive. Regarding the university's emphasis on democracy, the leader 

expressed the following opinion: 

Have you ever seen a successful company choosing democracy as its value? 

[..] Democracy is not part of my language when implementing the vision. I 

am adamant about speaking for democracy in society. But I do not think 

democracy is on the same palette with making change. There needs to be a 

balanced approach of internal and external. That was the target, so that the 

university can keep up with the change in the outside world. (LA3) 

5.7.2.6 Superior Systems Thinking 

Another leader, while not exhibiting any particular distinctive view of the university, 

demonstrated what could be termed 'superior systems thinking', an approach that 

combines systematic decision-making with an underlying sense of superiority toward 

the community in deciding the controversial governance issues of the university. The 

leader claimed to be driven solely by logic, reason, and truth, while characterizing the 

UTA community as taking an emotional or value-based approach. While arguing that 

the UTA community was not able to see the big picture and mainly considered their 

own position, the leader claimed to have made decisions from a more comprehensive 

perspective through complicated systemic thinking. The leader emphasized that one 

always made judgments considering all possible factors at work, and repeatedly 

emphasized the level of complexity involved in the merger. Considering both explicit 

and implicit contextual factors including those expressed in more nuanced ways, an 

impression was gained that the leader harbored a sense of superiority toward the 

UTA community and in one’s ability to make decisions, reflecting an implicit belief in 

the validity of one’s own rational approach over the community's collective values. 

The following statement captures such aspects of the leader: 

They would make it a, kind of more of an emotional conversation or a values 

conversation, but we in our group, it would be an intellectual argumentation 

and we would often have to go through all the individuals and then we would 

have to start a new round of argumentation. (LA2) 
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The leader also showed a tendency to analyze reality through theoretical thinking, 

commenting that a certain group within the UTA was always upset despite this 

leader’s effort to listen to their opinions. 

If you are always unhappy, it means that you have not kind of grasped the 

whole system, understood when you have won and when you have lost. 

Because actually in the system, always some bits of the system are engaged, 

so that you lose sometimes, you win something, but in the end, the system 

is built so that everybody wins something. But if they were never happy, they 

didn't even notice when they had won something. But this is why I'm saying 

it was perhaps someone's personal political goal as well as to kind of have 

this discussion of conflict to make their role or their, kind of this 2% view more 

visible. (LA2) 

 

Synthesizing these perspectives, a fundamental dichotomy emerged in 

perspectives on the university: while the UTA community appeared to view the 

university through the lens of democracy and self-governance, pure academic 

freedom, Civitas Bildung, and collegiate solidarity, the leaders approached university 

and governance issues from viewpoints seemingly closer to excellence-driven, 

technocratic, entrepreneurial, industry-centered, instrumental, and superior systems 

thinking. Both sides exhibited failure to understand each other as they supported 

entirely different value systems regarding the meaning and purpose of the university. 

These conflicting values were analyzed to penetrate the core of this conflict case and 

manifest as clashes over the governance of the new university model.  

To summarize the basic arguments held by each stakeholder group in this case, 

Figure 11 displays these opinions in a simple chart, condensing their key messages 

from the existing documents.  
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Figure 11. Stakeholder opinions 

 

5.8 Storyline 

The core category of this research is “different perceptions of what a university should 

be between the leadership and the academic community” in the situation of conflicts 

over university merger. The leadership, comprising interim board members and 

founders, viewed the purpose and meaning of the university differently from the UTA 

academic community, which consisted of students, academics, staff, and university 

management. The actions–interactions arose from how each group responded based 

on their disparate views toward the nature and purpose of higher education. Multiple 

conditions set the stage for potential conflicts to unfold as the elements of these 

categories clashed with one another: leadership characteristics, UTA’s attributes, and 

government-involved process management issues, including legal ambiguity and 

rushed timeline.  

On the surface level, the core of the conflict between the leadership and the UTA 

community was the governance structure of the foundation university model adopted 

through the merger. The model of foundation university was imposed without proper 

discussion with the UTA community from the beginning but decided by the leadership 

of both universities and the MOE. The particular governance structure of the 

foundation university that appeared to take away much power from the academic 

community, clashed with the treasured values of democracy and self-governance 
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upheld by the community. However, it was the fundamentally diverging views on the 

meaning and purpose of a university between the academic community and the 

leaders who set the foundation and implemented the merger process that 

underpinned the entire merger process, serving a central role in the conflict. 

What escalated tensions were the leadership approach of the interim board 

members and some founders, perceived by a considerable number of the community 

members as top-down, opaque, non-inclusive, and showing a lack of respect. The 

content of change represented by the governance issue combined with the action of 

the leadership approach ignited the UTA community’s collective resistance in the 

merger process. They involved a walkout of approximately 1,000 university members, 

five legal actions, 3,000 group signatures, official statements, addresses, media 

reports, petitions and letters, workshops, and forums—all aimed at raising issues with 

the governance of the new university and the leadership approach. 

More specifically, from the inception of the merger process, the merger did not 

take off with clear communication between the former President of UTA and the UTA 

community. The student interviewees who witnessed the entire merger process from 

the beginning testified that they suddenly received an announcement from the 

President stating that the merged university “must become a foundation university.” 

UTA was a public university at that point, and according to a TUT leader who was 

part of finalizing the deal, the greatest regret was not documenting the agreement on 

the foundation university model in writing, as the leader later witnessed the 

controversy unfold over the institutional model at UTA. 

While UTA was a public university and TUT a foundation university, one of the 

reasons that two universities merged into a single foundation university was legal 

convenience under the influence of the Ministry of Education & Culture. According to 

the participants, the Ministry reportedly pushed for a foundation university model, 

citing the need for greater efficiency and resource conservation based on the fact that 

Finland needs to reduce its number of universities. Student participants claimed that 

had the community known from the beginning about the plan for a foundation 

university, there would have been much more criticism in the early stages, and the 

merger would have likely fallen through.  

This demonstrates an important point that proper communication and trust 

between the university community and leadership were not established from the 

earliest stages of the merger. After this, the UTA community was shocked by the 

management rules drafted by the Ministry-appointed interim board, as they had 

believed, based on the President’s assurances, that there would be flexibility to 

reshape the legal boundaries of the foundation university’s governance. According to 
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one student, it was a “double betrayal.” The management rule, for which the interim 

board allowed the university only a few days to provide feedback, represented a 

radical departure from the UTA’s previous public university governance rules. For 

instance, the regulations regarding the composition of the board and consistory, the 

university’s decision-making bodies, and the right to elect consistory chairman from 

within the university differed significantly from the previous rules. In addition to the 

reduced size of the consistory from 45 members to 18 (later revised to 19), there was 

no longer an equal tripartite representation of students, professors, and staff in these 

bodies. As a result, the UTA community strongly opposed these changes, perceiving 

that the new university’s management rules were against the principles of democracy, 

autonomy, and self-governance, which were long supported by the community. 

Among the conditions that influenced the core conflict of the governance issues 

were the attributes of UTA’s history and culture. UTA was established in 1925 as a 

civic college specializing in social sciences, being perceived as a left-leaning or “red” 

university. Due to this historical background founded on critical thinking, concepts of 

democracy and autonomy were deeply rooted in its institutional culture. The 

community was also accustomed to voicing their opinions and engaging in debate. 

Therefore, unlike Tampere University of Technology, which has a technical 

disciplinary background without a distinctive political orientation, UTA, with its 

academic specialization and historical context, strongly supported democratic and 

autonomous values. 

5.8.1 Leadership Characteristics  

With these conditions present, the leadership’s traits also impacted the central 

phenomenon of the conflict. The key characteristics of leadership—personal 

philosophies, career influences, and past experiences—shaped their approach. In 

particular, their personal philosophies and values, influenced by their professional 

backgrounds, appeared to have had a direct impact on how they viewed what a 

university ought to be. Equipped with pragmatic perspectives and performance-

oriented mindsets, pursuit of excellence values, and often backgrounds in technology 

and management, these leaders held the view that universities must adapt to the 

changing world. Furthermore, their temporary status combined with their external 

position made it difficult for university members to trust the leadership. As the 

community received the impression of a “get it done and leave” attitude from some of 

these leaders, the mindset of “us versus them” aggravated into increased resistance 
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against outsiders coming in to suddenly control “our” organizational governance. In 

the eyes of the UTA participants, the fact that the interim board appeared to view the 

university solely as a target of reform, based on what the community thought as the 

leaders’ limited understanding of university organizations and elitist vision, were 

additional factors that added to the tensions. A similar impression was held regarding 

the Technology Industry Association among the founders, which sought to exercise 

influence over Tampere University as one of its biggest donors. Given the technology 

industry’s closer ties to engineering departments, the UTA was particularly concerned 

about the potential narrowing of the university’s position or resources. Moreover, they 

argued that the founders and interim board were not free from their own value 

systems, attempting to instill corporate logic and entrepreneurialism into the 

university. 

5.8.2 Perception of Conflict 

The leaders’ perceptions of conflict emerged as another meaningful contextual 

condition in the discord. The community noted that leaders typically responded to 

disagreements through conflict avoidance or sometimes what they thought of as 

gaslighting techniques, such as withholding feedback or labeling those who raised 

issues as troublemakers. Through interviews, it was found that leaders showed 

patterns of redefining, minimizing, or normalizing conflicts rather than addressing 

them directly. One leader claimed to be “immune to conflicts,” suggesting that conflict 

was simply a natural part of the change process. Another leader redefined the 

situation, stating that what happened was not a conflict but different opinions, while 

also stating that UTA’s perspective represented only 2% of total opinions. Such an 

approach of the leadership to conflict recognition and management appeared to 

influence their handling of disagreements, contributing to the escalation of tensions. 

5.8.3 Leadership Approach 

The leadership’s certain approach to handling the merger process, combined with 

the contextual condition of the Ministry’s tight administrative schedule, served to 

develop a perception of unfairness among the UTA community. Throughout the 

merger process, the UTA community consistently felt that they were neither being 

heard properly nor respected by the leadership, being excluded from the overall 

decision-making despite their continued demand. What appeared as the leadership’s 
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undemocratic approach to merger in the eyes of the UTA community—characterized 

by perfunctory listening, conflict avoidance, process opacity, and forced adoption of 

the new institution’s identity—led to the community’s escalated distrust in leadership, 

heightened emotions, and, ultimately, an increased perception of injustice.  

A notable observation was that the participants reported being more upset about 

the unfairness of the procedure rather than the decisions themselves. They also 

mentioned the struggles they had with the excessive speed and magnitude of change. 

One student described that they were “scared and angry to the point of feeling 

paranoid over what would happen next” due to the pace of change. In this regard, the 

leadership’s approach appears to have been a factor that intensified the community’s 

conflict and resistance. 

5.8.4 A Different Focus & Sense-making Failures 

Meanwhile, the leadership’s focus was entirely elsewhere. They primarily were not 

able to understand the university community’s preoccupation with autonomy and 

believed that governance issues were already settled through the foundation 

university act or foundation charter. Despite being aware of the resistance, they 

deemed it unimportant against their own values. Some leaders referred to the UTA’s 

political inclinations, pointing to what they saw as excessive reactions and drawing 

comparisons with the response of Aalto University. 

They aimed to create a university that keeps pace with the changing world and 

emphasized national and industrial development, along with industrial practicality. 

Some of them believed that an independent board was essential to prevent conflicts 

of interest and to make “the best decisions” for the university. Another leader 

approached university governance through what could be termed superior systems 

thinking, arguing that the integrated university’s governance was the result of 

systematic thinking that considered all perspectives. Consequently, with these 

mindsets, they focused on achieving the merger within the given timeframe using 

their granted authority, making only minimal modifications to disputed governance, 

such as increasing the number of student representatives by one in the consistory. 

5.8.5 Process Management Issues 

Another contextual condition that influenced the conflicts in this case is the process 

management issues, such as inadequate legal preparation, tight schedules driven by 
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administrative timelines, and pressure from the Ministry of Education. The UTA 

community interpreted that the governance structure in the management rule 

announced by the interim board violated university autonomy and self-governance 

guaranteed by the Constitution and University Act, which led to the filing of several 

legal complaints. A researcher at the UTA criticized the fact that the Ministry of 

Education’s poorly prepared and implemented legislation had created a “universal 

institutional weakness.” In other words, the Ministry had contributed to the conflict by 

leaving the matter of ambiguous legal interpretation into the hands of universities 

instead of providing clarification in advance. 

In response to this perspective, a government official in the interview was not able 

to properly admit these governmental responsibilities but tried to explain that they did 

their best as mediators, offering a somewhat vague response that “somehow we 

would come back to the same problem again and again” despite their effort to solve 

the matter.  

The rushed timeline dictated by the administrative schedules was another factor 

that contributed to the conflict, forcing the merger leaders to accelerate their pace of 

change. The analysis revealed that this intensified the resistance, as the community 

had difficulty coping with the hectic pace and magnitude of the changes. As a result, 

effective sense-making could not occur between the two parties, thereby creating 

conditions conducive to conflict escalation. 

5.8.6 Action/Interaction 

In reaction to the governance issues in addition to the way the leadership handled 

the process, the UTA demonstrated resistance through various collective actions, 

including group demonstrations, addresses, statements, performance, government 

petitions, group signatures, five legal proceedings, and media reports. The legal 

actions were supported by the assistance of several university professors, and 

through media exposure, the merger case of Tampere University consistently 

garnered national media attention. As a result, the situation was temporarily 

concluded with minimal modifications to the governance structure by the interim 

board. However, the governance-related conflicts were not truly resolved but pushed 

forward by administrative schedules, lying dormant beneath the surface, and they 

resurfaced post-merger. After the merger, the governance issue was raised again 

through the collection of the university consensus, resulting in the formation of a new 

task force team and additional governance modifications. 
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During the merger process, the leadership could not understand the UTA’s 

resistance. They stated that they had worked to provide the best quality education for 

future generations. While some of them expressed regret about the insufficient time 

for dialogue and persuasion due to tight schedules, they also expressed pride in what 

they had been able to achieve in such a short period. They explained that their top 

priority was implementing the merger due to severe conflicts between the two 

universities and claimed that their decisions reflected a comprehensive and long-term 

view based on systematic thinking with a balance between internal and external 

perspectives. They portrayed themselves as either democratic or guided only by truth 

and logic or as having no interest in power games, while some of them referred to 

the UTA’s political inclinations and overreacting, drawing comparisons with Aalto 

University. Regarding governance issues, there were varied viewpoints: a leader 

argued that organizations composed solely of insiders inevitably deteriorates; other 

leaders acknowledged adopting a corporate governance perspective, and one leader 

expressed difficulty in understanding the community’s fixation on governance 

numbers, stating that the primary interest lay in the substance of educational change 

rather than governance issues. When pressed for specific details on their decisions 

regarding governance structure, many of them claimed that they could not recall the 

specifics or were not able to provide more detailed responses, whether due to the 

five-year time lapse or otherwise. In the end, the leadership exercised their vested 

authority to proceed with the merger based on their evaluation of the university’s 

strategic direction. 

5.8.7 Consequences 

Throughout the process, the UTA made continued demands to the leadership but 

stated that they experienced helplessness and anger when they felt the leaders 

“would say flowery words to us and go and do as they want”. The conflicts 

experienced during the merger allegedly led to psychological consequences for some 

members of the UTA community, including the aforementioned feelings in addition to 

distrust in the leadership, sense of loss, shame, demoralization, perception of 

unfairness, and reduced attachment to the organization. As for professional and 

organizational consequences, they reported experiencing reputational damage, at 

least for several years after the merger, impact on work performance, administrative 

confusion, and staff turnover. One participant in this research had moved to another 

organization, citing her feelings of shame upon watching her university being 
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associated with negative issues in the media. Another consequence was the 

governance conflicts that continued for years post-merger. An academic’s post-

merger survey(response rate 48%) revealed that 77% of university members still 

desired governance changes, and the need to establish a task force team even two 

years after the merger demonstrated that merger conflicts persisted beyond formal 

completion. The unresolved conflicts led to additional costs and scheduling delays in 

the merger process.  

An administrative staff member with over 25 years of experience in higher 

education added that while leadership selection post-merger is crucial, unsuitable 

selection by the interim board led to a leadership failure, resulting in inadequate 

support for organizational cohesion.  

Most notably, even five years after the merger, the UTA interview participants 

continued to express strong distrust of the leadership, with some expressing 

skepticism and detachment toward the institution itself, indicating the unhealed 

psychological wound they carried.  

Diagrams have been produced to clearly illustrate both a simplified model of the 

conflict in this case (Figure 12) and the impacts of its dynamics (Figure 13). 

Figure 12. Simplified model of Tampere University merger conflict 
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Figure 13. Dynamics of Tampere University merger conflict and impact 

 

5.9 Substantive Theory 

In the grounded theory method, a substantive theory emerges from the data collected 

from a specific empirical area of inquiry, and offers an interpretive framework for 

comprehending the situation in a specific context. It reflects the complexity of the 

phenomenon being studied, and can lay the groundwork for future theoretical 

generalization (Clark, 2005; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

As each university possesses unique circumstances, contexts, and interacting 

variables, developing a formal theory on preventing conflict in university mergers can 

be challenging due to this inherent complexity and contextual diversity. The 

substantive theory introduced here is derived from the specific context of this case, 

in which two universities with vastly different backgrounds adopted an administrative 

model with governance that clashed with one side’s deeply embedded values. The 

theory is intended to provide guidance and insights for practitioners in similar contexts 

with comparable institutional differences, such as different organizational cultures, 

academic disciplines and governance structures.  
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5.9.1 Theory of Conflict Mitigation in Higher Education Mergers 

The theory will be set out herein by outlining its core category, how that relates to the 

other major categories, and the consequences. 

The core category of this case is ”Different perceptions of the meaning and 

purpose of a university between the leadership and the UTA academic community”. 

This concept captures what lay at the heart of the conflict between the two groups. 

The central phenomenon this case revolves around is ”leadership–academic 

community conflict during the university merger”. The leadership group viewed the 

university as an organization that must keep pace with the changing world, maintain 

internal-external balance, benefit industry, and produce tangible results. The data 

revealed that the leadership’s approach to university governance aligned with a 

managerial paradigm focused on operational efficiency. In contrast, the UTA 

community viewed the university as a space in which democracy and self-

governance are realized, civic virtue and public good are created, and pure academic 

autonomy must remain free of commercial influence. For them, governance emerged 

as a symbol of democratic autonomy. 

As for the causal conditions, the differences in such perceptions stemmed from 

leadership characteristics (philosophy, career influence, seeing university as object 

of reform, lack of understanding of university organization), UTA’s collective 

characteristics, and value conflicts between the two groups. The leadership, 

influenced by corporate and industry backgrounds, emphasized that universities must 

change and produce practical outputs. The UTA community, true to what could be 

interpreted as their left-leaning political worldview and social science background, 

wanted their voices heard and sought recognition of their rights to self-governance, 

ownership, and autonomy. Ultimately, the two groups held different value systems, 

as listed in Table 45. 

Table 45. Underlying values of leadership and UTA 

Leadership UTA 

- Managerialism 
- Pragmatism 
- Business/industrial perspective 
- Technocracy 
- Academic capitalism 
- Instrumental view of the university 
- Meritocracy 
- Elitism 

- Democracy 
- Self-governance 
- Academic freedom 
- Autonomy 
- Civitas Bildung 
- Public good-oriented 
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In terms of the contextual conditions, UTA’s history and study of disciplines influenced 

its collective characteristics mentioned in the causal conditions. The ambiguous legal 

interpretation that caused reciprocal attribution of responsibility between the Ministry 

of Education and UTA became a major source of conflict after the merger began. The 

tight schedule imposed by the Ministry for administrative reasons amplified conflict 

as members had difficulty digesting the pace and scope of change.  

The intervening conditions observed in this case were leadership composition, 

leadership's tendency to avoid and minimize conflict, and leaders' temporary role or 

externality. It was discovered that leadership’s diverse composition without 

appropriate mechanisms to prevent its internal disagreement impacting external 

communication can contribute to conflicts, as the community may perceive it as 

lacking transparency. These findings suggest that when leaders ignore or downplay 

conflicts, conflicts can intensify. Leadership's temporary nature and external status 

can also strengthen community distrust and resistance, forming another potential 

source of conflict. 

With regard to the action or interaction strategies, the university community 

responded with collective protests, petitions, signatures, addresses, statements, 

legal actions, and media reports. The leadership made minimal modifications after 

public hearings and implemented the remaining process according to its plan. 

Aspects of the leadership’s approach with which the university community found 

issues can be divided into categories including attitude, communication, participation, 

and imposed institutional identity. First, the leadership’s attitude was often perceived 

as lacking respect for the university community. Many participants described it as 

authoritative and top-down, creating a sense of exclusion. Second, with regard to 

communication, concerns were raised about the lack of transparency and the 

performative nature of public hearings, which the UTA participants saw as superficial 

rather than genuinely consultative. Third, the issue of participation was also 

prominent. Stakeholder involvement was minimal, and the opinions of the academic 

community were perceived as weakly reflected in institutional decisions. Fourth, the 

participants also expressed unease about the imposed institutional identity, noting 

that insufficient time was given to adapt to the new institution or process the shift in 

identity. 

The consequences of the conflict between the leadership and university 

community resulted in psychological and organizational side effects after the merger, 

as well as the impact on the merger itself. This indicates that when conflicts during 

the merger process are not wisely resolved or ignored, various post-merger side 
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effects may occur. Some may be even detrimental to the organization or impede the 

organizational goals of the merger. 

5.9.2 Description of Substantive Theory 

The differing perspectives on the meaning and purpose of the university that caused 

conflict between the leadership and university community stemmed fundamentally 

from leadership characteristics (philosophies, career influences, lack of 

understanding of universities, different foci), UTA’s collective characteristics, and 

value conflicts between the groups. In this regard, analysis of the interview data 

suggested fundamentally divergent interpretations of governance: the leadership 

appeared to conceptualize it as an instrumental mechanism for operational efficiency, 

while the university community seemed to construe it as a channel for democratic 

self-governance. 

This reveals that when there is a point at which values can collide (such as with 

regard to governance in this case), there is the potential for conflict when leaders 

implementing change and the university community subject to that change have 

vastly different value systems in the university merger. The leaders’ differing focus 

and lack of understanding of the community’s position can also contribute to conflicts 

as the leaders pursue agendas disconnected from the university’s top priorities. 

Perceptions of conflict among the leaders, along with temporary and external 

appointments, affected these differing viewpoints. For instance, when leaders 

trivialized or minimized conflicts during the merger, even unintentionally, the 

university’s distrust in the leadership increased based on the impression that the 

leaders were engaging in conflict avoidance.  

Additionally, the temporariness and externality of the leaders implementing the 

merger can be sources of conflict because they can cultivate the impression that they 

are “people outside of our organization who will leave once they fulfill their tasks,” 

particularly in institutions characterized by strong cultures of autonomy and 

ownership, such as UTA. Leadership composition may be another factor because the 

leadership team’s internal struggle to reach consensus, stemming from its diverse 

composition, can result in a restrictive approach to information disclosure, as seen in 

this case. 

Contextually, inadequate legal preparation and tight administrative schedules can 

influence conflicts during mergers. During any organizational change, one of the 

parties opposing the change may turn to legal frameworks when seeking systemic 
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justification. Because ambiguous legal frameworks can lead to chaos, resulting in 

conflict during the merger process, establishing clear legal interpretations prior to 

initiating mergers are essential. Furthermore, when time for mutual communication 

and understanding is constrained during the merger, resistance and conflicts tend to 

intensify, as stakeholders subjected to change experience disarray and disorientation 

as they lack sufficient time to process and adapt to the changes. 

Finally, choosing the right leader for the new organization is extremely important 

because organizational confusion is common in the post-merger environment. There 

is a need for leadership that can effectively manage post-integration turbulence by 

managing cultural, operational, and structural integration while skillfully mediating 

lingering conflicts. To achieve this, effective communication and attention to the 

community’s needs from the post-merger leadership are essential.  

Based on the discoveries so far, including all the coding results, conflicts in 

university mergers can emerge or intensify under key conditions during the pre-, 

mid-, and post-merger stages: 

Pre-merger  

 

1. Absence of clear agreement on institutional goals, vision, and identity 

2. Unresolved legal ambiguities  

3. Absence of cultural/value due diligence  

4. Lack of strategic analysis of and preparation for potential conflict points 

5. Forced rather than voluntary merger  

6. Imbalance in internal–external representation within merger implementation 

leadership 

7. Significant value gap between leadership implementing the merger and 

university stakeholders on a university’s purpose and meaning  

Mid-merger 

 

8. Leadership characteristics and approach: 

• Tendency to trivialize or avoid conflicts 

• Positions are temporary or held by external actors 
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• Leadership team lacks appropriate mechanisms for preventing internal 

disagreement, affecting external communication 

• Insufficient understanding of university organizational characteristics 

• Limited flexibility in compromise 

9. Process management issues: 

• Implementation pace is rushed 

• Insufficient time allocated for dialogue to facilitate mutual understanding 

and sense-making 

• Insufficient time for the community to adapt to change 

• Imbalance between the preparation and implementation phases 

10. Communication and identity: 

• Community perceives the leadership approach as lacking respect and 

inclusivity 

• Limited transparent communication  

• Excessive emphasis on new organizational identity 

• Absence of genuine listening and reflection on feedback 

Post-merger 

 

11. Wrong choice of post-merger leader (with limited skills required for post-

merger integration) 

12. Lack of post-merger integration effort, including community building 

13. Absence of post-merger objective monitoring and management 

Collectively, these conditions erode leadership trust, which functions as a critical 

mediating element in conflict development between the university community and 

leaders. As distrust is fundamental in breeding conflict, the leadership’s top priority in 

the merger process should be maintaining stakeholder trust, which is gained primarily 

by demonstrating respect for the university community. Even if the leaders may have 
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the most compelling vision, if they want to minimize conflict during mergers, they 

should engage in the following:  

 

• Transparent and frequent communication 

• Genuine attention to community needs and priorities 

• Persuasion and sense-making through dialogue 

• Appropriate compromise based on mutual respect and trust 

For this to be possible, proper communication channels must be secured between 

the leadership and the university, sufficient time must be allocated for such dialogue 

and compromise to occur, and any ambiguous legal framework that could cause 

conflict must be resolved before the merger.  

5.9.3 Practical Applications of Substantive Theory 

Drawing from the above analysis, the following practical suggestions for preventing 

or mitigating conflicts in HEI mergers are offered: 

Pre-merger 

 

1. Analyze both universities’ historical contexts and cultural characteristics and 

the external leadership’s values, if it has a role in implementing the merger 

(conduct culture/value due diligence) 

2. Establish clear alignment on the university’s vision, identity, and strategic 

goals  

3. Identify potential conflict points and develop response strategies in advance 

4. Secure sufficient time for the overall merger process, factoring in time for 

unexpected conflict and management 

5. Select leadership teams carefully, considering value conflicts, as no external 

leader is value-free, while leaders with a temporary role or externality can 

increase the community’s resistance 

6. Establish mechanisms that balance voices in the leadership’s decision-

making 
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7. Understand university organizational dynamics (extends to mid-merger 

phase) 

Mid-merger 

 

8. Maintain regular and transparent information sharing 

9. Ensure substantial member participation 

10. Enhance leadership’s sense-making capacity 

11. Demonstrate flexibility in developing customized university models that align 

with university’s characteristics  

12. Maintain open and flexible attitude in negotiating with the community 

Post-merger 

 

13. Choose the right leader considering the leadership’s style, character, and 

understanding of the universities’ organizational dynamics 

14. Conduct post-merger integration management across cultural, operational, 

and structural dimensions 

Based on the above applications, the diagram in Figure 14. presents a framework for 

conflict mitigation in higher education merger processes. 
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6 DISCUSSION 

This study aimed to develop a theory for conflict mitigation in university mergers by 

applying a grounded theory method to investigate how leadership and academic 

community perceived the conflicts between both parties during the merger process 

of a university in Finland. This chapter briefly summarizes the answers to the 

research questions based on the findings and discusses the theoretical implications 

by comparing the results with previous research.  

As noted by Harman (1993), the sensitive nature of the topic on university merger 

conflicts resulted in few studies directly addressing this topic, and there is no 

comprehensive theoretical framework (Eastman & Lang, 2001; Ywan, 2007). While 

existing research has typically applied various theories to isolated conflict 

phenomena across fragmented cases, this study employs grounded theory 

methodology to develop a practical theory for reducing conflicts through an in-depth 

examination of a single HEI merger case, analyzing contributing elements to conflict 

across different stages. 

The research questions were as follows: 

 

How do the leadership and the academic community perceive the conflicts which occurred 

between them during and after the Tampere University merger?   

1. What specific issues does each stakeholder group identify as conflicts during the 

Tampere University merger process? 

2. How did leaders respond to these conflicts and what was their motivation?   

3. How did the academic community respond to these conflicts and what was their 

motivation?  
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4. What was the perceived impact of the conflict on the merger and the university from the 

leadership and academic community’s viewpoints?  

5. What lessons can we learn from this case?   

How did the leadership and the academic community perceive conflicts that occurred 

between them during and after the Tampere University merger? 

The perceptions of merger-related conflicts differed substantially between the 

leadership and the UTA community throughout and following the Tampere University 

merger process. 

The UTA community primarily perceived the main conflict as one between external 

leadership (composed of the interim board and founders) and university members 

during the merger process. They believed that conflicts arose and intensified because 

leadership pushed through a new university governance model that the community 

members did not agree with, using a top-down leadership approach that did not 

appear to respect the community. After the merger, the community believed that the 

conflicts persisted due to the leadership failure of the newly appointed President in 

university management. 

UTA participants expressed that if leadership had shown more respect by 

enabling greater participation, fostering more transparent communication, and truly 

listening to their opinions while going through the organizational change at an 

appropriate pace — in other words, if the process had been more democratic — then 

distrust in leadership would not have become so severe, organizational morale would 

not have been damaged, and the sense of loss over their institution would not have 

been so profound. Many viewed the core issue not as opposition to the merger itself, 

but rather as dissatisfaction with the "approach" to the merger taken during the 

process. 

While specific focal points of conflict varied somewhat depending on different 

subgroups and individual experiences of the academic community, the central 

phenomenon was the “leadership-community conflict during university merger,” with 

the core category analyzed to be “different perceptions of what a university should 

be between the leadership and the academic community”. 

Leadership perspectives showed variations between the interim board 

responsible for implementing the merger and the founders who exercised financial 

and practical influence over the foundation university's establishment.  
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While some leaders saw the conflict as an issue that occurred between the 

university and leadership as similar to the UTA community’s view, interestingly, there 

were others who shifted their focus to a conflict between the two universities. The 

latter group attributed the conflict to the vastly different cultures between the two 

universities, mutual distrust, and attachment to old practices. 

Regarding the former conflict, some leaders connected the causal factors of 

conflict with leadership to UTA’s distinct history, culture, and particular characteristics 

including its political orientation, while another leader argued that students’ particular 

field of study, or political ambitions may have contributed to their resistance. Overall, 

the leaders emphasized that their focus was on providing quality education and 

enhancing university competitiveness rather than governance issues. 

Another notable aspect was the leaders' perception of the conflict itself. A lack of 

sense-making regarding the conflict was evident across almost all leaders. While 

some leaders acknowledged the conflict, a considerable number demonstrated 

incomprehension of the reason for the community’s resistance, and some displayed 

tendencies to minimize or redefine the conflict. One leader showed a perspective of 

treating conflict as a normal phenomenon of organizational change, while another 

redefined it as merely different viewpoints, not a conflict, and defined its scope as 

representing only a small fraction of the community. However, post-merger surveys 

of the integrated university’s opinions on the merger revealed a different result, as 

previously mentioned. The leaders could neither agree with the opinion that the 

foundation university infringed on the university’s autonomy as argued by the UTA 

community, nor understand why some members of the community were preoccupied 

with the numerical aspect of the governance structure, in one leader’s words. Some 

of them, coming from merit-based thinking, could not see why the leadership should 

select students for the board on the basis of political reasons instead of selecting 

distinguished professionals on the basis of excellence and expertise. 

Regarding post-merger conflicts, UTA participants mentioned various emotional 

and organizational repercussions and side effects that persisted due to unresolved 

conflicts from the merger process. These included continuing governance-related 

conflicts, internal tensions caused by the ineffective choice of a new President, 

lingering distrust in leadership, administrative confusion, organizational shame, 

detachment and identity conflicts. 

The interim board, since they departed after completing their assigned roles, did 

not provide extensive comments on post-merger conflicts. However, some leaders 

expressed hopeful wishes that things seemed to be making improvement with the 

passage of time, while another pointed to a lack of university cohesion, noting that 
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the failure to engage in post-merger community-building as a result of spending too 

much time and energy on dealing with the conflicts had prevented the two universities 

from truly becoming one. A more detailed discussion of these aspects will be 

addressed in sub-question 4, which directly relates to these issues. 

Q1. What specific issues do the leadership and the academic community 

identify as conflicts during the merger process of Tampere University? 

1) UTA community 

As mentioned earlier, while the detailed perspectives of the university community 

varied depending on the subgroups and individual experiences, the UTA community 

excluding the university management primarily identified the following issues as key 

sources of conflict. 

First and foremost, the UTA participants identified the coercive nature of the 

merger as a fundamental source of conflict, due to the lack of a proper discussion 

and consultation between the former UTA leadership who had initiated the merger 

process and the academic community. They believed that the institutional model of a 

foundation university was imposed upon them, which provoked their resistance. The 

resistance was intensified by the managerial values associated with the governance 

of the new university model, which clashed with the democratic values and self-

governance upheld by the UTA community. 

Second, they saw process management issues as another source of conflict. The 

merger implementation was characterized by approximately three years of 

preparation period followed by an implementation phase of around one year. They 

felt that the rushed implementation period contributed to community resistance in 

multiple ways as they found it challenging to digest the change that were occurring 

so fast. In addition, the legal ambiguities which had not been clarified for which the 

UTA interviewees thought the ministry had a part in, became another source of 

conflict during the merger process, triggering many legal actions by the community.  

Leadership-related issues formed another significant cluster of conflicts. The 

community cited leadership characteristics, particularly their philosophical approach, 

ideological stance, and career influences, for what created a fundamentally different 

vision of what a university should be from that of the UTA community. Additionally, 

the external nature of some leaders who set the foundation and temporary status of 

those who led the merger process were cited as having contributed to a trust deficit 

of the UTA community. The leadership's approach also became a major source of 
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community’s perception that the merger process was unfair, characterized by what 

the community perceived as authoritativeness, a sense of superiority, insufficient 

transparency, top-down decision-making, a lack of inclusiveness or the absence of a 

clear common vision for the new university.  

Governance issues rounded out the major areas of conflict. The community talked 

about power transfers from the university community to the external leadership within 

the foundation university model. The community had specific concerns about the 

strong influence of founders from the Technology Industry Association, and these 

concerns prompted them to raise questions about the future direction of their situation 

including an unbalanced distribution of interests skewed towards TUT, and autonomy 

of the institution during the merger. 

While there were no major differences in how different subgroups within the 

university community viewed the issues of conflicts in broad terms—for example, all 

subgroups mentioned the issues of leadership approach, governance, value conflicts, 

and leadership characteristics—there were subtle variations in what they emphasized 

on the basis of their positions and unique experience. 

For instance, all groups mentioned the lack of transparency, but administrative 

staff—being the group most affected by downsizing after the merger—specifically 

emphasized the opacity in personnel recruitment processes and, unlike other 

subgroups, connected conflicts to reduced job security. The student body argued that 

if the UTA leadership had engaged the community from the beginning through honest 

and transparent communication in decisions about the merger and the university 

model, all these conflicts might have been reduced or avoided. Professors and 

university management discussed how the characteristics of external leadership or 

post-merger leadership, which they had encountered closely, contributed to the 

contention. Professors who were involved in the actual decision-making of the merger 

process or power dynamics tended to perceive this conflict primarily as a power 

struggle. Even among university leaders, those close to the post-merger President 

mentioned conflicts related to the President’s individual actions and decisions, while 

a leader who mainly served in handling organizational macro-issues and policy 

decisions, with backgrounds in both campuses, had more to say about conflicts 

related to the characteristics and concerns of both universities. 

Some professors noted that despite initial expectations of cooperation and 

minimal conflict between the faculty groups of the two universities, the external 

leadership created conflict by creating an imbalance in the seats of decision-making 

bodies and framed it as if it were an inherent conflict between the two institutions. 
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2) Leadership 

In terms of leadership perspectives, some pointed to conflicts between the two 

universities rather than between the leadership and the community, highlighting 

different cultures, backgrounds, and values between the two institutions as sources 

of conflict. They also mentioned mutual distrust, doubt, and adherence to old 

practices between the two universities as contributing factors. Other leaders 

attributed issues to UTA's certain characteristics associated with their political 

orientation due to its history, culture, and academic background, mentioning that 

Tampere’s history as a city of politically active workers and students had an influence 

in shaping the UTA’s resistant characteristics. One leader pointed to the potential 

political ambition of student leaders playing a part in the resistance movement and 

claimed that there was an emotional and ideological side to the UTA community. The 

leader also argued that the community's reactions were excessive and that students 

had limited perspectives despite acknowledging that such behavior was 

understandable for their age group. Another leader responded that one has no 

comment on the issue of conflicts, while several expressed their inability to 

understand the UTA community's position. They had been surprised by the intensity 

of the community’s response, and could not comprehend why the community seemed 

to problematize the governance issue to such an extent. The government’s response, 

meanwhile, indicated that they viewed insufficient preparation and communication 

between the two universities prior to the merger as a key source of conflict. 

As stated previously, a notable phenomenon here was that while the university 

community primarily ascribed the conflict to leadership issues surrounding 

governance of the new university, the leadership tended to focus on inter-university 

conflict, such as their mutual distrust, or cultural collision as the main source of 

conflict. However, while various actions of resistance taken by the UTA community 

during the merger were directed at the leadership such as the interim board and the 

founders, such actions were not present toward TUT, which some of the leadership 

had identified as the main source of conflict. Inevitably, this discrepancy between the 

group's actions and the leadership’s framing raises questions about the leadership's 

understanding of the conflict.  

When these issues recognized by both groups as creating conflicts are compared 

to the conflict themes identified in the literature review based on other university 

merger cases as in Table 46, the findings demonstrate an almost complete 

correspondence, except for the issue of geographical distance. This case was able 
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to make a contribution by expanding on some of the themes and identifying the 

interconnections between some of the factors in Table 46. 

Table 46. Categories of themes in HEI conflicts (reprinted from Chapter 2) 

Leadership-related 

 

Ineffective leadership 

Transparent and frequent communication 

Strategic management 

Clear vision and strategy 

Unequal resource allocation       

Organizational Cultural clash 

Lost identity and brand 

Power dynamics and governance  

Organizational and strategic fit 

Human side  

 

Resistance to change 

Perceived injustice 

Insufficient stakeholder engagement  

Faculty, staff, and student concerns 

External factors   

 

Political and external pressures 

Legal and regulatory issues  

Geographic distance 

Apart from the findings briefly explained below in relation to some of the thematic 

categories in Table 46, other remaining themes will be woven in the answers to the 

following questions. 

Leadership-related 

This case empirically supported the previous finding that effective and strategic 

leadership is essential for smooth HEI mergers (Azziz et al., 2017; Drowley et al., 

2013; Harman & Meek, 2002; Leslie et al., 2018) by demonstrating how absence of 

such leadership in the perception of community members led to various frictions. 

According to the interviewees’ responses, the leadership that involves strategic 

preparation from various angles, which includes a systemic analysis of institutional 

differences pre-merger (Sułkowski et al., 2019), appears to have been missing in this 

case. Existing research also emphasized the importance of leadership’s clear vision 

and strategy (Harman & Meek, 2002), and some of the UTA participants criticized the 
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lack of a concrete vision but rather broad and embellished words for the new 

university that added confusion to the merger. One participant, for example, stressed 

that there was no common vision for the universities on a structural level, citing issues 

regarding decision-making or amount of democratization, which led to subsequent 

disputes over governance issues. 

 

Cultural clash 

 

The case also reflected tensions discussed widely in the existing literature that arise 

from cultural clashes during mergers between different university cultures and 

academic disciplines (Harman, 1993, Locke, 2007; Romanenko & Froumin, 2020), 

yet it revealed an additional finding relevant to the main research question: There can 

be a cultural clash between the external leadership implementing the merger and the 

academic community who is mostly on the receiving end of change. Therefore, this 

research discovered the necessity of cultural due diligence not only between the 

merging institutions but also between the external leadership who executes the 

merger and the academic community during the pre-merger stage. It became clear 

in the interviews that this aspect was lacking in Tampere University’s integration 

process, which provoked a major value clash during the merger. 

 

Power dynamics and governance 

 

Just as Eisenberg (2016) noted that power struggles are more likely to occur in 

university mergers compared to other organizational mergers due to universities’ 

complex governance frameworks and various stakeholders, these issues were at the 

center of the conflicts in Tampere University merger. This topic will be discussed in 

more detail in the answers to the subsequent questions, along with the theme of 

identity loss. 

Organizational and strategic fit  

The findings of this research partly align with Harman and Meek’s (2002) and Leslie 

et al.’s (2018) finding that organizational disparities—from administrative systems to 

institutional cultures—can generate resistance to change during mergers, as the 

institutional differences between TUT and UTA led to similar phenomena in a broader 

context. However, as this research focuses on the conflict between the leadership 

and the UTA community, an insight was obtained that there should be a fit between 

the vision of the leadership executing the merger and the university community, which 
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corroborates Persson and Frostenson’s (2021) similar conclusion. 

Perception of injustice and resistance to change 

This study is a testament to how the perception of injustice combined with insufficient 

stakeholder engagement and community concerns can generate resistance to 

change. The perception of justice, in particular, is one of the core elements that 

penetrates the center of conflict in this case.  

Earlier research has established that resistance increases when organizational 

change is perceived as unfair (Folger, 1999) and that perceptions of injustice foster 

distrust in leadership, leading to conflict (Colquitt et al., 2001). On the other hand, 

positive perceptions of fairness during change processes enhance organizational 

commitment, trust, and change acceptance (Folger, 1999). During the interviews, 

UTA participants chose procedural justice (Thibaut & Walker, 1975) as the most 

problematic among the three types of organizational justice introduced in Chapter 2. 

The interview findings suggested that respondents did not perceive fairness in the 

merger process when their voices were not properly heard, when they felt ignored, 

or when too little time was given to provide their feedback on the changes. 

Consequently, this appears to have intensified the community’s resistance while 

diminishing organizational commitment, trust, and receptiveness to change, in 

alignment with the results of previous research (Drowley et al., 2013; Sułkowski, 

2019). For instance, what began as the UTA community’s letters to the foundation 

board and founders in addition to organizing forums in 2016 and 2017 to request a 

more democratic foundation university model, developed into a massive walk-out, 

group signatures, and even legal actions in 2018, when the community felt that their 

opinions were consistently disregarded. In this context, the interplay of perceptions 

of unfairness and distrust in leadership apparently served as significant mediators of 

conflict escalation and increased resistance. 

Importance of approach over the change 

Studies explain that while resistance to any change was once considered inevitable, 

the approach to people and implementation methods significantly influences 

resistance to change (Cobb et al., 1995). The case of Tampere University also 

illustrates this point. Some respondents not only suggested that they would have 

been more satisfied had the leadership implemented changes in a way that showed 

greater respect for members’ opinions but even explicitly stated that leadership’s 

implementation approach was more problematic than the issues of contention. This 
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supports Kavanagh and Ashkanasy’s (2006) assertion that “the success or otherwise 

of any merger hinges on individual perceptions about the manner in which the 

process is handled”(p.99) and, more fundamentally, Cropanzano et al.’s (2007) 

statement that “if you can't give people the outcome they want, at least give them a 

fair process” (p. 34–38). 

Necessity of genuine reflection of input  

Previous studies indicate that member participation in decision-making processes 

during mergers can reduce anxiety and scepticism by fostering a sense of control 

and ownership (e.g. Cartwright et al, 2007), and the Tampere University case offers 

additional insight into this finding. Specifically, it exhibits that when members are 

included in the decision-making process only superficially, without their opinions 

being genuinely reflected at least partially in the final decisions, it can lead to 

amplified distrust in leadership, feelings of disillusionment, and a deeper sense of 

detachment from the organization. In other words, the university community can 

interpret the situation as leadership’s perfunctory listening without meaningful 

incorporation of input. This suggests that leadership’s genuine commitment to 

reflecting community opinions on a reasonable level demonstrated through tangible 

compromises and accommodations, when going through conflicts in organizational 

change, is essential for preventing adverse organizational impacts. 

External factors 

Regarding the external factors category, consistent with Harman’s (2003) finding that 

different legal interpretations between merging universities can become a source of 

conflict, this case also proved that legal ambiguities left unclarified prior to the 

integration can provoke dispute involving various legal actions by the university 

community. Furthermore, the fact that conflicts in university mergers can rise from 

external pressures (Stensaker, 2016) also manifested in this case, as the ministry’s 

pressure and the external influence of the Technology Industry Association appear 

to have impacted the community’ s increased resistance.  

Q2. How did leaders respond to these conflicts and what was their motivation?  

The leadership’s strategy can be characterized as close to one of conflict avoidance, 

decision implementation based on their own assessment of the university's best 
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interests, and limited stakeholder engagement with minimal adjustments to initial 

implementation plans, despite their stated intention to benefit the organization. 

From the initial stage of the merger, the UTA community raised concerns to the 

foundation board several times about the need for a more inclusive and democratic 

Tampere University, having observed what had happened at Aalto University. 

However, they stated that their voices were continuously dismissed. As the UTA 

community’s resistance intensified in response to what they perceived as a top-down 

leadership approach, along with accumulated distrust, the leadership made what 

appeared to be—in the eyes of the UTA community—token gestures through public 

hearings and minor, last-minute adjustments to the governance structure (namely, 

increasing the number of student positions in the consistory by one). However, the 

overall leadership strategy appears to have been one that pushed through their vision 

of what they believed was right for Tampere University, unable to fully comprehend 

the UTA community’s perspective. 

There were several comprehensive factors on a systemic and individual level 

contributing to this approach.  

First, the leadership made the misguided assumption that similar success could 

be replicated if they followed the successful precedent set by Aalto University without 

considering the unique characteristics and background of UTA. Such judgment was 

manifested when several leaders compared the responses of the UTA community to 

those of Aalto University, describing UTA’s reaction as exceptionally intense, when 

there was no comparable issue with Aalto University. 

Second, the leadership possessed formal authority to advance their agenda while 

operating under strict administrative deadlines. The rush to meet this deadline limited 

their time to properly interact with the community and engage in the process of mutual 

sense-making, as some of the leaders acknowledged in the interviews, which 

appears to have negatively influenced the community and aggravated the conflict.  

Third, the individual leaders’ personalities, professional backgrounds, and career 

trajectories influenced their decision-making. Examples of this include the leaders 

defending their handling of the merger using logic, standards, or thought patterns 

from their specific professional backgrounds. Another example is when multiple 

participants stated that the post-merger President’s distrust toward internal 

stakeholders and her leadership style appeared to stem from her past personal 

experiences and her character.  

Fourth, regarding the criticism of limited information-sharing during the merger, 

leadership responses varied. Some claimed they had made their best efforts, though 

there were indications of memory lapses. Another viewed restricted communication 



 

197 

as a natural part of decision-making, while adding that internal diversity within the 

leadership team also played a part in delaying external disclosures until decisions 

were finalized, as it was not always easy to come to an agreement among the leaders 

themselves. 

Fifth, leadership’s difficulty in understanding the values or claims made by the 

university community was analyzed to be an additional factor behind the way they 

facilitated the process. Some of them viewed the principles of democracy and 

autonomy advocated by the UTA community as concepts that should be applied to 

society, not as something that should be applied to universities, which they believed 

should be a place for innovation. Regarding the governance agenda that the UTA 

community took issue with, the leadership participants saw it as one of these five: 1) 

an unimportant issue, 2) a matter already legally decided when UTA agreed on 

adopting a foundation university model, 3) a model decided by considering 

comprehensive perspectives, 4) unsure why autonomy is seen as being violated, 5) 

any organization that consists only of insiders becomes deteriorated; internal and 

external balance is necessary for continuous institutional development. As can be 

assumed, one of the fundamental perspectives underlying their thinking was that 

“universities need to change.” Furthermore, the leaders showed a strong conviction 

that their vision was right for Finland and future generations in the long term. In other 

words, they pushed forward with what they thought was best for the university and 

Finland society at large. And this could be one of the reasons, combined with other 

factors such as tight deadlines and the authority they were given to implement the 

process, that leadership’s conflict management styles were perceived by UTA 

participants as “dominant” or “avoidant” based on the categorization of Rahim’s (1983) 

theory introduced in Chapter 2. While the structural conditions may have not been 

within the leaders’ influence, these styles can harm group dynamics (Zhao et al., 

2019) and are negatively associated with leadership effectiveness, according to the 

existing literature (Korabik, Baril, & Watson, 1993). 

As a final element influencing leadership’s approach, although this was not 

vocalized by the leadership but observed by a TUT graduate, reputational concerns 

due to each leader’s high-achieving tendencies considering their past career success 

could have made at least a modest contribution to their top-down approach to the 

process. These concerns could have made the leadership want to successfully 

complete their roles and missions within the given timeframe under the influence of 

continued media spotlight and government pressure on what was a matter of national 

interest. 
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Above all, the analysis reveals that the core of the leadership behavior was a 

differing perspective on universities, which contrasted with that of the UTA community, 

ultimately serving as the foundation for the conflict and the central category in this 

case. As mentioned in the findings, the interim board and founders appear to have 

held a view close to either market-oriented, excellence-driven, entrepreneurial, 

technocratic, systems thinking, or instrumental approaches to universities aimed at 

increasing national and HEI competitiveness, creating higher quality education, 

industrial benefits, and meaningful advancements for the nation. 

 As a result of such perspectives, driven by the goals of keeping pace with the 

changing world and maintaining a balanced perspective between the internal and 

external view, the leadership supported a governance system similar to a corporate 

governance where those with outside expertise constitute the majority of top 

decision-making bodies such as the board. However, not many leaders provided a 

clear-cut answer on the specific governance decisions, such as why internal 

members should be excluded or reduced drastically from top decision-making bodies, 

which was the UTA community’s main concern. Leaders either responded that they 

could not remember the specific decisions, provided no comment on controversial 

aspects, or offered broader explanations such as the importance of balanced 

perspectives to prevent organizational deterioration or consideration of all 

stakeholders’ viewpoints. One leader indicated that an external-only board structure 

would enable optimal decision-making for the university’s benefit, preventing conflict 

of interest. However, from a researcher’s point of view, one lingering question 

emerged as this argument seemed to present an interesting paradox: How could the 

best decisions be made for an organization without incorporating the perspectives of 

those in the top decision-making body who understand the organization’s internal 

operations, culture, and needs? This apparent contradiction could not be resolved, 

as the leader firmly believed in the efficiency of corporate-style governance, citing 

corporate decision-making structures as the preferred model. 

Ultimately, drawing from the comprehensive data, the leadership seemed to have 

focused on achieving the merger in the direction they believed was right for the 

organization, using their given authority within the given timeframe. This perspective 

vastly differed from the UTA community’s view of universities in many aspects, 

leading to significant actions of resistance.  

The existing literature suggests several leadership interventions for reducing 

disputes in university mergers including collaborative sense-making (Jäppinen, 2017), 

genuine community participation, and thorough listening to the stakeholders’ opinions 

(Drowley et al, 2011; Nikkola & Tervasmäki, 2021), continuous and open 
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communication with slow implementation of the merger than a rushed one (Ribando 

et al., 2020), and consideration of cultural and human factors (Harman & Harman, 

2003). Aligning the purpose of the merger with stakeholders’ ideals and their 

perceptions of fairness during the process are also areas that leadership can impact 

and that determine the success or failure of the merger (Persson & Frostenson, 2021). 

Seijts and Gandz (2018) stated that if leaders demonstrate integrity, humility, 

humanity, and justice in the process of change, those who resist change are more 

likely to back current initiatives, but if there is an absence of those elements, the 

resistors will amplify antagonism toward upcoming changes. Regardless of 

leadership’s intentions, the community’s reactions of escalated resistance indicate 

that they perceived a lack of at least some of those elements. 

Q3. How did the academic community respond to these conflicts and what was 

their motivation? 

From the initial stage of the merger, the UTA community including student and 

professor unions, collegium, and its own board, voiced demands for more 

involvement in the merger process through means such as formal letters, statements, 

and petitions. However, when these were allegedly ignored by the foundation board 

and founders, conflicts escalated and led to larger collective actions. Their position 

evolved from initially requesting more involvement and "a fairer model compared to 

Aalto University" in 2016, to organizing multiple forums and sending letters to the 

foundation board, voicing dissatisfaction with insufficient community involvement in 

2017. The situation culminated in 2018 with the interim board's controversial 

announcement of the management rules, leading to a walk-out of around 1,000 

people, 3000 group signatures, addresses, five legal actions, and media reports by 

the community. When asked why they chose such actions, one UTA participant 

responded, "If leadership won't listen, then how are we supposed to get our 

messages across?" 

Behind these actions, the university community had a critical perspective toward 

two major issues: the content of the change itself and process-related issues. First, 

they had the perception that the governance structure of the new merged university 

model severely undermined the values the community regarded as fundamental to 

their identity, democracy and self-governance. The interviews with UTA participants 

indicate that they largely saw it as a matter of their identity under attack, and felt "a 

sense of losing their organization" which they had built for years through the spirit of 

solidarity. This reaffirms Van Knippenberg et al.'s (2002) finding that mergers and 
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acquisitions ultimately succeed when employees experience a continuous sense of 

identification throughout the organizational transition and feel that they can impact 

the subsequent process (Terry et al., 2001). In Tampere University’s case, both seem 

to have been absent, as the new governance structure of the merged university did 

not allocate much power to the university members. 

The process was another source of the problem to the community. According to 

some of the participants, the new university model imposed with the merger appears 

to have begun not with proper communication with the university community but, 

reportedly, with the internal management’s attempt to “drag everyone into the idea.” 

The lack of gathering consensus or change of words during the process accumulated 

distrust toward the university leadership, and when external leadership represented 

by the interim board and the founders introduced an entrepreneurial governance 

system that drastically seemed to strip existing members of their power, university 

members felt their identity was being shaken by outsiders. Another major element 

that appeared to have influenced UTA’s resistance was the traits of governance 

structure that significantly reduced internal university representation, which seems to 

have been interpreted by the community as conveying distrust in their ability to “make 

optimal decisions for themselves.” As a result, the community’s resistance and 

opposition intensified. Such phenomena align with scholars’ finding that when 

leadership does not trust its members, member resistance increases and hinders 

organizational change (Kotter, 1995; Oreg, 2006). 

UTA community participants believed that conflicts were exacerbated because the 

interim board focused solely on implementing the merger, while disregarding member 

opinions. This represented the second axis of conflict they identified: leadership’s 

approach to handling the merger. They described the leadership approach as 

authoritarian and top-down, lacking respect for the community. When resistance 

intensified, what the community recognized as leadership’s superficial listening in 

public hearings amplified distrust, with one participant saying the merger felt like a 

“shot-gun wedding.” One year after the merger, from the community’s perspective, 

the merger was not successful because “it was not a process that we could influence 

or participate in; it was something that was decided from above and imposed upon 

us, without the buy-in process of the new brand identification.” As a result, they 

experienced a loss of organizational identity, stating that if they had been able to 

influence the outcome, they would have felt the new university was “part of us.”  

Previous research reaffirms this; Harman (2002) and Borlaug et al. (2023) state 

that successful mergers often respect and incorporate the identities of the pre-merger 

organizations rather than shunning them or shutting them down, as academic staffs’ 
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concerns about losing institutional identity, a frequent occurrence during mergers, 

may lead to community resistance. When the UTA participants felt pushed by the 

external leadership to forcefully accept the new institutional identity in a short period 

without respect for their former identity, they felt angry and upset, which some of them 

testified led to increased resistance. One of the UTA interviewees repeatedly asked 

the question “Whose university?” during the interview, and this question became the 

university-wide survey title conducted by a UTA academic; UTA participants’ identity 

attached to the pre-merger organization seemed to reflect a strong sense of 

ownership toward the university.  

Above all, the UTA participants perceived the university as a place where 

democracy and autonomy, public good, collegial solidarity, and pure academic 

research should be realized. The governance structure of the foundation university 

model was seen as a structure that eroded their highly valued democracy and 

autonomy, shaking their very identity. 

One interviewee posed a critical question during the interview about how merger 

success should be defined: “Is success merely about technically completing the 

merger, or is it about getting everyone in the community on board?” The participant 

suggested that the community would not have minded if the merger took several 

years, stating that having happier staff and students would ultimately produce better 

outcomes than achieving a big profile or economies of scale for the institution. 

Regarding the President who took office after the merger, the participants shared 

the consensus that she made the mistake of prioritizing the process of the merger 

over community cohesion and failed to help heal the open wounds of the organization 

after the merger. 

To sum up, what contributed to the community’s resistance were the merger 

process being interpreted by the UTA participants as an attack on their identity and 

values, combined with the lack of stakeholder participation and transparent 

communication due to what the UTA participants viewed as a lack of trust and respect 

for them by the leadership. This supports previous findings that the aforementioned 

factors are critical for a successful merger.  

Q4. What was the perceived impact of the conflict on the merger or the 

university from each side’s views?   

First, both the leadership and the academic community mentioned process delays 

caused by the conflict. Beyond that, the remaining impacts mentioned by the two 

groups differed.  
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From the leadership's perspective, the impact of the conflict on the merger 

manifested as failures in achieving their content-oriented university goals through the 

merger and not being able to properly engage in post-merger work such as 

community-building. One leader expressed regret that while many from the business 

sector, medical field, and city wanted to help and collaborate with Tampere University, 

these opportunities were missed due to the university being caught up in political 

disputes. Some leaders conveyed disappointment that if the community had 

maintained a more balanced perspective and focused on practical changes rather 

than governance issues, they could have created something more constructive or 

better together. 

Two leaders went to the extent of commenting that it might have been better not 

to merge at all. Their perspectives stemmed not from conflicts between leadership 

and the community but from the cultural clash between the two universities, which 

one mentioned ended up as a hindrance to fulfilling merger goals and producing 

different results from Aalto University. Another shared that difficulties arising from the 

differing cultures of UTA and TUT were still being reported. However, as revealed in 

the findings, some other leaders acknowledged that if they had sufficient time for 

dialogue in helping the academic community understand the vision of the foundation 

university, it would have been helpful in persuading the community, and they learned 

the importance of such dialogue in the initial stage in addition to some degree of 

compromise. 

The university community cited financial costs, psychological impact, 

organizational impact, loss of organizational identity, and decreased organizational 

attachment as the perceived impact of the conflict. The most common phenomenon 

for psychological impact was distrust in leadership, along with experiencing 

demoralization fueled by feelings of anger, helplessness, shame, and disappointment. 

The reduced organizational attachment was linked to the emergence of faculties’ 

indifference and fragmentation, also in part due to the managerial practices of the 

new university emphasizing each faculty’s work performance. In the case of 

organizational impact, it included several years of reputational decline—as the 

university was constantly mired in a series of recurring tensions on the news—in 

addition to effects on work performance, administrative confusion, staff turnover and 

layoffs, the forthcoming loss of campus space, flawed academic restructuring, and 

most notably, governance-related conflicts that arose after the merger. The 

unresolved conflicts remained briefly dormant only to resurface when several 

faculties from UTA surveyed the merged university after the merger in 2019 and 
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found that 77% of the merged community desired governance change. This finally 

led to a modified regulation ensuring internal selection of the consistory chair.  

Based on the above findings, a chronological view of the interviewees’ statements 

regarding the impacts of conflict on the merger is given in Table 47. 

Table 47. UTA’s perception of conflict impact across merger stages 

Pre-merger 

Progress hindrance due to conflicts 

Delayed start (merger intended for 2018 was delayed to 2019 due to conflicts 

in the process) 

Pre/Mid-merger Financial costs: Expenses incurred from extensive consultations to cope with 

conflicts—ex) significant spending on legal counsel, etc. 

Intensified and sustained resistance due to unresolved issues 

Mid-merger Wasted collaborative energy: Initially, faculties from both campuses were 

excited about potential collaboration, but this energy was diverted into power 

struggles rather than constructive efforts 

Community’s anger, disappointment, and development of distrust in the 

leadership 

Post-merger Destructive organizational impact and demoralization: Leadership’s 

persistence despite resistance led to prolonged conflict, inevitably affecting 

staff morale 

Impact on faculties’ research/teaching performance: Constant 

disappointment led to exhaustion, compounded by distrust in leadership 

Negative effects on university brand and image: News coverage consistently 

linked Tampere University with conflict, affecting external perceptions and 

potentially influencing faculty mobility 

Emotional aftermath/negative impact on community members: Manifested as 

distrust, cynicism, helplessness, and lowered expectations 

Imminent loss of campus space, employee dissatisfaction from layoffs, 

inefficient academic restructuring 

Failure to achieve university goals and engage in community-building work 

in leaders’ eyes 

 

The overall impact of tensions on the merger or the university community in this 

research overlap with prior research findings ranging from administrative to 

organizational to psychological impact. Phenomena such as identity loss (Borlaug, 
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2023), the intermingling of organizational and psychological impact such as cultural 

collision causing process delays (Harman, 2002), faculty resistance (Ylijoki, 2014), 

and stress (Ribando et al., 2020) reducing research productivity (Slade, 2021) in 

addition to negatively impacting work satisfaction and organizational cohesion 

(Pritchard & Williamson, 2007) are some of the redundant examples. Low morale and 

staff turnover are also found in the literature as a result of conflict (Cohen, 2006; 

Evans, 2017). Pronounced phenomena in this case as a result of the tensions are 

members' strong distrust of leadership which led to intense resistance, the 

university’s reputational decline for a certain period of time and resurfacing of an 

unresolved governance issue post-merger. All in all, most literature agrees that when 

the absence of effective leadership, active communication or stakeholder 

participation is combined with organizational, administrative or cultural change that 

occurs during the merger process, this can lead to some form of internal frictions or 

resistance.  

 

Q5. What lessons can we learn from this case? 

The answer to this question largely overlaps with the practical measures discussed 

in the substantive theory section of the findings chapter about mitigating conflicts in 

university mergers. Therefore, the following description will focus only on key points 

that particularly warrant emphasis. 

1. Understanding of the university as an organization 

First and foremost, when implementing a university merger, leadership should be 

equipped with a preliminary understanding of the unique characteristics and 

complexity of university organizations. As explained by the findings in the literature 

review, universities have more complex governance structures than corporations. 

Moreover, universities possess distinct characteristics that make change more 

difficult: They are usually conservative in nature, are composed of subject-matter 

experts, and have different members possessing strong individual ownership for 

various reasons (Caruth & Caruth, 2013; Harman, 2002; Hartman, 1977; Kezar, 2001; 

Ostar, 1995; Yarn, 2014), creating conditions conducive to resistance to change. 

On top of this, each university has its own context and attributes. Because a 

considerable portion of the conflicts between the leadership and the UTA community 

appears to have been associated with the leaders’ limited understanding of the 

unique traits of UTA—in addition to their limited knowledge of how universities adapt 

to change in general—leadership’s learning of the particular background and history 
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of each university before a merger and their handling the process in accordance with 

such data during the mid-merger phase seems crucial. This goes hand in hand with 

Harman and Harman’s (2003) finding that one of the crucial factors determining how 

difficult a given merger will be is the set of institutional traits, which means leaders 

need to be aware of them. 

The UTA community, in particular, was bound to show strong resistance given its 

political and historical background of being one of the first universities in Finland to 

adopt the tripartite decision-making system. This background demonstrates its strong 

commitment to principles of democracy and self-governance. 

However, the leaders had a limited understanding of these unique characteristics 

of UTA and attempted to push forward while drawing exclusively on one previous 

successful case, which resulted in two leaders confessing that they view the merger 

as a failure and expressing regret over the merger. 

2. Assessment of the ‘fit’ 

In the case of Tampere university, the clash of values was particularly intense 

because it was not just an ordinary university merger; it attempted to implement a 

model incorporating a governance structure embodying certain values that some of 

the UTA participants called “academic capitalism” or “managerialism,” which directly 

contradicted the UTA community’s bottom-up principles.  

Therefore, based on the observations of this case, during the preparation phase 

it is crucial to assess the alignment of values across the institutional system, 

organizational culture, personnel, strategic objectives of merging institutions, and the 

leadership responsible for decision-making and merger implementation. This is an 

extension of the areas that research addressing M&A in the corporate sector 

mentions the necessity of cultural due diligence in (Marks, 1999; Seo & Hill, 2005) 

applied to higher education organizations. As Branson (2008) also contends, value 

alignment between the organization and the individual is essential for a successful 

organizational change, since organizations ultimately consist of people. Scholars in 

this field agree that genuine organizational change is not merely about transformation 

in structures and systems but about change in people’s internalized values and 

beliefs (Amis et al., 2002; Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Kotter, 1995). 

When these differences in values are too significant, the feasibility of success 

should be re-evaluated, and if proceeding is necessary, strategies must be 

meticulously prepared to harmonize or overcome these differences. It is not only 

essential to conduct cultural due diligence; should the merger take place, scenarios 
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need to be developed as concretely as possible, including what agenda items can be 

compromised in the process and how long the attainment of each goal can be 

postponed—in preparation for potential delays that may arise because of conflicts. 

These are more specific and actionable recommendations that extend beyond the 

generalized ones found in existing literature, which seem to lack specific preparations 

for conflicts in university mergers. 

3. A matter of “WHO” 

The second lesson is pertinent to the matter of “who” implements the merger.  

The matter of merger leadership—specifically, who drives the integration 

process—remains relatively underexplored in the existing literature, for which this 

case has several lessons to offer. 

1) Externality and temporariness 

Tampere University’s case teaches us that the selection of leaders who “implement” 

the merger requires careful consideration. Particularly, leadership composed of 

majority of outsiders may necessitate careful examination. As shown in this case and 

supported by previous research, the academic community undergoing organizational 

change easily develops an “us vs. them” mentality, leading to increased resistance. 

The temporary role of leaders exacerbates the situation, as leaders with short-term 

appointments might view success merely as completing the task within their 

designated timeframe, regardless of the university’s resistance or side effects. When 

leaders give the impression of “get it done and leave,” university members lose trust 

in the leadership, potentially escalating resistance and conflicts. 

2) Unexpected influence of diversity  

Lee and Kim (2016) argued that conflict resolution becomes increasingly challenging 

as the number and complexity of conflicting relationships in university mergers 

increase. In a somewhat similar context, recruiting leaders from too diverse 

backgrounds in the leadership composition may warrant careful consideration. As 

revealed by a leader during the interview, the leadership’s multiple backgrounds 

made internal consensus challenging, which in turn limited external information 

sharing with the university as they were also seeking stability in their decision-making. 

3) Not free from ideology 
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When leaders who are external to the merging institution are appointed to lead the 

merger process to prevent conflict of interest and secure “objectivity,” in reality they 

may not be free from their own unique ideologies, philosophies, experience or 

backgrounds, making it impossible to be completely objective or to be free from 

personal ideologies exerting influence on merger-related decision-making. Egri and 

Herman (2000) stated that “leadership styles reflect the fundamental values that 

leaders perceive to be important and guide how they manage issues in the 

workplace”; leaders may bring in frameworks based on their own value systems that 

are incompatible with the unique characteristics of university organizations, which 

could intensify resistance as in this case. In this regard, a lesson was gained that it 

is important to conduct cultural (value-based) due diligence not only on the merging 

institutions but also on the leadership at the pre-merger stage, to prevent conflicts 

arising from value clashes between the leadership and the university community later 

on. 

4. A matter of “HOW” 

The third lesson concerns the “ways” of implementing the merger. 

1) Trust and involvement based on respect 

A significant lesson that can be derived from this case is that organizations are 

fundamentally composed of people and that leadership must not overlook this fact. 

Instead of treating the merger process as a series of technical tasks to complete, 

leadership must acknowledge that organizational transformation ultimately impacts a 

great number of individuals on the receiving end of change, which necessitates efforts 

to ensure a human-oriented process. This point has been emphasized by numerous 

researchers who have addressed M&A or organizational change (Branson, 2008; 

Cameron & Quinn, 2011; Mark & Mirvis, 2001; Seo & Hill, 2005) or HE merger 

(Harman & Harman, 2003). It means engaging in a sufficient sense-making process 

when the receiving end does not agree, rather than pushing through the process for 

the sake of “effectiveness,” realizing that it can influence minimizing the adverse 

effects and resistance—including showing respect, building trust, persuasion, and 

communication—at a pace and intensity that the community can accept without 

severe resistance. Tierney (2008) pointed out that when a higher education institution 

experiences substantial changes, organizational trust—which is rooted in a network 

of social relationships formed within the institution’s culture—becomes critical. 

Reflecting this finding, the terms consistently mentioned by the interviewees on both 
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sides in this case were “trust” and “distrust.” UTA participants commonly stated that 

they would have been less angry and that there would have been fewer problems 

had the merger process been more democratic and based on respect.  

Even though many studies point out that transparent communication and active 

stakeholder participation are key to building trust and reducing resistance in the 

university merger (Ahmadvand et al., 2012; Eisenberg, 2016; Harman & Meek, 2002), 

the findings of this case teach the lesson that making the effort of implementing a 

“tolerable amount of change” from the outset is just as crucial, as it will reduce not 

only a community’s resistance from the beginning but also the amount of 

communication and time required to effect the change. Assessing the “tolerable” level 

sounds like an ambiguous task, but it can be gauged through continuous exchanges 

of feedback with university constituents or prior discussions with key stakeholders. 

This proposal on managing change intensity also parallels with the Adaptive 

Leadership framework by Ron Heifetz (1994), who provided insights on managing 

“adaptive challenges” when practicing leadership in change. According to Heifetz, 

there are two types of challenges in the modern world: technical and adaptive. The 

former can be solved by following the existing technical solutions, while the latter 

requires deeper change in people’s beliefs and value systems, often demanding 

leadership’s creativity and skills of regulating the stress of those who are going 

through change “within a tolerable range” in the process. The same principle and 

context can be applied to this merger case, as it fundamentally required working with 

people’s values at a speed and intensity they could manage if more weight was given 

to minimizing friction in the process and not just equating success with completing 

the merger within a given timeline. All of this should be based on the knowledge that 

each university may respond differently to change according to each university’s 

distinct organizational culture and established patterns of thinking. 

2) Relevance to organizational attachment 

This case reaffirms previous research that when implementing organizational change, 

involving members in the change process increases their sense of ownership and 

acceptance through fostering an “our organization” mindset. Part of this phenomenon 

can be explained by the finding that when employees feel that their personal values 

align with an organization’s values or goals, they tend to demonstrate stronger 

organizational commitment (Silva et al., 2010). Conversely, lack of stakeholder 

participation in the process turned out to have a negative impact on the community 

members’ organizational attachment and brand identification post-merger. Needless 
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to say, these outcomes do not contribute to the “productivity” that leadership had 

prioritized. Instead, they translated into organizational harm and damage. For 

instance, the departure of high-caliber talent as a result of disappointment in the 

leadership and the organization, mentioned by the interview participants, is an 

outcome that directly contradicted the merger’s objective, which was to improve the 

excellence of Tampere University. 

3) Necessity of compromise 

Leadership who are implementing change should not rigidly pursue only their desired 

outcomes but exercise flexibility to compromise with what the university community 

wants as well. When leadership excessively insists on their own plans, it may 

temporarily appear to resolve conflicts through their given authority, but since 

decisions remain skewed toward one side without addressing the other party’s 

concerns, conflicts can remain “latent,” as described by Pondy (1967); as evidenced 

by the Tampere University case, the conflicts are ready to resurface when 

circumstances allow. If the conflicts are prolonged, this can trigger a domino effect 

on other dimensions of the merger, including delayed schedules, additional financial 

costs, and no time or energy left for post-merger work such as community building. 

The pervasive distrust toward an unyielding leadership can ultimately undermine the 

entire process in various ways. 

4) Pace of merger and external factors 

Speed is one of the underexplored themes in the existing literature on university 

mergers. Azziz et al. (2017) and Harman (2008) argued that university mergers are 

most effective when institutions that have decided to merge transition to the 

implementation phase as swiftly as possible, as an overly long preparation period can 

exhaust members and increase anxiety. Although this argument applies to some 

extent to the present case, as several participants expressed a similar sense of 

fatigue they had gone through because of the long preparation period and the short 

implementation phase, an extra lesson arises: Rushing into the implementation 

phase without thoroughly analyzing the community’s underlying values or potential 

sources of conflict may produce major negative consequences in later stages. 

Azziz et al. (2017), in particular, highlighted that once the decision to merge is 

made, the stage after that should be handled with “great precision and timeliness,” 

based on a sense of urgency accompanied by early deadlines. Although Azziz et al. 

also discuss the right sense of urgency so as not to trigger “panic or exodus” in the 
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community, the emphasis is on how the merger process should be carried out at a 

swift speed in general, as a delay would only make things more difficult. However, 

many participants in this study stated that what added to their anger and resistance 

was the leadership’s overall rush during the merger. Some even testified that the rush 

itself felt intentional to block resistance and rail things through, which increased their 

distrust in the leadership, fueling resistance. In this regard, the current study proposes 

that implementing a merger process rather quickly may not always be the best idea. 

This is in alignment with Rowley’s (1997) research, which summarized comparative 

findings in the business merger literature that there should be time for ’negotiation’, 

as problems can arise and should be dealt with during the merger process.  

Additionally, this research takes a further step to suggest that the quality and 

depth of pre-merger stakeholder engagement along with a proper analysis of 

potential conflicts can significantly impact the feasibility of such rapid implementation. 

Specifically, the findings reveal that without genuine consensus between the 

university leadership and community, and thorough preparation for potential disputes, 

rushing the implementation process can lead to substantial problems, even when 

stakeholders were nominally consulted. Given that mergers inherently involve 

conflicts, as organizational change seldom proceeds without friction, this study claims 

that incorporating sufficient time into the merger schedule to address unforeseen 

conflicts is essential. A similar finding to this argument appears in a study by Ribando 

et al. (2020) in which the faculties of Georgia State University, who went through a 

slower merger than the faculties of Augusta University, experienced less stress 

because they had more time to process the change and its impact on their jobs. 

Another lesson from this case concerns the role of external stakeholders, such as 

the government, who can influence the conditions of an HEI merger. In the interview, 

a government official primarily emphasized the lack of proper discussion between the 

two universities prior to the merger, implying the nuance that insufficient preparation 

of the universities was mainly to blame for the conflicts. However, this case teaches 

that the government has a role to play in the conflict prevention, such as establishing 

clear legal frameworks prior to the merger to prevent any eruption of the conflict from 

ambiguous legal interpretations during the merger process and creating specific 

checking criteria to ensure both universities are adequately prepared for the merger.  

5) Perception of justice  

Perception of justice is one of the most critical factors in successful organizational 

change (Novelli Jr. et al., 1995). Folger (1999) made the same argument, 
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emphasizing that addressing all three forms of justice—procedural, interactional, and 

distributive—rather than focusing on just one, can effectively reduce resistance to 

change. 

The Tampere University case appears to demonstrate a lack of fairness across 

all three dimensions. Although most interviewees identified procedural justice as the 

primary issue when asked to choose among the three, it is evident that problems 

existed in all aspects. For instance, governance issues related to distributive justice—

particularly in terms of power distribution—remained unresolved, leading to the 

recurrence of the same problems three years after the merger. 

Inevitably, achieving perfect fairness that entirely satisfies all members’ 

expectations during organizational change is an impossible task by any measure. 

However, responses from the majority of the UTA participants suggesting that some 

degree of compromise or flexibility from the leadership during the process could have 

made a big difference imply that incorporating a measure of distributive justice 

through negotiation and compromise in procedural aspects could have reduced either 

the duration or the intensity of the conflicts. 

6) A matter of values 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, when leadership disregards the core values 

and priorities embedded in the merging organization—whether in governance, 

organizational culture, or other systemic aspects—various adverse effects can arise 

post-merger. This case shows that when there is misalignment between leadership 

and community members regarding the values of the newly created organization from 

the beginning, it leads to a lack of buy-in from members during the merger.  

When members do not agree with the change, this triggers various forms of 

resistance in the process, resulting in merger delays, increased costs, failure to 

achieve objectives, and deterioration of organizational climate. Most significantly, 

leadership’s neglect can create deep distrust between leadership and community 

members and can lead to repercussions such as administrative confusion or 

negatively impacted students, as proved by this case. In other words, beneath the 

surface—like an iceberg—there were fundamental differences in ideas and values 

towards what a university should be about, and when these differences were pushed 

through in a top-down manner without ensuring procedural justice, this resulted in 

sustained conflicts and aftershocks. Therefore, leadership’s delicate planning, 

receptive listening, and extended dialogue combined with patience and a balance of 

compromise or concession within a reasonable timeframe are crucial in minimizing 
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the conflicts and the repercussions, when introducing new frameworks that collide 

with the core values of existing organizational members. 

To summarize, existing research offers a lot of normative lessons when it comes 

to minimizing or preventing issues throughout the merger process, such as 

implementing effective leadership, considering cultural differences, developing trust 

(Tirronen et al, 2016), while fostering high morale and a strong sense of community 

(Harman, 2002, p. 92). However, these are rather broad recommendations which 

would add practicality when supplemented with more concrete guidance derived from 

this study. Undoubtedly, applicable takeaways may vary depending on the context of 

each university, but the implications from this research add specificity to some of the 

strategies as follows:  

1. The likelihood of dispute can be reduced if change is implemented at a pace and 

intensity within a tolerable range by the university community, which can be 

discovered and adjusted through active communication with the community.  

2. The quality and depth of pre/mid-merger stakeholder engagement genuinely 

reflecting the community’s input, instead of superficial stakeholder involvement, 

matters in reducing stakeholders’ resistance and gaining trust. 

3. Instead of a top-down implementation, a bottom-up process that involves co-

creating the new institution with the community may significantly reduce the 

stakeholders’ resistance. 

4. Cultural assessment is needed not only of the merging institutions but also of the 

leadership if they are external, during the pre-merger phase. 

5. A concrete analysis of conflict points and a preparation scenario during the pre-

merger phase can facilitate smoother implementation in the mid-merger phase.  

6. Allocating sufficient time for the mid-merger stage so that leaders can pay better 

attention to three types of organizational justice during the process is helpful in 

reducing the likelihood of conflict. 

After all, resistance to organizational change is mostly determined by stakeholders’ 

agreement with the content of the change and their perception of fairness throughout 

the merger process. 
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Table 48. Comparison of merger lessons in reducing conflict 

 Recommendations from literature Lessons from current study 

Who ㅡ • Exercise extra caution when appointing 

external leaders for merger 

implementation as it can increase ”us vs 

them” mentality 

• Reconsider excessive diversity in the 

leadership team to prevent difficulty in 

reaching consensus which can limit 

transparency 

How • Proceed quickly to the 

implementation stage upon the 

merger decision 

• Maintain a deliberate pace of 

merger implementation 

• Implement change at a pace and intensity 

tolerable by the community 

• Maintain active stakeholder 

participation and communication 

 

• Genuine reflection of the community’s 

input is important; superficial hearings 

could backfire in the form of increased 

distrust in leadership 

• Refrain from top-down 

implementation 

• Apply a bottom-up process that involves 

co-creation of the new institution with the 

community 

• Conduct cultural due diligence on 

the merging institutions 

• Add cultural due diligence between the 

leadership and the university community if 

leaders are external 

• Assess organizational fit • Conduct concrete analysis of conflict 

points between institutions and major 

stakeholder groups, in addition to forming 

preparation scenarios before the merger 
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7 CONCLUSION 

7.1 Summary 

This study has analysed perceptions of conflict between leadership and the university 

community during a Finnish university merger using a grounded theory methodology. 

Despite earlier research emphasizing the need for further studies on the conflicts in 

HEI mergers, literature on this subject has been scarce. In particular, in-depth, 

substantive research on stakeholders’ internal perceptions, experiences, and 

interactions regarding these conflicts has been insufficient.  

Therefore, this study explored how various stakeholders interpreted and 

responded to the situation underlying surface-level conflicts using semi-structured 

interviews and document analysis, ultimately deriving a substantive theory on conflict 

prevention and mitigation in HEI mergers in similar contexts based on the insights 

gained from the case. 

This study has uncovered results that both reaffirm existing research and add new 

perspectives. Notably, nearly all issues identified in previous studies regarding 

university mergers appeared similarly in this research, including leadership 

challenges, lack of transparent communication, insufficient stakeholder engagement, 

absence of a clear vision, power dynamics and governance concerns, organizational 

and strategic misalignment, cultural clashes, political and external pressures, legal 

and regulatory complications, resistance to change, perceived injustice, and loss of 

institutional identity and brand. This study consolidated and systematized these 

fragmented factors into a holistic theoretical model, capturing the range of issues 

discovered in earlier research as well as those observed in the present case. 

Moreover, it revealed the interconnections among these elements and added 

specificity and depth to certain findings. A simple diagram illustrating the main flow of 

these key elements would be as follows: 
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Figure 15. Key TAU conflict dynamics’ flow 

 

The findings also revealed substantial differences in the fundamental perceptions 

between the leadership and the UTA community on what a university should be, 

underlying both sides’ diverging views regarding the desirable direction of the merger 

that had resulted in the conflict. Analysis of interview data indicated that these 

perceptual differences remained unresolved, despite the administrative completion 

of the merger. While the merger may have appeared systemically successful on the 

surface, the study uncovered the internal difficulties, struggles, and aftershocks that 

organizational members have had to go through for years due to unresolved conflicts 

from the merger process. These repercussions manifested both visibly and invisibly. 

Visible effects included phenomena such as employee turnover, while invisible 

ones—such as distrust in leadership, fragmentation, disengagement, and decreased 

organizational morale—were not quantifiable but were nevertheless evident in the 

interview accounts and in the open-ended survey responses. 

When observing the events that occurred during the Tampere University merger, 

a fundamental question emerged through this research: “Can a university merger be 

considered successful merely because it has achieved systemic and administrative 

integration on the surface?” It can be seen in this case that at the institutional and 

systemic level, the merger seemed complete; however, the university community was 

left with various symptoms of "post-merger syndrome” that continued on for years 

and some still present today, resulting from the conflicts. Even during the period of 

this research, in the staff’s occupational well-being survey conducted in 2023 within 

the Management and Business Faculty, with scores below 3 indicating a need for 

improvement, a survey statement such as “I am able to influence our university’s 

decision-making through the existing channels of influence” scored lowest (2.24 out 

of 5), and “our university has the ability to change” was one of the lowest-rated items 

(3.06). The most significant consequence of the conflicts that stood out from 

interviewing some of the university participants was the strong “distrust” they 

exhibited toward the leadership. Even five years after the completion of the merger, 

this distrust appeared to have a toxic effect on some of their organizational 

attachment, institutional identity, and morale. Even if they did not necessarily express 

a lack of trust toward the leadership, certain participants recounted perceptions of 
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unfairness or adverse experiences resulting from the merger. An example was a 

student leader who went so far as to quit the university because of burnout from their 

active resistance to the merger process. 

This led back to the question raised in the Introduction chapter: Should “post-

merger syndrome” be merely regarded as an inevitable phenomenon that every 

merging institution experiences and that time will eventually resolve? When a merger 

process encounters a certain level of substantial resistance from the change 

recipients—as serious as multiple legal actions and sustained opposition in various 

forms as exemplified in this case, should such resistance simply be dismissed as an 

excessive response stemming from community-specific characteristics as indicated 

by certain leadership perspectives? Or should universities take these issues more 

seriously and adopt a proactive approach by making a more strategic and structured 

effort to pre-empt or mediate any potential sources of conflict that may occur 

throughout the merger, so as to mitigate the side effects post-merger? For instance, 

if a post-merger survey on members’ satisfaction with a certain area or with the way 

the merger was handled shows over 60% of responses are negative, would not this 

serve as a clear indicator that there were systemic issues with the merger approach 

that warrant concrete remedial measures?  

In Tampere University’s case, it was found that except for a survey voluntarily 

conducted by a group of researchers after the merger (“Kenen yliopisto?” 2019), no 

official post-merger evaluation or monitoring activities at the institutional level have 

been conducted. 

The findings of this study suggest that mergers in higher education institutions 

transcend mere systemic or administrative consolidation for a ‘bigger cause.’ They 

are fundamentally a human process, initiated, implemented, and experienced by 

people throughout their entirety. The diversity of thoughts and opinions inherent in 

human interactions can create numerous challenges in reaching consensus on the 

system, direction, or content of the new merged institution. 

The complexity is amplified by the unique characteristics of HEIs, which are often 

characterized by a ‘loosely coupled system’(Weick,1976) and a high concentration of 

professionals, along with its unique institutional values such as academic freedom 

and autonomy, making consensus-building particularly challenging. Though specific 

traits of each university may vary, this is why leaders must recognize that the merger 

process is not a flawless, technical procedure that can be pushed through in a top-

down method, but rather a complex, dynamic journey fraught with potential problems 

and frictions.  
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Therefore, effective leadership in HEI mergers demands not only administrative 

acumen but also a profound understanding of human dynamics and the ability to 

discern and reconcile underlying value clash under surface-level disagreements, all 

while exercising patience throughout the process. 

Although this approach may appear time-consuming in the short term, it could 

prove to be a time-efficient strategy when viewed from a long-term perspective, as it 

not only mitigates potential adverse effects but also serves to maintain organizational 

morale and cultivate a positive cyclical dynamic at least among certain members of 

the community within the institution post-merger. 

One of the final lessons that should be emphasized from this study is that, putting 

aside value judgements regarding the merit of the entrepreneurial university model 

based on neoliberalism or the public university model rooted in Humboldtian ideals, 

future leaders implementing university mergers must not only proactively prepare for 

the merger by analyzing stakeholders' values prior to the merger, but calibrate any 

actual clash of values that may arise mid-process with sufficient communication and 

opportunities for sense-making at a pace acceptable to the members within a 

generous timeframe. Studies indicate that congruent value systems in organizational 

change lead to successful transitions, whereas misaligned values result in superficial 

conformity or failure (Burnes & Jackson, 2011). Making the right judgement on how 

not to be “too fast or too slow” may be an adaptive work as noted in the Discussion 

chapter citing Heifetz’s(1994) adaptive leadership framework; yet, any large-scale 

change to structures and systems must include a shift in values (Amis, 2002) and 

rarely do people’s paradigms shift overnight, making the interplay of communication 

and sense-making that determines successful organizational change crucial (Vuuren 

& Elving, 2008).  

7.2 Substantive and Theoretical Implications 

This study makes several contributions in terms of both substance and theory.  

In terms of substantive contributions, this study contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the reality of conflicts that can arise when universities with disparate 

backgrounds are integrated by leaders with views into a model that realizes different 

values from one side’s existing structure. The study identified the context and 

complex processes of university merger conflicts surrounding students, staff, 

researchers, professors, internal management, and the external leadership that laid 

the framework and implemented the merger. The study also revealed the actions and 

https://consensus.app/papers/failure-organizational-change-exploration-role-values-burnes/d03eb43476b75714ace3064108f261af/?utm_source=chatgpt
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strategies of actors, as well as procedural factors. Although this study focused on the 

merger case of Tampere University and its implementation of a new administrative 

model, its implications are applicable to universities in similar contexts – whether 

managing conflicting values between leadership and academic communities, or 

navigating tensions between existing university structures and newly introduced 

models. 

The theoretical contributions of this study are threefold: 

First, this study developed the first substantive theory on HEI merger conflicts 

using grounded theory, providing actionable insights that can be directly implemented 

in practice rather than merely applying generic organizational theories. 

Second, it examined conflicts holistically throughout the entire merger process, 

from pre-merger to post-merger stages, offering a comprehensive understanding of 

conflict dynamics. 

Third, while previous studies focused on isolated aspects of conflicts, this study’s 

theory integrates organizational, cultural, and value-based dimensions into a 

cohesive framework, demonstrating their interrelationships and influence during 

university mergers. 

7.3 Practical Implications 

The following practical recommendations are derived from the analysis of stakeholder 

experiences and observed patterns of conflict throughout the merger process. While 

some may echo existing suggestions in the literature, they are here grounded in 

empirical insights from this specific case. These guidelines are organized into key 

areas of focus, addressing the critical aspects of merger management throughout the 

entire process. 

Transparent decision-making from the onset 

When carrying out any discussion or making decisions related to the university 

merger, leaders should ensure transparency, public disclosure and proper 

documentation so that the discussion or decisions are shared with the university 

community. This transparency can help build trust and reduce the anxiety or 

uncertainty of the community members, helping them understand the rationale 

behind leaders’ decisions. Facilitating a sufficient deliberative process between the 

university leadership and the community through a collaborative approach is also 
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important. This can help foster mutual understanding and reduce the likelihood of 

disputes. 

Secure sufficient time 

It is recommended that leaders establish realistic merger timelines that take into 

account the emergence of potential conflicts and the resolution processes for these 

issues during the merger. Too tight of a deadline or a rushed implementation can 

create the basic setting for conflicts to arise or prevent its proper resolution, as people 

undergoing the change may not adapt as hoped, as demonstrated by this case. 

Clear Vision & goals 

Leaders should establish clear shared visions and objectives through forums and 

workshops involving diverse stakeholder groups from each university during the pre-

merger stage, with a feedback system to sort out any conflicting visions or objectives. 

This could prevent potential clash occurring from mismatched ideals of the merged 

institutions during the merger process. 

Understand the university  

In case the leaders implementing a merger are external to academia, facilitating 

workshops or informative sessions for them to understand the organizational 

characteristics of universities, how universities adapt to change, and how universities 

work in general could be essential, based on the data from this case. For instance, 

the university could organize seminars for external leaders to provide in-depth 

information on each university's values, history, institutional identity, traditions and 

culture. Another idea is to create opportunities for the leadership to engage with 

various stakeholder groups from the university who are familiar with university 

operations and culture or who have witnessed institutional responses to past 

challenges. In this way, leaders could be better equipped to handle a university’s 

responses to a merger effectively, without being surprised by unexpected reactions. 

Assessment of the ‘fit’ 

One of the most important recommendations that can be derived from this research 

is that before deciding on the merger, especially when the leaders in charge of the 

merger are external, there should be a thorough cultural/value due diligence between 
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the leadership and the academic community, not only between the merging 

institutions. Though this aspect of cultural due diligence is not as adequately 

emphasized in HEI merger literature as in business merger studies, Marks and Mirvis 

(2001), in their classical article on business M&As, state that conducting due diligence 

on the motivations and cultures of the merging organizations and not just on their 

financial or operational dimensions enhances both strategic effectiveness and 

cultural alignment. However, this study further suggests that the mere assessment of 

culture to see the cultural/value fit is not enough; conducting rigorous analysis and 

developing preparatory measures for anticipated points of conflict will be of practical 

help, as conflicts are an inevitable part of mergers that can lead to unexpected 

repercussions, as evidenced by this case. When preparing scenarios, develop a 

detailed plan on the scope of negotiable items and an acceptable timeline threshold 

so that dealing with conflicts will not impact the achievement of other objectives of 

the merger, as observed in this case. 

Choose the right leader for the merger 

Selecting the right type of leader during and post-merger seems crucial, as mentioned 

by much of the literature and the UTA participants, including one who has been 

working in the HE sector for more than two decades. First, leaders should be chosen 

through transparent procedures and criteria agreed on by the internal stakeholders 

to reduce disputes. Second, establishing leadership selection criteria aligned with 

institutional vision and values is important to prevent the selection of leaders with 

traits that may sow conflict. In cases in which the leaders in charge of the merger are 

external or interim, establishing accountability measures and clearly defining leaders’ 

roles and responsibilities are necessary for preventing any controversy, as some UTA 

members criticized the founders for exercising influence beyond their given role. 

Need for Conflict Resolution Mechanisms 

Setting up some form of mediation system, or a conflict resolution committee that 

provides specific guidelines for conflict resolution and mediation to different groups 

would be one way to deal effectively with conflicts arising during the merger. If not, 

conflicts could fester at various levels of the organization, while systems could 

contribute to preventing potential escalation. In addition, the continuous monitoring 

and managing of conflicts through periodic assessments or easily accessible 

feedback systems during the merger and post-merger is crucial, since much research 

asserts that the success of a merger depends on the post-merger integration. In this 
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research, survey data from 2023 on the well-being of staff members post-merger, 

though confined to the Management and Business Faculty, showed negative results 

in relevant areas. 

Establish clear communication pathways 

The importance of regular, transparent sharing of information, ensuring a proper 

channel for communication between leadership and the university community, and 

conducting them in a suitable manner during the merger cannot be overstated. In this 

case, interview participants from UTA mentioned that leaders withholding information, 

making important announcements through channels such as Twitter, or allowing only 

a few days for the community to provide feedback on their decisions increased their 

distrust in the leadership, which exacerbated their resistance. To address such issues, 

regular forums and workshops to gather opinions from members of the university, as 

well as a system that shares clear results of feedback within appropriate deadlines, 

will be handy. 

Legal clarification 

Leaders should identify specific areas of legal and regulatory ambiguity and settle 

these matters in cooperation with the government before initiating the merger. This 

is a lesson learned from the Tampere University merger, which involved a series of 

legal actions by the community regarding areas that were not clearly addressed 

before the merger, in addition to other cases in the literature that involved similar 

lawsuits, with some even resulting in merger failures. 

Post-merger measures 

As participants from UTA described in unison the importance of the right leaders 

being in charge of the organization after the merger, choosing the right leader who is 

capable of building unity and expediting organizational stability is important. 

Completing the merger implementation is never the end; instead, it is the starting 

point of a new organization with many “wounds to heal” and the so-called post-merger 

integration work. In business mergers, the existing research goes so far as to assert 

that the probability of merger failure peaks during the integration phase (Nguyen & 

Kleiner, 2003). Cultural integration is one major example. Leaders need to think about 

ways to bring together communities with different cultures and help them adapt to the 

new organization. Conducting a regular member satisfaction survey and monitoring 
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the merger results on a multi-year basis seem just as important for merger success 

as implementing a merger seamlessly. In Tampere University’s case, this was absent. 

All in all, leaders should “take care of” the merger through ongoing evaluation and 

enhancement in the post-merger period. 

While derived from empirical evidence, these practical recommendations should 

be adapted to each institution's unique context and circumstances. Future research 

could further validate these recommendations through longitudinal studies of merger 

implementations. 

7.4 Limitations 

This study has several limitations. Being a single case study conducted within the 

unique context of Finnish higher education, its findings cannot be generalized to all 

university merger situations, though they may be selectively applicable to similar 

contextual situations. Furthermore, due to constraints on the manageable volume of 

data, the study could not capture the perspectives of all stakeholders involved in the 

merger conflicts. Given that this case concerned the conflicts that emerged from a 

unique merger into a new university model with a fundamentally different governance 

structure, the applicability of the findings to other HE merger cases may appear 

limited, but at its core, the case involved a fundamental value clash between those 

who implemented change and those who experienced it, compounded by the change 

management approach of the leadership. Therefore, this case can offer insights for 

other HE merger cases driven by underlying value conflicts and, more broadly, for 

leadership practice regarding key considerations in implementing university mergers. 

Another limitation of this study is that, due to constraints on the manageable 

volume of data, it could not capture the perspectives of all stakeholders involved in 

the merger conflicts. Given the study’s focus on participants who perceived and 

experienced conflicts, there is a possibility that certain groups’ views may have been 

overrepresented. As mentioned in the methodology chapter, the views of UTA 

participants in this study do not represent the whole Tampere University community. 

As also noted earlier, there is a limited amount of perspectives from TUT, though the 

focus of this research is on the conflicts between the UTA community and the 

leadership. In addition, limitations arose from some key stakeholders’ (particularly 

leadership) refusal to participate and from restricted participation in interviews. 
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Temporal limitations also exist. As the merger was completed five years ago, 

participants sometimes struggled to recall detailed memories during interviews, with 

particularly frequent memory issues in the responses from leadership participants.  

As noted in the methodology section, the researcher’s position as a nonnative 

speaker may have resulted in certain limitations in identifying and interpreting the 

comprehensive data, despite rigorous measures taken to ensure accurate 

understanding and interpretation. 

7.5 Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings of this study suggest several valuable opportunities for future research. 

Based on the key factors found in this study, future research could employ 

quantitative methods to investigate systematic relationships among these variables, 

potentially developing measurement scales for them, to offer insights for achieving a 

less conflict-ridden HEI merger. For instance, a survey on the community’s 

satisfaction with the way the merger was handled, and which components mattered 

the most, such as the pace, or leaders’ communication styles, etc., could provide new 

insights. If the survey adds questions on the degree to which the community identifies 

with the new institution on a scale, this could produce quantifiable findings on the 

relationship between university members’ satisfaction level with merger 

implementation and their identification level with the new institution.  

There is also the scope to undertake comparative research of university mergers, 

examining conflict cases across different national contexts or university models, to 

derive implications through comparative analysis. For instance, certain dimensions 

in conflicting Korean and Finnish HE merger cases could be compared, to identify 

the similarities or differences in the contributing factors and lessons to be learned 

from them.  

Furthermore, this study took place over five years post-merger, but longitudinal 

studies tracking merger processes over more extended periods (7–10 years post-

merger) could provide deeper insights into long-term integration outcomes and 

conflict resolution patterns. In the existing literature, such longitudinal studies are very 

scarce. 

Overall, this case adds a lesson on “how” carrying out mergers is crucial, in 

addition to the content of change in the merger. More specifically, it shows that 

leadership has the choice between allocating sufficient time and ensuring genuine 

stakeholder participation to gain members’ trust through transparent communication 
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and maximum coordination, or pushing through and generating distrust that could 

have negative effects on the organization later, even if these effects are not 

immediately visible.This is because organizations are composed of human beings, 

after all. 
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APPENDIX 

Figure 16. Up to a thousand march out of Tampere University – “Tampere3 has consistently 

ignored the voices of students and staff”, February 2018. 

 

Note. Photo by Reijo Hietanen, published in Harju, J. (2018, February 8). Jopa tuhat marssi ulos 

Tampereen yliopistolta – ”Tampere3 on johdonmukaisesti sivuuttanut opiskelijoiden ja 

henkilökunnan äänen”. Helsingin Sanomat. Retrieved from https://www.hs.fi/suomi/art-

2000005557845.html 
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Figure 17. Up to a thousand march out of Tampere University – “Tampere3 has consistently 

ignored the voices of students and staff”  Source: same as Figure 16. 

 

Figure 18. Hundreds of people had packed into the lobby of Tampere University ready to march 

out, February 2018.  
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Note. Photo by Liisa Ovaska, published in Moreeni Media (2018, February 8). Retrieved from 
https://moreenimedia.fi/2018/02/08/sadat-ihmisevat-osallistuivat-ulosmarssiin-tampereen-yliopistolla-
johtosaantoluonnos-oli-turhautumisen-huipentuma/ 

Figure 19. University community marched out in Tampere in protest of the draft university 

governance rules, February 2018. 

 

Note. Photo by Mari Siltanen, published in Matson‐Mäkelä, K. (2018, February 8). Yliopistoväki marssi 

ulos Tampereella [University community marched out in Tampere]. Yle Uutiset. Retrieved from 

https://yle.fi/a/3-10064861 
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