
1

1.	 Navigating the dynamics of higher 
education through organisational and 
management theories

Yuzhuo Cai, Po Yang, Fengqiao Yan and Jussi 
Kivistö

INTRODUCTION

The relationship between higher education and organisational and manage-
ment theories is profoundly reciprocal. Since the 1970s, higher education 
institutions (HEIs) have not only served as subjects for organisational and 
management theory research but also as significant contributors to theoretical 
development. Foundational theories and concepts, including resource depend-
ence theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1974), the ‘garbage can’ model of decision-
making (Cohen & March, 1972), and the notion of loose coupling (Weick, 
1976), emerged from analyses of university structures and processes. Similarly, 
core ideas in institutional theory, such as the principles of new institutionalism 
(Meyer, 1977; Meyer & Rowan, 1978) and institutional logics (Thornton et al., 
2012), were shaped by studies of educational organisations, including universi-
ties and colleges. This interplay highlights the critical role of HEIs in advanc-
ing organisational and management theories while demonstrating the value of 
applying and continuously refining these theoretical or conceptual frameworks 
to address the complex and evolving challenges faced by HEIs.

As these foundational theories continue to evolve, the higher education 
landscape is also experiencing profound transformations. Driven by globali-
sation, technological advancements, demographic shifts, and evolving soci-
etal expectations, HEIs are no longer confined to being centres of learning 
and research; they are now critical players in regional development, innova-
tion ecosystems, and global competitiveness (Iakovleva et al., 2022; Cai et al., 
2020). This dynamic environment demands that HEIs redefine their roles and 
adapt to increasingly complex and interdependent challenges. Robust analyti-
cal frameworks are essential for navigating this intricate landscape, offering 
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insights into organisational behaviour, leadership dynamics, and systemic evo-
lution (Huisman, 2024).

This book, Organisational and Management Theories in Higher Education: 
Understanding the Changing Landscape, addresses these needs by integrating 
foundational and emerging theoretical perspectives to offer a comprehensive 
understanding of the complexities of higher education. The focus is on bridg-
ing the gap between theory and practice, enabling stakeholders to approach 
institutional challenges with both analytical rigour and actionable strategies.

The book originates from the Tampere–Peking Lecture Series on 
Organisation and Management in Higher Education. This collaborative initia-
tive, held from October 2022 to May 2023, brought together leading scholars 
to delve into theoretical frameworks and their application within higher edu-
cation research and leadership. The series attracted world-wide participation 
from researchers, students, and practitioners, offering critical insights into the 
evolving challenges faced by HEIs.

With the consent of the lecturers, the intellectual contributions from the 
series have been adapted, expanded, and curated into this book, making these 
valuable insights accessible to a broader audience while enhancing the theo-
retical discourse in the field. While time constraints and other factors pre-
vented some contributors from converting their lectures into book chapters, 
recordings of these lectures are available as open-access resources. Readers 
are encouraged to explore these recordings to access additional perspectives 
and insights beyond the scope of the book.

The primary purpose of this book is to bridge the gap between theoretical 
constructs and their practical applications in the context of higher education. 
By drawing on both foundational and contemporary theoretical insights, it 
offers a nuanced understanding of the challenges faced by HEIs. Each chapter 
contributes to this goal by exploring key organisational and management theo-
ries and demonstrating their relevance to real-world issues such as university 
governance, leadership dynamics, funding mechanisms, systemic resilience, 
and organisational identity. This book serves as both a scholarly resource and 
a practical guide, equipping readers with tools to analyse and address the com-
plexities of higher education in an ever-evolving landscape.

The text is tailored for a diverse audience, including researchers, postgradu-
ate students, institutional leaders, and policymakers. For researchers and stu-
dents, the book offers critical insights into how theories can be utilised to 
dissect institutional dynamics and guide empirical investigations. Practitioners 
and policymakers, on the other hand, are provided with frameworks for inter-
preting organisational challenges, designing strategic interventions, and fos-
tering sustainable innovation within their institutions.

The timeliness and relevance of this work cannot be overstated. HEIs are 
currently navigating significant challenges, including resource constraints 
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(Panigrahi, 2023), heightened accountability demands (Kallio et al., 2021), 
and the rapid integration of technological innovations (Rapanta et al., 2021). 
These pressures are further intensified by the lasting impacts of the post-pan-
demic era (Neuwirth et al., 2021; Rasli et al., 2022) and the rapidly evolving 
geopolitical landscape (Moscovitz & Sabzalieva, 2023). Together, these fac-
tors underscore the critical need for resilience and adaptability in institutional 
operations (Young et al., 2024). Additionally, much of the existing literature on 
applying organisational and management theories in higher education remains 
fragmented and, in some cases, lacks theoretical rigour (Huisman, 2024), 
often offering limited actionable insights or capacity to address the sector’s 
increasingly complex and dynamic realities.

The works collected in this book represent a significant step towards bridg-
ing gaps in higher education studies, providing a comprehensive roadmap for 
fostering resilience, driving innovation, and achieving sustainable institutional 
development in an era of unprecedented change through the lens of organisa-
tional and management theories. While this goal is ambitious, the book pri-
marily lays the groundwork for more effectively linking organisational and 
management theories to higher education practices by addressing foundational 
issues in the field.

CORE ISSUES IN ORGANISATION AND MANAGEMENT 
IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Drawing from the insights of the contributing chapters, several core issues 
emerge regarding the application of organisational and management theo-
ries to higher education. These issues raise fundamental questions about the 
adaptability, relevance, and practical utility of such theories in addressing the 
unique challenges faced by HEIs. The following themes provide a framework 
for understanding these challenges and reflect the collective contributions of 
the chapters.

Contextualisation and Relevance of Organisational Theories

The contributing chapters highlight the challenges of applying organisational 
theories developed in corporate or public administration contexts to higher 
education. For instance, Huisman (Chapter 2) emphasises that HEIs’ dual 
missions of teaching and research, coupled with their decentralised and col-
legial structures, differ significantly from other sectors. This raises the ques-
tion: how can organisational theories that have been developed in other 
sectors be adapted to reflect the distinctive academic and societal roles of 
HEIs? Additionally, as Cai (Chapter 8) argues, organisational theories often 
fail to account for cultural and regional variations in global higher education 
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systems. How can these frameworks be tailored to diverse institutional and 
cultural contexts without compromising their analytical rigour? These ques-
tions underscore the need for theoretical approaches that align with the unique 
characteristics of higher education worldwide.

Governance, Leadership, and Institutional Complexity

Governance and leadership challenges are recurring themes across the contrib-
uting chapters. For instance, de Boer (Chapter 6) explores the tensions arising 
from decentralised governance models and performance-based accountabil-
ity mechanisms, raising the question: how can HEIs balance traditional aca-
demic self-governance with the demands of managerial oversight and public 
accountability? Cai (Chapter 8) further highlights the impact of competing 
values – academic autonomy, market-driven priorities, and public accountabil-
ity – on governance. Stensaker (Chapter 4) adds another layer by examining 
how organisational identity helps leaders navigate these conflicting values and 
maintain coherence amidst transformation. What strategies can institutional 
leaders employ to navigate these conflicting priorities while maintaining 
organisational coherence? These questions reflect the growing complexity of 
leadership and decision-making in HEIs.

Resilience and Adaptation to Change

The rapidly changing landscape of higher education, marked by technological 
disruption, geopolitical shifts, and crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, under-
scores the importance of resilience and adaptability. For instance, Pinheiro and 
Asante (Chapter 5) introduce resilience thinking as a framework for under-
standing how HEIs respond to such challenges, raising the question: how can 
HEIs maintain their core academic identity while adapting to external pres-
sures? Building on this, Stensaker (Chapter 4) examines how organisational 
identity serves as a stabilising force during periods of transformation. By fos-
tering a clear and cohesive identity, HEIs can navigate disruptions without 
compromising their foundational values and missions. This perspective com-
plements resilience thinking by emphasising the role of internal coherence in 
enhancing an institution’s adaptability. These insights collectively underscore 
the necessity for HEIs to develop adaptive capacities while preserving their 
foundational missions. They also stimulate further reflection on the pressing 
question: what strategies can institutions adopt to enhance their resilience 
and ensure sustainable development amidst ongoing disruptions?
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Resource Allocation and Accountability

Kivistö (Chapter 7) examines the implications of performance-based fund-
ing models in higher education, highlighting critical questions about their 
long-term impact. Specifically, the chapter explores the consequences of tying 
funding to narrowly defined performance metrics, which often prioritise meas-
urable outcomes over broader educational values. This raises the question: 
how can HEIs ensure that performance-based funding models align with their 
broader missions without undermining institutional autonomy? Adding to 
this discussion, de Boer (Chapter 6) delves into the relationship between gov-
ernance and resource allocation, particularly in the context of decentralised 
governance systems. The chapter discusses how performance-based funding 
mechanisms influence decision-making processes at institutional and depart-
mental levels, often creating tensions between local autonomy and external 
accountability. This raises a further question: what strategies can HEIs adopt 
to design resource allocation frameworks that balance top-down accountabil-
ity requirements with the flexibility to meet diverse institutional needs?

Bridging Theory and Practice

Several chapters, including those by Sporn (Chapter 3), Huisman (Chapter 
2), and Stensaker (Chapter 4), highlight the persistent gap between organi-
sational theories and their practical application in higher education. This 
raises the question: how can theoretical frameworks be made more accessi-
ble and actionable for practitioners, policymakers, and institutional leaders? 
Moreover, how can a more integrated approach to theory and practice be 
achieved, enabling HEIs to address complex challenges holistically? These 
discussions point to the importance of fostering interdisciplinary approaches 
and ensuring that theoretical insights are directly applicable to real-world 
scenarios.

Addressing the questions raised above necessitates adapting existing frame-
works, fostering interdisciplinary collaboration, and ensuring the practical 
relevance of theoretical insights. These core themes serve as a foundation for 
understanding and tackling the complexities faced by HEIs within an ever-
evolving global landscape. The issues discussed here will be revisited and fur-
ther elaborated upon in the concluding chapter, offering deeper reflections and 
actionable perspectives.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS

Although the previous section highlights the important questions derived 
from the contributing chapters, it remains essential to introduce each chapter 
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individually. Each chapter offers unique perspectives and insights, collectively 
contributing to a cohesive understanding of how organisational and manage-
ment theories can inform governance, leadership, and institutional adaptation 
in higher education. Together, these chapters create a robust framework for 
bridging theory and practice, thereby enhancing the relevance and applicabil-
ity of organisational studies in the context of higher education.

In Chapter 2, ‘The Use of Organisational Theories in Higher Education 
Research’, Jeroen Huisman provides a comprehensive analysis of the evolu-
tion and application of organisational theories within the context of higher 
education. The chapter examines the challenges and opportunities inherent 
in adapting theories originally developed for corporate and public sectors to 
the distinct characteristics of HEIs. Huisman emphasises the necessity of con-
textualising these theories to account for the dual missions of teaching and 
research, alongside the decentralised and collegial structures that define many 
universities. This chapter establishes a critical foundation for understanding 
how organisational frameworks can be effectively tailored to address the com-
plexity and hybridity of higher education institutions.

In Chapter 3, ‘Revisiting Adaptive University Structures: A Renewed 
Framework for Addressing Contemporary Challenges in Higher Education’, 
Barbara Sporn examines the persistent gap between organisational theories 
and their practical application in higher education. By highlighting specific 
case studies and practical examples, Sporn demonstrates how theoretical 
insights can be transformed into actionable strategies for governance, leader-
ship, and institutional development. The chapter also addresses the importance 
of accessibility, offering recommendations for translating complex theoretical 
constructs into tools that policymakers and practitioners can readily use.

In Chapter 4, ‘Using Analytical Concepts to Understand Change and 
Continuity in Higher Education: The Case of Organisational Identity’, Bjørn 
Stensaker examines organisational identity as a pivotal concept for understand-
ing both change and continuity in HEIs. The chapter explores how organisa-
tional identity mediates the interplay between internal dynamics and external 
pressures, shaping institutional responses to challenges such as marketisation 
and globalisation. Stensaker highlights organisational identity as a stabilising 
force, enabling HEIs to navigate transformations while preserving their core 
values and missions.

In Chapter 5, ‘Unravelling the Complexities of Higher Education Dynamics: 
A Resilience Approach’, Rómulo Pinheiro and Michael Oduro Asante intro-
duce resilience thinking as a framework for addressing the growing volatil-
ity in the higher education landscape. The chapter discusses how HEIs can 
build adaptive capacity to respond effectively to disruptions such as techno-
logical advancements, geopolitical shifts, and global crises like the COVID-19 
pandemic. Pinheiro and Asante highlight strategies such as decentralisation, 
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resource diversification, and organisational learning, which can help institu-
tions maintain stability while adapting to external pressures.

In Chapter 6, ‘Agencies’ Roles in Higher Education System Governance and 
Policy-making’, Harry F. de Boer examines the complexities of governance 
and accountability in higher education, focusing on the rise of performance-
based funding and its implications for institutional autonomy. The chapter 
explores how HEIs can navigate the tensions between academic self-govern-
ance and managerial oversight, offering models for balancing these competing 
demands. The chapter also discusses the role of stakeholders in shaping gov-
ernance frameworks, providing insights into how collaborative approaches can 
enhance accountability without compromising core academic values.

In Chapter 7, ‘Funding of Higher Education Institutions through the Lens of 
Agency Theory’, Jussi Kivistö applies agency theory to analyse funding mech-
anisms in higher education, with a particular focus on performance-based 
funding models. The chapter investigates how these models influence insti-
tutional behaviour, highlighting both their benefits and potential drawbacks, 
such as goal displacement and overemphasis on metrics. Kivistö advocates for 
hybrid funding systems that combine performance incentives with baseline 
allocations to ensure alignment with institutional missions.

In Chapter 8, ‘Institutional Logics Analysis of Management and Leadership 
in Higher Education’, Yuzhuo Cai introduces a methodological framework for 
applying the institutional logics perspective to higher education management 
and leadership. It addresses the challenges posed by multiple and conflicting 
institutional logics within universities. The chapter offers practical strategies 
for managing tensions, leveraging institutional complexity, and fostering inno-
vation. It emphasises the role of embedded agency in shaping leadership and 
management practices. Additionally, the chapter advocates for contextual sen-
sitivity, especially in non-Western settings, to refine the analysis of institu-
tional logics.

CLOSING REMARKS

The overarching vision of this book, Organisational and Management 
Theories in Higher Education: Understanding the Changing Landscape, is to 
illuminate the intricate and evolving nature of HEIs through the application of 
organisational and management theories. At its core, the book underscores the 
dual mission of higher education: advancing knowledge and innovation while 
serving as a cornerstone of societal progress. By examining governance, lead-
ership, funding, and resilience through both theoretical and practical perspec-
tives, the contributors provide a nuanced understanding of the multifaceted 
challenges HEIs face in fulfilling these critical missions.
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This book highlights how organisational theories can be adapted to address 
the unique characteristics of HEIs, offering actionable strategies for institu-
tional leaders seeking to align their operations with both societal needs and 
global demands. Each chapter demonstrates the potential of these frameworks 
to inform key areas such as governance reform, resource allocation, institu-
tional adaptability, and leadership strategy. By bridging theory and practice, 
the book provides a roadmap for fostering resilience, driving innovation, and 
ensuring sustainable institutional development. Furthermore, as higher educa-
tion increasingly intersects with global challenges – including technological 
disruption, environmental crises, and social inequality – HEIs are uniquely 
positioned to lead and adapt. These insights underscore higher education’s 
role not only in addressing institutional challenges but also in contributing to 
broader societal progress.

The insights presented in this book have the potential to inspire transforma-
tive changes in higher education systems worldwide. The interdisciplinary and 
comparative methodologies employed throughout the chapters offer readers a 
comprehensive toolkit to better understand and navigate the complexities of 
HEIs. For example, policymakers may leverage the frameworks discussed to 
craft funding models that balance accountability with inclusivity; institutional 
leaders can draw on concepts such as resilience thinking and organisational 
identity to navigate periods of disruption without compromising core missions; 
and researchers are encouraged to delve deeper into the intersections of organ-
isational theory and higher education, addressing critical gaps and expanding 
the theoretical frontiers of the field.

As readers engage with the themes and frameworks presented in this book, 
they are invited to participate in the ongoing dialogue about the future of 
higher education. Whether by applying these theories in practice, critiquing 
their limitations, or proposing new perspectives, readers play a vital role in 
shaping the evolution of HEIs in a rapidly changing world. This book aspires 
to not only contribute to academic discourse but also empower its readers to 
envision and enact meaningful change within the higher education landscape.
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