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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

In 2018, a new governance law (Ustawa 2.0) modernised the Higher education
institutional governance of Polish public higher education governance; Poland; Law 2.0;
institutions. This article investigates the governance changes university council; rectors;
from the cultural perspective of higher education governance  sPecialised u?'versl'.t'zx
through a survey administered to all Polish rectors. Responses ggg:crzgﬁ;itjgsn';
were analysed by splitting higher education institutions into subfield

three categories (traditional academic [comprehensive], specia-

lised, and applied sciences) to explore whether distinct institu-

tional environments/subfields influence the perception of the

new governance model. This article provides several research

contributions: it is the first to adopt a cultural perspective to

analyse higher education governance reforms in a Central and

Eastern European country; it addresses specialised universities

and universities of applied sciences, which are usually over-

looked in higher education governance studies; and it extends

the knowledge of the recent Polish higher education reform by

highlighting divergent interpretations of the same governance

framework across distinct institutional subfields within the

same higher education system.

Introduction

Since the 1980s, universities in Europe have undergone major governance reforms inspired
by the principles of new public management (NPM). Key features of these reforms have
been enhanced institutional autonomy, hierarchy, and vertical steering with the empower-
ment of central administration, of individual executive leadership at both the central
(rectors) and faculty levels (deans and department heads), and of central governance bodies
in which external stakeholders are involved at the expense of traditional academic self-
governance collegial governing bodies, such as the senate and faculty councils (Bleiklie &
Kogan, 2007; Donina & Hasanefendic, 2019; Donina & Paleari, 2019; Edlund & Sahlin,
forthcoming; Gornitzka, Maassen, & de Boer, 2017; Huisman, de Boer, & Goedegebuure,
2006; Kretek, Draggi¢, & Kehm, 2013; Magalhaes, Veiga, & Amaral, 2018).
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On 20 July 2018, the Polish Parliament also approved a new law on higher education
governance (‘Constitution for Science’, also called Ustawa 2.0 or Law 2.0). Poland is
a European Union country with 39 million inhabitants (prior to Ukrainian refugee
crisis); its higher education sector is composed of 349 higher education institutions
(123 public ones) wherein 1.2 million students are enrolled (70% in the public sector).
Public budget on higher education and research is about 6 billion euros and European
Union full-time students are not charged any tuition fee in public institutions by law.
Drivers of the reform were normative assumptions that higher education institutions
should be open, accountable, and relevant to the social and economic fabric
(Antonowicz, Kulczycki, & Budzanowska, 2020; Ernst&Young & Instytut Badan nad
Gospodarka Rynkowsa, 2010; European Commission, 2017; Shaw, 2019; Thieme, 2009;
Urbanek, 2020). Accordingly, the new law modified university governance, enforcing the
same institutional governance framework for all categories of Polish public higher
education institutions: (a) traditional academic [comprehensive] universities, (b) specia-
lised universities, and (c) universities of applied sciences. They represent three distinct
institutional categories with own historical roots, distinctive identities and different
degree of embeddedness of Humboldtian tradition and academic/vocational orientation.

As in most European countries, the reform aims to decrease the role of collegial
decision-making bodies, while strengthening the academic leadership (rector) to trans-
form loosely coupled organisations into more tightly coupled ones (Bleiklie, Enders, &
Lepori, 2017; de Boer & Goedegebuure, 2009; Paradeise, Reale, Bleiklie, & Ferlie, 2009). It
also adds a new central governance decision-making body - the university council (Rada
Uczelni) — encompassing external stakeholders. Similar to other countries (e.g., Italy; see
Donina, Meoli, & Paleari, 2015a), lay members’ involvement caused concerns among the
academic community. They were perceived as an undue interference in internal uni-
versity affairs and Polish long-standing tradition of academic self-governance
(Antonowicz, 2015; Dobbins, 2015; Kulczycki et al., 2021; Kwiek, 2014, 2015).

Scholars have just started to analyse the recent Polish higher education governance
reform (Antonowicz, Rénay, & Jaworska, forthcoming; Urbanek, 2021; Waligora &
Gorski, 2022). They addressed it from the structural perspective of university govern-
ance, namely through the analysis of formal governance arrangements and power
structure. However, there has been no empirical attempt to examine the reform from
a cultural perspective of higher education governance. The latter assumes that university
governance is a process largely dependent on how social actors perceive and make sense
of governance structures. Therefore, it considers perceptions better than formal written
rules in assessing the authority relationships and reconfiguration of power between
professional groups (Birnbaum, 2004). Accordingly, the cultural perspective locates
actors (groups and/or individuals) at the centre of enquiry and focuses on how they
interpret governance arrangements (Tierney, 2004).

This research gap is frequent not only in the Polish case but in higher education
governance reform studies in general (Huisman et al., 2006). Furthermore, the few
studies based on the cultural perspective have only addressed traditional academic
universities and Western European countries as the context of analysis, while specialised
universities, universities of applied sciences (henceforth UAS), and Central and Eastern
European countries are under-researched.



JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY AND MANAGEMENT . 3

This article addresses these gaps by investigating the perceptions of the new institutional
governance arrangements by the rectors, whose view is crucial because they a) have the
primary responsibility for managing the higher education institution; b) are directly involved
(and empowered) in the new governance arrangements and have first-hand knowledge of the
functioning of newly-established university councils and of its cooperation with other
governing bodies; c) experience daily the consequences of organisational governance
changes; and d) have a key role in the implementation and long-term effectiveness of policy
changes. By relying on rectors’ perceptions, this study compares beyond formal rules how
higher education institutions with different historical roots, degree of embeddedness of
Humboldtian tradition and academic/vocational orientation (namely, (a) traditional aca-
demic [comprehensive] universities, (b) specialised universities and (c) universities of applied
sciences) enact the same governance reform. Research in other organisational fields showed
indeed that institutional subfields may vary in terms of logics and associated structures and
practices (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2016, 2021; Quirke, 2013). Accordingly, we explore
whether the diverse institutional environments or subfields within a higher education system
in a single country influence the perception of the new governance model and we shed light
on potential diverging responses to a unitary national law across institutional subfields (i.e.,
distinct categories of universities). To this end, with the support of the Conference of Rectors
of Academic Schools in Poland (KRASP), we carried out a large-scale national survey
administered to the rectors of all Polish public higher education institutions in May-
June 2021.

Thus, this study extends the use of cultural perspective on higher education
governance to the Central and Eastern European context, and expands knowledge
on recent Polish higher education governance reform by showing that i) concerns
about lay members are no longer an issue among Polish rectors, and ii) there are
divergent expectations from university council members and different interpretations
by rectors of the same institutional governance framework between institutional
subfields.

The article is structured as follows. Next section presents the literature review on the
cultural perspective of university governance and the main results of studies based on
rectors’ perceptions. The following sections present the context of analysis (namely, the
new Polish structural governance arrangements) and methods and sample. This is
followed by the report of survey results and discussion in light of the previous
literature. We conclude by summarising the main contributions and avenues for future
research.

Literature review: cultural perspective of university governance

Higher education literature widely reports how reforms modified institutional
governance. Most studies have adopted a structural perspective of higher educa-
tion governance, analysing governance structures, formal distribution of authority
and decision-making powers, and organisational rules and procedures within
higher education institutions (e.g., Donina & Hasanefendic, 2019; Donina &
Paleari, 2019; Gornitzka et al., 2017; Kretek et al.,, 2013; Urbanek, 2021). This
perspective is rooted in rational choice theory (McCubbins, Noll, & Weingast,
1989; Moe, 1990) and rests upon the assumption of the pivotal role of the
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structural architecture because it expects that rules, procedures, and authority
allocation play a key role in shaping collective choices and determine how uni-
versity business is carried out (Bolman & Deal, 1991; Kaplan, 2004; Kerr, 1963;
Wood & Smith, 1992).

By contrast, the cultural perspective (Birnbaum, 2004; Tierney, 2004) goes beyond the
mere reporting of formal governance arrangements and power structure. It assumes that
it is necessary to see through the eyes of groups and individuals directly involved in
higher education governance to obtain a full understanding of governance arrangements
following a particular innovation (i.e., reform). Yet, only a few studies have addressed the
perceptions of key parties involved in university governance, usually by comparing the
opinions of rectors and other internal actors following an institutional governance

reform to assess the outcomes of changes.
For instance, Huisman et al. (2006), through a national survey, assessed how different

constituencies (leaders, managers, staff, students) within the 13 Dutch traditional aca-
demic universities appraised the new governance structures dictated by the 1997 MUB
Act. They showed that Dutch executives have gained a more prominent role in university
decision-making, but other constituencies also participate in governance, and they were
overall satisfied with the ‘professionalised” governing structure that improved decisive-
ness. Similarly, Facchini and Fia (2021) - focusing on the Italian case study after the 2010
governance reform (Gelmini reform) — compared the perception of rectors and depart-
ment heads regarding the role played by various subjects involved in internal decision-
making processes concerning specific decisions (e.g., allocation of budget and resources
for hiring, teaching and research activities). Their findings stressed the increased influ-
ence of rectors in the overall decision-making process. Magalhaes et al. (2018) focused
instead on the perceptions of rectors (comparing to those of senate members) about the
role and ideal characteristics of external (lay) board members in a cross-national com-
parative survey of 26 universities from eight Western European countries. Their results
showed that rectors have a favourable view of lay members’ capacity to contribute.
Rectors agree they are adequately prepared and their role is important in strategic
planning and decision-making. However, they would like them to behave as non-
interfering friends, that is, as allies against political authorities, supporting the academic
leadership whenever necessary, promoting the university in the society, and providing
general statements and advice from an outside perspective. Nevertheless, rectors also
expressed favour for a passive role of lay members: they should avoid interfering with
core activities of higher education institutions (teaching and research). Finally, Carvalho
and Videira (2019) compared the perceptions of academic and administrative staff
regarding changes in power relations within Portuguese universities following the 2007
RJIES governance reform and suggested that academics perceive changes as negatively
affecting their participation in decision-making processes, but not necessarily interpret
this as a loss of professional autonomy.
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Context of analysis
Polish higher education system

The Polish higher education system consists of three major institutional categories with
own historical roots, distinctive institutional identities and different degree of embedd-
edness of Humboldtian tradition and academic/vocational orientation. They are there-
fore distinct institutional environments or subfields in which the same unitary
governance reform is being adopted:

(a) traditional (academic) universities - encompass academic, comprehensive, and
largest universities in Poland. They have been traditionally the most prestigious but also
the most loosely-coupled internally (a federation of autonomous faculties and depart-
ments) and openly inward-oriented institutions. The principles of academic self-
governance and Humboldtian tradition are deeply entrenched and idealised, thus their
formal, explicit goal has been to pursue pure knowledge. Traditional universities have
their own rectors’ (sub)conference (KRUP);

(b) specialised universities — smaller, not-fragmented academic institutions with
a specific disciplinary focus (economy, medicine, pedagogy, agriculture, technology,
physical education, fine arts, etc.). Most of them were established in the early 1950s
when the communist government spun them off from traditional universities. They have
been less influenced by the Humboldtian tradition, whilst strongly shaped by the target
job environment professional cultures, norms and values because their primary role has
been the education and training of future workers. Thus, they have focused on being
instrumental to society and economy. Specialised universities have several rectors’ (sub)
conferences depending on their institutional profile (e.g., medical (KRUM), fine arts
(KRUA), economic (KRUE), pedagogical (KRUPed), technical (KRUPT), physical edu-
cation (KRAWF) agricultural and life sciences (KRURIP));

(c) universities of applied sciences (UAS) — post-1997 vocational universities that are
small in terms of student enrolment and simple in regards to organisational structure,
with no roots in the Humboldtian tradition. They developed from post-secondary
schools with the explicit mission of being instrumental to regional economic develop-
ment. UAS have their own rectors’ (sub)conference (KREUZ).

Institutional governance reform

Polish higher education governance presents a long-standing tradition of academic
self-governance. After the re-institutionalisation of the Humboldtian academic self-
governance model following the collapse of the communist regime, Polish higher
education governance has been change-resistant and characterised by incremental
changes only (Antonowicz, 2015; Antonowicz et al., 2020; Dobbins, 2015, 2017;
Kwiek, 2014, 2015). This was due to the ‘policy-of-no-policy’ by the Polish govern-
ment (Kwiek, 2008) and to its corporatist nature (see Siaroff, 1999) in the higher
education sector. The state dialogued indeed with a few officially recognised interest
group representatives (KRASP, the General Council for Higher Education
(RGNiSzW), and Students’ Parliament of the Republic of Poland (PSRP)), which
usually stood against radical policy changes and blocked or moderated major
reforms (Antonowicz et al., 2020; V1k, Dobbins, & Riedel, 2021).



6 (& D.DONINAETAL.

Law 2.0 is also the outcome of a participative policy design process (Antonowicz et al.,
2020), yet it undermines the traditional academic logic (Urbanek, 2021). It redefines
authority by supporting the introduction of stronger organisational leadership and
hierarchical structures. Law 2.0 compels all Polish public higher education institutions
to add to the rector and senate a third compulsory central governing body (the university
council-Rada Uczelni) that involves lay members (Figure 1), stipulating the mandatory
tasks of each (see below). However, Law 2.0, which applies across institutional subfields,
also provides leeway to design their own institutional governance model and tailor
internal organisation. Therefore, higher education institutions into their own statute
can decide the composition of compulsory governing bodies (within the limits set by Law
2.0), detail procedures for electing (and dismissing) their members, entrust them with
additional tasks and/or add further governance bodies.

The rector is elected by the electoral college, composed of an absolute majority of
academics, administrative employees, and students. Higher education institutions can
define specific requirements for candidates running for the rector office. They remain
the executive head of the higher education institution and are responsible for the manage-
ment of the whole organisation. Law 2.0 empowers them by centralising formal decision-
making powers, for instance, by assigning additional competences in creating internal
organisational structures and the possibility of appointing and dismissing individuals in
managerial positions, such as faculty deans. The rector proposes the statute and the
strategy to the senate and reports annually on its implementation to the university council.

The senate becomes primarily responsible for academic matters, but it also adopts the
statute with an absolute majority vote (after consultation with the university council) and
approves the institutional strategy. It affects university management indirectly through
the election (and dismissal) of university council members. However, the senate is
weakened regarding non-academic issues, in which its powers are limited to advise and
opinion-making through recommendations to the rector and university council. The
senate is chaired by the rector, who is the only ex-officio member (previously, vice-

Rector

T . . o Executive leader
University Council (Rada Uczelni)
Administrative management [~

(responsible for finance) ’ ‘7 -
Senate Electoral college
Academic management (responsible Electoral body of the Rector
for teaching and research) and strategy

Middle management
(e.g. faculty deans)

Legend

Novelty of the reform

Novelty of the reform (Appoints)

Students | | Academic and administrative staff

Figure 1. Institutional governance by Law 2.0.



JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY AND MANAGEMENT . 7

rectors and all faculty deans were also ex-officio members), and is composed by law of
a majority of elected professors (at least 50%), other elected academic and administrative
staff (at least 25%), and student representatives (at least 20%).

Law 2.0 adds a third central governing body (the university council), which is expected
to perform a supervisory role over the rector. As the Minister Jarostaw Gowin articulated:
The university council shall support rector, but also control their activity (Ziotek, 2018). The
tasks of the university council are to monitor assets and financial management, to give
opinions on the draft of the statute and the strategy, and to evaluate its implementation. It
can also indicate candidates for the rector office (after consultation with the senate),
although in most higher education institutions such power is shared with other stake-
holders. A major novelty of the reform is the involvement, for the first time, of external
members in full-fledged decision-making bodies of Polish higher education institutions. By
law, the university council is in fact composed of seven or nine members, of whom six or
eight are elected by the senate (at least half from among lay members) according to rules
specified in each university statute, and it is completed by the president of the student
union. Both internal and lay members of the university council are elected by the senate
according to the democratic model, namely anyone can put themselves forward for election
as expertise is not a key requirement (Cornforth, 2003; Donina, Meoli, & Paleari, 2015b).
The only formal requirements set by law are that the candidates are not over-67 years old,
have a bachelor degree, no criminal record, passed a lustration process (see Ellis, 1996), and
are no active politician to avoid political interference. The rector cannot be a member. The
university council chairman is also elected by the senate from among the lay members.
According to the government, lay members should embed Polish higher education institu-
tions into society by representing the societal interests and bringing the external perspective
into higher education institutions. However, as in other countries (e.g., Italy; Donina et al,,
2015a), their involvement caused controversies and concerns among rectors and academic
community in the policy design process (Antonowicz et al., 2020; Urbanek, 2020) because
lay members were perceived as an undue interference in university internal affairs rather
than a steering mechanism and/or accountability measure.

Law 2.0 also impacts the internal organisation of Polish higher education institutions.
Faculty deans and faculty councils are no longer mandatory by law, although most higher
education institutions maintain them. Faculty deans (when present) are no longer elected
by the faculty council, which was composed of an absolute majority of academics and
students. The formal power to appoint (and dismiss) them is shifted to the rector by law;
thus, they are expected to become part of the top-down chain of command. However, in
most higher education institutions, the rector chooses the dean from among the faculty staff
and makes the decision after consultations with the faculty community, or they even simply
appoint individuals indicated by the faculty staff. The faculty council is also usually present
but restricted to advisory and opinion-making role only (see Urbanek, 2021 for an in-depth
analysis of changes to authority structures within faculties of Polish traditional universities).

Methods and sample

This study is based on an extensive online national survey with standardised responses
(single- and multiple-choice) conducted among rectors of all Polish public higher
education institutions in May-June 2021 with the support of KRASP.



8 (& D.DONINAETAL.

Table 1. Public higher education institutions in Poland and sample
representativeness.

Categories of universities Population Sample %

Traditional 18 15 83.3%
Specialised 69 31 44.9%
Applied Sciences 36 14 38.9%
Total 123 60 48.8%

The aim of the article is to explore whether the distinct institutional environments or
subfields within a higher education system in a single country influence rectors’ percep-
tion of the new governance model. We detailed this general objective into three sub-
topics: i) rectors’ perception of how Law 2.0 changed power distribution among existing
governance and management bodies (rector, senate, deans), ii) their views on the impact
of the university council on academic self-governance, institutional autonomy, quality,
and transparency of the decision-making process, and iii) their potential concerns and
expectations from lay and internal university council members. Rectors’ participation
was voluntary and their responses were confidential and anonymous for ethical reasons.
Overall, the response rate was high given the high-level profile and busy agenda of
respondents: 60 rectors out of 123 completed the survey.

In order to test whether the institutional environment/subfield influences the percep-
tion of the new governance model, we relied on the three broad categories of Polish
public higher education institutions introduced in the context of analysis. Table 1
summarises the sample and its representativeness with respect to the population.

Survey results

This section presents and compares the responses of rectors across categories of
universities.

Regardless of the institutional subfield, rectors generally agreed their role was
strengthened by Law 2.0 (about 70% of answers in every category; Table 2). They point
out it happened at the expense of the senate. Such account is stronger among rectors of
specialised universities and UAS (55 and 57%, respectively) than traditional universities
(33%), wherein 40% of respondents believed the role of the senate was not affected
(Table 2).

The role of the deans also decreased following the implementation of Law 2.0
according to the majority of rectors in traditional and specialised universities, whereas
UAS rectors asserted it was not influenced (Table 3).

Table 2. Rectors’ perception of the impact of reform on the role of rectors and senate.

Rector Senate
Traditional  Specialised UAS Specialised UAS
(n=15) (n=31) (n=14) Traditional (n = 15) (n=31) (n=14)
Increased 10 (67%) 22 (71%) 10 (71%) - - -
Not influenced 2 (13%) 4 (13%) 1 (7%) 6 (40%) 3 (10%) 3 (21%)
Decreased - 1 (3%) 1 (7%) 5 (33%) 17 (55%) 8 (57%)
Equalised internal balance 3 (20%) 4 (13%) 2 (14%) na. na. na.

Further clarified na. na. na. 4 (27%) 11 (35%) 3 (21%)
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The majority of rectors of traditional and specialised universities (60 and 58%,
respectively) claimed the university council did not affect self-governance, whereas the
UAS rectors’ answers were balanced between ‘not influenced” and ‘slightly decreased’
(43% each; Table 4).

An overwhelming majority of rectors in all institutional subfields agreed that the
introduction of the university council did not affect institutional autonomy (Table 5).

Rectors’ perception of the university council shows also only minor differences across
institutional subfields. Overall, they are satisfied about the impact of the university
council (Table 6). In terms of quality of decision-making process, satisfaction was
comparatively higher among rectors of traditional universities (47% answered it signifi-
cantly or slightly improved) than amongst rectors of specialised (42%) and UAS (35%).
Dissimilar situation is reported in regards to transparency of decision-making. Although
rectors again acknowledged the positive impact of the university council, this time UAS
rectors perceived the biggest improvement (50% claimed it against one-third in academic
and specialised universities).

Lay members did not concern rectors in any institutional subfield. This opinion was
unanimous in traditional academic universities, whereas there was a minority of critical
voices in specialised and UAS (Table 7).

Rectors did not present unanimous expectations from the lay members (Table 8). The
majority of UAS rectors (64%) expected lay members to report requests from social and
economic surroundings, whereas this expectation dropped to 33% among rectors of

Table 3. Rectors’ perception of the impact of reform on the role of

deans.
Traditional Specialised UAS
(n=15) (n=31) (n=14)
Increased - 3 (10%) 1 (7%)
Not influenced 5 (33%) 4 (13%) 8 (57%)
Decreased 10 (67%) 23 (74%) 5 (36%)
No answer - 1 (3%) -

Table 4. Rectors’ perception of the impact of university council on self-

governance.
Traditional Specialised UAS

(n=15) (n=31) (n=14)
Significantly increased 1 (7%) - -
Slightly increased - 1 (3%) 2 (14%)
Not influenced 9 (60%) 18 (58%) 6 (43%)
Slightly decreased 3 (20%) 10 (32%) 6 (43%)
Significantly decreased 2 (13%) 2 (6%) -

Table 5. Rectors’ perception of the impact of the university council on
institutional autonomy.

Traditional Specialised UAS
(n=15) (n=31) (n=14)
Strengthened - - 1 (7%)
Non affected 13 (87%) 23 (74%) 13 (93%)

Limited 2 (13%) 8 (26%) -
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Table 6. Rectors’ perception of the impact of the university council on quality and transparency of
decision-making.

Quality Transparency
Traditional Specialised UAS Traditional Specialised UAS

(n=15) (n=31) (n=14) (n=15) (n=31) (n=14)
Significantly improved - 1(3%) 2 (14%) - 2 (6%) 2 (14%)
Slightly improved 7 (47%) 12 (39%) 3 (21%) 5 (33%) 8 (26%) 5 (36%)
Not influenced 8 (53%) 15 (48%) 9 (64%) 10 (67%) 18 (58%) 7 (50%)
Slightly deteriorated - 2 (6%) - - 3 (10%) -
Significantly deteriorated - - - - - -
No answer - 1 (3%) - - - -

Table 7. Rectors’ concerns about the presence lay members in decision-

making body.
Traditional Specialised UAS
(n=15) (n=31) (n=14)
Yes - 4 (13%) 1 (7%)
No 15 (100%) 24 (77%) 13 (93%)
| don't have an opinion - 3 (10%) -

traditional universities and 19% in specialised universities. Rectors of traditional and
specialised universities had greater expectancy that lay members build bridges with
businesses (20 and 26%, respectively) and contribute to the organisational management
through their expertise and skills (27 and 19%, respectively). These proportions dropped
to 7 and 14% among rectors of UAS. Instead, UAS rectors hoped lay members build
bridges with the local community in general (14% of UAS rectors versus 6-7% in other
subfields). Many rectors of specialised universities (26%) imagined that lay members
could lead to the acquisition of additional external funds, whereas this expectancy was
less prominent in traditional universities (7% of respondents only) or not present at all
in UAS.

Lastly, expectations from internal university council members presented divergences
(Table 9). Rectors of traditional universities mostly appreciated knowledge of the specific
higher education institution, social capital and status within it, managerial experience in
the higher education sector, and research accomplishments (all around 50% of prefer-
ences). Rectors of specialised universities and UAS considered the knowledge of the
specific higher education institution as well as social capital and status within it to be even
more important (above 77 and around 65%, respectively). Managerial experience in the
sector was also relevant for UAS rectors (50%). Instead, research accomplishments were
less valued by rectors of specialised universities and UAS (29 and 14%, respectively).

Table 8. Rectors’ expectations from lay members.

Traditional Specialised UAS
(n=15) (n=31) (n=14)
Express needs of social and economic surroundings 5 (33%) 6 (19%) 9 (64%)
Build bridges between HEI and business 3 (20%) 8 (26%) 1 (7%)
Build bridges between HEl and local community 1 (7%) 2 (6%) 2 (14%)
Contribute to HEl management through their expertise and skills 4 (27%) 6 (19%) 2 (14%)
Support rectors with their interaction with local authorities 1 (7%) 1 (3%) -

Acquire external funding 1 (7%) 8 (26%) -
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Table 9. Rectors’ expectations from internal members (multiple answers allowed).

Traditional Specialised UAS

(n=15) (n=31) (n=14)
Expertise on the HEI 8 (53%) 24 (77%) 11 (79%)
Social capital and status within the HEI 7 (47%) 21 (68%) 9 (64%)
Bargaining power within the HEI 3 (20%) 2 (6%) -
Management experience in HE 8 (53%) 10 (32%) 7 (50%)
Research accomplishments 7 (47%) 9 (29%) 2 (14%)
Teaching achievements - 3 (10%) 1 (7%)
Strong personality with potential to counterbalance the rector - 1 (3%) -

Teaching achievements had marginal relevance in the choice of internal council members
in specialised universities and UAS (around 10% of rectors), whereas they were com-
pletely disregarded in traditional universities. Finally, almost no rector believed that
internal members should counterbalance their own power.

Discussion

Law 2.0 mostly mirrors NPM principles in the distribution of decision-making powers
since it strengthens the rectors, who are regarded as the biggest beneficiary of the new
governance model, whilst decreasing the power of the academic senates, especially in
specialised universities and UASs (Table 2). Also, Law 2.0 involves lay members in the
management of all Polish public higher education institutions through the newly-
established university councils (Rada Uczelni). Overall, the rectors have a positive
assessment of the new institutional governance framework, downplaying concerns
about the involvement of lay members in full-fledged decision-making bodies of
Polish higher education institutions preceding the approval of the new law (Table 7).
This arguably occurred because rectors do not perceive self-governance (Table 4) and
autonomy (Table 5) as threatened. Only a few rectors judged them as slightly decreas-
ing. Their responses may have been driven by their specific organisational contexts.
The same governance body (even within the same institutional subfield) may in fact
interpret the tasks assigned by the law differently. For instance, there could be higher
education institutions in which the ‘financial monitoring’ role of the university council
is interpreted only as a rubber-stamping task, whereas in others it may use this
(potentially strong) power to interfere and micromanage teaching and research
activities.

Rectors were more sceptical about the impact of university council on the quality and
transparency of decision-making (Table 6). This finding is at odds with the NPM
assumption about the involvement of lay members in university governing bodies
(Amaral, Meek, & Larsen, 2003). It may be because the lay members are not adequately
prepared and/or still learning the specificities of academic business to contribute proac-
tively or because the new Polish university councils have not had enough opportunities to
make important decisions, as they have been operative only since 2019.

Another gap with respect to the NPM rhetoric concerns faculty deans (see de Boer &
Goedegebuure, 2009). The rectors’ responses did not support the notion that the role of
faculty leadership increased. Contrarily, they perceived a decrease in the role of faculty
deans in Polish traditional and specialised universities, whereas rectors in UAS believed it



12 (& D.DONINAETAL.

mostly remained unchanged (Table 3). The latter responses may be explained by the
small size and usually simple structure of UAS, which allowed centralised management
already before Law 2.0 was implemented.

The expected role of university council members reveals the greatest disparities, which
seem to reflect the different institutional profiles. Focusing on lay members (Table 8),
expectations of rectors from traditional and specialised universities varied the most.
Rectors of traditional universities indicated three dominant areas of contribution by
lay members: reporting the needs of the socio-economic environment, building bridges
with businesses, and contributing through their expertise and skills. The latter answer
suggests that rectors of traditional academic universities were hoping for genuine coop-
eration and contribution from lay members and would like to leverage their competences
or devolve some responsibilities to them. Rectors of specialised universities also believed
lay members to report the needs of socio-economic surroundings and build bridges with
local businesses to increase the focus on the local community, but also expected lay
members would acquire external funds (e.g., spreading innovations developed into the
university in exchange for royalties or bringing new research projects). Lay members in
specialised universities were thus perceived as an instrument to access external funding
through strategic partnerships with key external stakeholders, who now can also become
university council members. Lastly, UAS rectors had the most homogeneous responses as
two-thirds of them expected lay members to report the needs of the local social-economic
environment. This may be due to the vocational mission of UAS and their primary focus
on teaching. Accordingly, lay members can propose directly into the decision-making
body how higher education institutions should adapt their degree programmes to socio-
economic needs. The different expectancies of UAS rectors regarding lay members may
be the reason why they are the most critical about the improvement of decision-making
quality and the most satisfied about improvement of transparency. On the one hand,
quality of decisions hardly increased because it is difficult to accurately identify societal
needs; on the other hand, transparency grew because lay members could express their
opinions directly into the organisational decision-making body.

Expectations from internal members of the university council (Table 9) were also quite
different among institutional subfields. Specialised and UAS rectors looked mainly for
expertise, social capital, and status within the university, and their choices also consid-
ered individual teaching achievement, arguably because these higher education institu-
tions are more vocational and teaching-oriented. Thus, they are mostly inward-looking
in the choice of internal university council members. By contrast, rectors of traditional
universities, besides expertise and social capital within the institution, take into greater
account individual research accomplishments and expertise and knowledge of the higher
education sector. Additionally, rectors of traditional universities considered important
the internal council members’ individual bargaining power within the university. This set
of values mirrors the traditional academic profession value system based on academic
prestige (research achievements) and organisational visibility. Therefore, the choice of
internal university council members points out the resiliency of the historical
Humboldtian self-governance model and of core academic values within traditional
universities. This is also supported by the fact that most rectors of traditional universities
believed the role of the senate was not influenced by the new governance arrangements
(Table 2). Traditional universities may have upheld the senate with the historical role,



JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY AND MANAGEMENT @ 13

thus adjusting and adapting the structural governance changes to preserve core academic
values, leading to a minor impact of the reform. By contrast, specialised universities and
UASs, wherein academic values are less entrenched, looked more prone to accepting the
structural changes imposed by the reform. These findings are consistent with previous
studies (e.g., Pinheiro & Young, 2017) that stress the resilient nature of social institutions,
particularly (traditional academic) universities with entrenched academic self-
governance principles, which only slowly, and mostly unwillingly, change. Finally, almost
no rector wanted internal university council members to be a political counterbalance to
their own power. This indicates that the rectors may be concerned the university council
becomes a forum for organisational politics and for discussion of potential rival and/or
alternative visions of organisational development.

Conclusions

The Polish Parliament approved a reform of higher education institutional governance
(Law 2.0) in 2018. Its key elements are in line with NPM principles: it empowers the
rector, limits the role of academic collegial bodies, and adds a new central governing body
(university council) which involves lay members. Although analyses of the reform from
a structural perspective already exist, this article is the first systematic empirical inves-
tigation of the Polish higher education governance reform from a cultural perspective,
which, to the best of our knowledge, has never been employed to analyse higher
education governance reforms in Central and Eastern European countries.

Through a survey administered to all rectors of Polish public higher education
institutions, we analysed how they perceive and interpret the new governance arrange-
ments. Their responses were compared by breaking institutions into three categories:
traditional (comprehensive) universities, specialised universities and UASs. Thus, we
addressed another gap in current higher education governance studies since the latter
two categories have been usually overlooked so far.

Furthermore, this article extends the knowledge on the recent Polish higher education
governance reform. First, we show that in the view of most rectors the introduction of the
university council with lay members does not negatively affect self-governance, auton-
omy, quality, or transparency of decision-making process. Thus, despite reservations
preceding the approval of the new law, lay members in university decision-making body
are no longer a cause of concern among rectors. Their positive perception may stem from
the strengthening of their own formal powers within higher education institutions (V1k
et al., 2021 view). Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) stressed indeed that actors’ organisa-
tional positions frame their opinions. Future research should therefore analyse the
perception of other actors (internal and lay university council members, senate members,
faculty deans) and internal constituencies (academics, administrative staff, students).

Second, the survey revealed divergent expectations from both internal and lay uni-
versity council members, which seem to largely depend on the institutional subfield. For
instance, rectors of specialised universities and UAS, arguably because of the vocational
and teaching orientation of these institutions, consider teaching achievement as well in
the choice of internal university council members. Otherwise, UAS rectors have quite
homogeneous expectations that the main task of lay members is reporting the needs of
the socio-economic environment, whereas expectancies of rectors of traditional and
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specialised universities are varied. The analysis of the professional profile and interviews
with university council members (according to human relations perspective of university
governance; Kezar & Eckel, 2004) could contribute to further understanding their role as
well as the internal functioning and practices of new university councils.

Third, this article shows how the same structural arrangements of a unitary national
law are interpreted and edited differently across institutional subfields, proving that the
institutional environment mediates changes in power-balance. This is evident in tradi-
tional academic universities, where rectors preserve core academic values in the expecta-
tions from internal university council members and because of the minor impact of the
reform on the role of the senate. Therefore, traditional universities (the most embedded
in Humboldtian legacy) have adapted environmental structural changes to preserve their
internal cultural norms and value system, weakening the impact of the new legislation.
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