UNIVERSITY
OF OSLO

European university
alliances — quo vadis?

Bjorn Stensaker

© Jarli&Jordan




How unique are alliances as collaborative structures?

* All higher education institutions in Europe are embedded in an
environment characterised by competition and collaboration

« Implying that issues of exploitation and exploration always impact the specific
collaborations taking place (March, 1991; Maassen et al., 2023a)

» Alliances are one response to this challenge — where organizations
form new «meta-organizations» characterised by «strong» members
and a «weak» su perstructu '€ (Ahrne & Brunsson, 2005; 2008; Maassen et al. 2023b)

* Universities that are part of the EUI initiative will most likely have a
number of parallel strategic partnerships (dyadic and multi-lateral)
* Most intra-alliance collaboration is dyadic or trilateral

* However, dyadic and multilateral collaborations are also common for most
higher education institutions in Europe (vukasovic & Stensaker, 2018)
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What are key factors for alliance effectiveness?

 Maassen et al. (2023) have argued that four factors are of particular
Importance:
« Coordination — how work is organized, governed and integrated
 Conflict resolution — how decisions are made, and tensions solved
« Commitment — how engaged partners are in the collaboration
 Cultural characteristics — how norms, values and practices are aligned

* The four factors cover both structural and relational aspects of alliance
functioning — but they are also vital conditions for organizational
learning within the individual university
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Innovation: From «spreading» and knowledge

transfer to organizational learning and translation

* The promise of the idea of “Learning Organizations”. Why are some organizations
resilient over time, and why do some organizations die?

« Organizational resilience is dependent on releasing the human potential of the
organization by increasing staff capacity and engagement — culminating in
‘systemic thinking (Senge 2006)

* To enable system thinking organizational members need to see the organization
beyond their own position; stop blaming others for poor performance; have ability
to provide meaning to incremental change; add evidence to that meaning; learn
from others; and dare to do things differently (Senge 2006; Lawler & Sillitoe 2013; Shin et al.
2017).

* Are these insights also relevant for "special’ organizations such as higher
education institutions?
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Why universities struggle with organizational learning

Universities have become more accountable and evidence-based — but to what
extent are outcomes really understood in universities — to what extent is university
staff engaged in "system thinking" (Stensaker, 2018)?

Universities are permeable organizations — where specific parts are exposed to
and often interacting with a diverse environment

Universities are more rarely involved in "double-loop learning” processes and have
problems exposing tacit knowledge (Lawler & Sillitoe 2013, Stensaker 2018)

The inner life of universites has become more professional, more regulated, more
specialized.....creating «decoupled bureaucracies»

« Suggesting that reformed universities are not necessarily better coordinated — especially
horizontally (Maassen & Stensaker 2019)?

« QOrganizational learning is as a consequence often contained and siloed
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What factors enable or hinder organizational
learning? (1)
 Engagement in too many external partnerships tie up organizational

capacity, and make organizational learning more difficult (inkpen & Tsang,
2016)

« Defining and implementing a partnership as a «project» - often with
the consequence that casual or temporal staff occupy key roles - will
limit organizational learning (inkpen & Tsang, 2016)

« Support the boundary spanners (problem solvers) — that work accross
the isle, creating work-arounds, those that knows the different logics
on «how things are done» in different units (abers et al., 2013)
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What factors enable or hinder organizational
learning? (2)
* Trust in inter-organizational relationships is not monolithic (e.g., only

limited to the institutional leadership)
* Organizational learning often imply messy interpersonal dynamics (Albers et al.

2013)

« ...and it does not help if the collaborative partners are affiliated with internal
units with different responsibilities and tasks

« ....and if the interaction is only digitally embedded

« What mechanisms are in place to facilitate learning — and is learning

related to other pressing needs locally?
* Local translation needs to be facilitated and made attractive — not by telling
people what to do, but by showing people how to be (weick & Quinn, 1999)
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What factors enable or hinder organizational
learning? (3)
* The need to respond to the challenge of the decoupled bureaucracy

« Perhaps time to re-invent the «organizational anarchy»?
* There are learning advantages of being «loosely coupled» as an organization
(Maassen & Stensaker, 2019)
« Pay attention to the dangers of practices that are tacit’ or taken for
granted (Gulati et al., 2012)
« «Competency traps» — previous successes having status as untouchable

* Most rules and regulations in universities are developed at
department/program level
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In closing

* When trying to put an innovation into practice we tend to focus too
much on the «solution», not paying enough attention to the conditions
enabling and hindering local adaptation

* Legal dimensions receive too much focus, organizational dimensions too little

* Most partnerships within higher education in Europe are based on
matching cultural characteristics of the focal organizations —
establishing a foundation for trust and commitment

* However, trust and commitment still needs to be embedded in legitimate and
effective arrangements for coordination and conflict resultion
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