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Abstract 

 

In this paper we set out to investigate how university systems align education and research on 

the one hand, and how they articulate relations between local demands and global aspirations 

on the other. Recent policy developments in Norwegian higher education (HE) have tended to 

focus on the need to strengthen teaching quality and research excellence, the latter with the 

aim of nurturing world-class environments. Yet, at the same time, higher education 

institutions (HEIs) are increasingly pressurised to make a local contribution (‘impact’), e.g. in 

the form of job creation, technology transfers, local economic developments, etc., and this 

leads to a series of tensions and dilemmas at multiple levels. In this paper, we, first, identify 

such tensions and dilemmas, and second, investigate how they are being handled as regards to 

strategic planning (including resource allocations) both at the central (university) and sub-unit 

(faculty) levels. Theoretically, we draw on a combination of seminal contributions ranging 

from the notions of universities as ‘multiversities’, the ‘interplay between local excellence and 

global relevance’  and the intersections, interactions, and mutual determinations between 

global, national, and local levels and domains, i.e. ‘glonacal agency heuristic’. We adopt a 

qualitative, case study research design and compare developments across two distinct HEIs, 

one comprehensive research-intensive university and one university-college, both located in 

Norway. 

 

 

Introduction:  

 

Higher education institutions (HEIs) have recently been put under an increased pressure to 

become more globally competitive and more in line with the local needs. The increased 

emphasis on notions such as “knowledge economy” and “knowledge society” witnessed in the 

the last decades, and especially in developed countries (Butera, 2000, Colombo et al., 2011, 

Temple, 2011), has recently led policy makers and researchers in higher education (HE) to put 

a stronger focus on the knowledge institutions; and mainly on HEIs as they are considered the 

main places for acquiring and delivering knowledge to society. 

 

Researchers and policy makers alike have strongly recommended that HEIs must 

continuously work on strengthening their teaching quality and research excellence (Smeby 

and Stensaker, 1999, Ramirez and Tiplic, 2014). “Excellence” and “relevance” have become 
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core concepts in recent academic discourses and policy initiatives (Pinheiro, 2016, Perry, 

2012); emphasized as indicators for being competitive and as a means of responding to local 

needs and global dynamics. In this context, the “Multiversity” model (see below) has been re-

introduced into contemporary debates centred on the premise that universities have multiple 

purposes and centers of power, and serve various types and groups of “clients”. 

 

However, implementing this on the ground is often expected to create a challenge for HEIs, 

and lead to tensions and dilemmas amongst HE communities. This, in turn, has resulted into 

critical queries such as: (1) How to adapt to the rapid and continuously changeable needs and 

agendas of stakeholder groups both locally and globally?; (2) Which strategic imperatives and 

pressing demands (local, regional, global; short vs. long term) should HEIs prioritize, and is a  

a compromise between them feasible?; (3) Who within HEIs decides the answers to these 

questions, and the ways for implementing and measuring (indicators) progress and success?; 

(4) How do university actors conceive of excellence and relevance imperatives and how do 

they deal (if at all) with the tensions and dilemmas that emerge.       

 

A significant part of the challenge and tensions that emerge when pressing HEIs to adapt to 

new policies and changes is often connected to the nature of HEIs. First, HEIs, particularly 

traditional universities, are bottom heavy and fragmented or decoupled organizations (Clark, 

1983); consisting of diverse internal powers that play a strong role in HEIs’ behaviours 

towards change (Birnbaum, 1988). These powers include different academic “tribes”; each 

with its own cultures and beliefs shaped through history by discipline and profession that 

highly influence their reaction and view to new changes (Becher and Trowler, 2001). Second, 

autonomy, academic freedom, and democracy are all common core internal values and critical 

to HEIs for their existence, survival, and prosperity. If HEIs and their academic “tribes” feel 

that these values might be threatened by the external changes and policy suggested they are 

likely to resist them (Gornitzka, 1999, Olsen, 2007). 

 

Given this backdrop, this paper investigates how actors within two distinct HEIs in Norway 

makes sense of recent developments and attempt to strategically accommodate (or not) 

external demands for both stronger relevancy and enhanced excellence. The main questions 

put for investigation are: How do HEIs identify the notion of “excellence” and “relevance” in 

HE?; What efforts do they make to either be excellent or relevant, or both?; What are their 

global references and/or models?; and finally, what are the main strategic ambitions in 

relation to these two notions and the key challenges they face?   The largely qualitative data 

gathered is based on a desktop analysis of institutional documents, in addition to semi-

structured interviews with a selected number of key university stakeholders (formal leaders at 

different levels). Two disciplinary fields were included, namely; social sciences and applied 

sciences and technology.  

 

Prior to presenting our empirical findings, the paper sheds light on its conceptual foundations. 

The empirical findings are then presented, followed by the conclusions and implications.      

 

 

Conceptual foundation 

 

The Multiversity 

 

The term multiversity (Kerr, 2001) has often been used in order to characterize the ‘ambiguity 

of purpose’ and internal complexity inherent to the modern university (Pinheiro et al., 2012). 
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Writing in the early 1960s, Clark Kerr drew attention to the emergence of a new social 

phenomenon embodied in a new kind of university, characterized by its pluralistic orientation. 

According to Kerr, a multiversity differs from the classic conception of the university since it 

is characterized by a multiplicity of purposes and centers of power, in addition to serving a 

variety of clienteles (2001, p. 103: 103). One of Kerr’s original aims was to call attention 

towards the fact that what had once been a community (of like-minded individuals) was now 

more like a city, a “city of infinite variety” (p. 102).  

 

Krücken et al. (2007) contend that Kerr’s notion of the multiversity challenged the classic 19
th

 

century “idea of the university” promulgated by either Wilhelm von Humboldt (Nybom, 

2003) or Cardinal Newman (Newman, 1999). Inspired on the humanistic tradition, the former 

conceived of the university as a place for character formation and self-cultivation (Bildung), 

with a strong emphasis given to the teaching-research nexus and the degree of autonomy 

enjoyed by the academic staff. In contrast, Newman conceived of the core function of the 

university as being the transmission (rather than the advancement) of universal knowledge.  

 

Following the lines of neo-institutional theory (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991), Krücken and 

colleagues contend that whereas Kerr’s multiversity was embedded on the contextual 

circumstances facing North American research universities (c.f.Geiger, 2009), nowadays we 

are assisting to a worldwide trend towards the multiversity phenomenon. This, they argue, is 

being shaped by globalization trends in higher education which are resulting in the 

transformation of national higher education systems and individual institutions alike (King et 

al., 2011, Marginson et al., 2011). Yet, contrary to what is advocated by proponents of world 

society theory (Drori et al., 2006, Meyer et al., 2007) suggesting the widespread adoption of a 

universal template leading to homogenization, Krücken et al. take into account variations 

resulting from the local adaptation or “translation” in light of contextual circumstances 

(Czarniawska-Joerges and Sevón, 2005, Gornitzka and Maassen, 2011, Pinheiro and 

Stensaker, 2013).  

 

The ‘new multiversity’ emerges because universities all over the world devise diverse 

solutions in the face of global trends that may appear standard, but that are never standardized 

in their effects, as they are adapted, incorporated or resisted by universities that are 

ultimately rooted in particular times and places. (Krücken et al., 2007: 8; emphasis added)  

 

Studies from Europe suggest that even in highly regulated binary higher education systems, 

where particular missions are allocated to specific types of higher education providers, there 

is a general (“natural”) tendency for all institutions to take on a multiplicity of functions or 

missions (Kyvik, 2009, Kyvik and Lepori, 2010, Taylor et al., 2008). This basically means 

that there is an inherent tension – which has not yet been adequately addressed in the 

literature - between convergence towards a specific universal template which is ahistorical in 

nature (Ramirez et al., 2014), and the need to develop a distinctive institutional profile and/or 

identity that takes into consideration historical trajectories (Krücken, 2003) and 

institutionalized or taken for granted local norms, values and traditions (Pinheiro et al., 2012). 

 

 

The Relevance-Excellence Nexus 

 

Scholars have traditionally conceived of strategic efforts towards increasing the relevance and 

excellence of universities (in Europe and beyond) as somewhat mutually exclusive. Within 

binary HE systems, the characterisation (and policy discourses) around teaching (more 
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vocationally-oriented) HE institutions versus “classic” research universities are but one 

indication of this problematic (cf. Kyvik, 2009). The latter are expected to contribute to global 

scientific excellence (independently of its direct value for society) whereas the former are 

seen as having a critical function in transmitting skills and competencies to future 

(knowledge) workers, as well as providing useful knowledge in the context of application 

(Kyvik & Lepori, 2010). Similarly, in the realm of knowledge production, discussions around 

basic (mode-1) vs. applied (mode-2) research point to a similar direction (Gibbons, Nowotny, 

, Schwartzman, Scott, & Trow, 1994). Basic or “blue-sky” research efforts, it is stated, should 

first and foremost be geared towards scientific excellence, albeit the fact that the knowledge 

generated may (in the long run) be of usefulness to society (Bush, 1945). In contrast, more 

applied research initiatives are thought to contribute, first-hand, towards societal relevance by 

help addressing current problems facing humankind (Nowotny, Scott, & Gibbons, 2002).   

 

Perry and May (2006) propose a novel way of conceiving the interplay between relevance and 

excellence in the context of modern HE systems and institutions, and against the backdrop of 

a globalised knowledge-based economy/society (Rooney, Hearn, & Ninan, 2008). Their 

conceptual starting point is that both the interdependence and contextualisation of excellence 

and relevance are rather complex processes to which little scholarly attention has been given. 

Regarding interdependence, it is argued that a dichotomous relation between these two 

aspects is unhelpful, since “excellence can be relevant, and relevance can be excellent, 

regardless of funding sources or disciplinary areas.” (ibid., p. 76) As a way forward, the 

authors suggest a typology where these two dimensions (‘excellence/relevance continuum’) 

are mapped out against degrees of contextualisation (global vs. local); hence, resulting into 

four distinct, yet not necessarily mutually exclusive policy discourses regarding the role of 

universities/knowledge in contemporary societies.  

 

 
 

Disembedded excellence pertains to a situation where processes of knowledge production are 

decoupled from the (local) context in which they are produced, thus being global in nature. 

“Expertise is presumed to be highly mobile, with flows of research personnel and students 

following and this enhancing existing quality, as judged by league tables or rankings.” (ibid. 

p, 76) In such a situation, hegemonic policy discourses are intrinsically linked to scientific 

self-governance (Nybom, 2007), selectivity (Palfreyman & Tapper, 2008), and the 

concentration of scarce resources, both people and funds, around specialised structures like 

centres of excellence (Aksnes et al., 2012). 
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Competitive relevance conceives of the application of knowledge assets into specific local 

(socio-economic) circumstances and strategic priorities, “as a precondition for global success” 

(Perry & May, 2006, p. 76) Despite of its applied nature, research outcomes are not seen as 

benefiting a particular community or collective (e.g. regional actors). Rather, the idea is that 

the knowledge being produced/transferred, first and foremost contributes to strengthening the 

competitive advantage of individual firms or industries (see Porter, 1998). Cutting edge life-

science fields such as bio- and nano- technology as well as genomics are compelling 

examples in this regard (cf. Powell & Owen-Smith, 2002). Concurrently, the prevalent policy 

discourses tend to put a premium on IP rights, university-industry links, academic spins-offs, 

etc.; “without seeing context as either a contributing factor or intended beneficiary.” (Perry & 

May, 2006, p. 77) 

 

Turning now to knowledge production that pays attention to contextual (local) dimensions, 

embedded excellence refers to a situation where emphasis is given to the indirect benefits to 

particular “places and spaces” (ibid.), i.e. there is an explicit acknowledgment that context 

does play a role in fostering excellence. The basic idea here is to take advantage of the 

exploitation of knowledge-laden products and institutions (e.g. universities) for territorial – 

locality, region, nation as a whole – benefit (cf. Pinheiro, Benneworth, & Jones, 2012).  In 

these circumstances, policy frameworks tend to focus on the framework conditions conducive 

to attracting “world-class” facilities and expertise (cf. Douglas, Edelstein, & Hoareau, 2011); 

“…based on assumptions over the benefits that will indirectly accrue, without any necessary 

consideration of mechanisms necessary for their realisation.” (Perry & May, 2006, p. 78)     

 

Finally, contextual relevance is related to both the shaping and creation of research excellence 

and expertise as well as the exploitation of certain knowledge assets at the local level. In this 

respect and “within broader processes of knowledge transfer” (ibid.), critical (policy-related) 

dimensions such as skills, training and wider participation agendas come to the fore, not 

necessarily following a linear-dissemination model; from production to transmission to 

application (Godin, 2006). Policy frameworks will tend to focus on efforts (partnerships) 

geared towards connecting the existing research base, either public or private, with industry 

(Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000), in addition to equity-related aspects such as social 

inclusion or economic opportunity.  

 

“Whilst this [contextual relevance] discourse appears to be the polar opposite of disembedded 

excellence, quality is still deemed to be important, but it is judged according to a wider set of 

scientific, social, economic and political criteria. What is at stake is the values that are seen to 

inform decision making issues of how benefits from STI [science, technology and innovation] 

will be realised in practice. In this respect, it is here that we find the greatest challenge to the 

status quo in terms of issue of justification, legitimation and application.” (Perry & May, 

2006, p. 78; emphasis added). 

 

 

Glonacal Agency Heuristic: Beyond State, System & Markets 

 

Higher education is currently highly influenced by global economic, cultural, and educational 

forces, and HEIs have become global actors and their influence is extending beyond the 

borders of their countries. Furthermore, national political, economic, and educational lines are 

increasingly affected by international and regional bodies and leagues. 

This has increased the similarities in higher education across the world its engagement and 

interaction with regional and international markets. At the same time, this has challenged 
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HEIs and HE systems which their role has traditionally included a strong focus on protecting 

and endorsing their nations’ cultures and identities.    

Marginson & Rhoades 2002 have provided an analytical heuristic that goes, as they said, 

beyond “the conceptions of national states, markets, and systems of HEIs institutions”,  the so 

called glonacal agency heuristic . The authors explain the meaning of “glonacal agency” as 

follows:  

 

“Not unlike the three points on Clark’s triangle (professional/collegial, 

governmental/managerial, and market), our approach points to three intersecting 

planes of existence, emphasizing the simultaneous significance of global, national, 

and local dimensions and forces [...] One of our aims is to advance the 

significance of studying global phenomena. Yet we do not see such phenomena as 

universal or deterministic in their effects; thus, we also feature the continued 

significance of the national dimension. Further, as we do not see either global or 

national phenomena as totalizing in their effects, we feature the significance of the 

local dimension. For these reasons, we construct the term, “glonacal,”[….] With 

the second term in our heuristic, “agency,” we emphasize two meanings of the 

word. First, we utilize agency in the sense of an entity or organization that could 

exist at the global, national, or local level [….]Yet there is a second meaning of 

the term that refers to the ability of people individually and collectively to take 

action (exercise agency), at the global, national, and local levels. […]. In 

presenting our glonacal agency heuristic, we emphasize the intersections, 

interactions, mutual determinations of these levels (global, national, and local) and 

domains (organizational agencies and the agency of collectivities). ” (p:289) 

 

 

Empirical section 

 

The presentation of our key empirical findings is organised along four specific dimensions per 

the research questions posed at the onset. 

 

Interpretations on the “excellence-relevance nexus” 

 

When asked what does “excellence” in HE means to them at their institution, many pointed 

immediately to research. They described the notion in the context of research. The informants 

emphasized that excellence in HE means :to conduct more research, publish more research 

articles; and this should be in international well known scientific journal, and to train and 

recruit good researchers, write good funding proposals for research studies and succeed in 

generating funds nationally, regionally and internationally, establish strong cooperation with 

wide range of good research universities around the globe, and to always participate in 

academic and research conferences and workshops.  

 

As regards teaching, respondents mainly focused on teaching methods, and pedagogical skills; 

and how to engage students in learning and advance their skills in critical thinking and 

innovation. Research was also present here. Many informants stressed that excellence in 

teaching also means embracing ‘research-based teaching’ (per the Humboltian model), and 

educating students on research methods and skills from the early stages of studies.  

 

Turning now to the meanings associated with ‘relevance’, we noticed that most of the 

informants started talking about it while they were still defining their understanding of the 
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term excellence.  For them, excellence in research also means being relevant. This means that 

research is conducted on topics relevant to the current and potential needs, problems and 

interests of society, industry and markets both at the national and international levels. This 

was also emphasized in the context of teaching. For example, informants identified relevance 

in teaching as connecting students with what is going around them in issues related to their 

field of studies; both in their country and abroad, and training them to be skilful and 

competitive in their majors when they  enter the job market.  

 

Some also indicated that excellence in HE is about being open to discuss, teach, and research 

new fields of knowledge, new ideas, and anticipate new challenges and problems, look for 

answers to them even if they now do not look as completely relevant to what society and the 

market needs.  

However, we noticed some interesting differences in informants’ answers regarding the above 

points: Informants associated with the university college mentioned teaching more than those 

at the research university. 

 

 “We have been made for professional education; and therefore we often focus on 

teaching and practical training in the first place. This does not imply that we don’t 

care about research. We do, and we now put more emphasis on it as we want to be 

a university. The good thing if we can balance between the two: research and 

teaching.” (University college informant ) 

 

“Our university is a research university and it is mainly specialized in science and 

technology. You should therefore, understand why we tend to focus more on 

research. Recently, we started giving more attention to teaching and how to 

improve teaching skills of our professors. One main reason is that due to the 

mergers we have had with several university colleges, the majority of our students 

are now BA students, and the majority of our staff is used to focus on teaching.  

While we want them to also on research, we decided to also pay more attention to 

teaching”(Research University informant)  

 

We also detected differences associated with disciplinary fields. 

 

For example, in an interview with one department leaders, it was stressed that historically, the 

sub-unit has been connected with the health care sector in the country. The Research and 

excellence in research were seen as unavoidable. However, it was emphasized that the main 

task of the department was, first and foremost, to: train students; teach them the best practices 

and skills of being good public servants in this sector. “We would therefore be interested in 

research that can advance our ability to improve our teaching and increase its relevance to 

society”, the respondent added. .  

 

Another informant from a different department was sceptical about being too much focused 

on practical skills at the expense of research. For this individual, excellence in HE mainly 

means being excellent in research and conduct more and more research. It was explained that, 

in  the field in question (social sciences), the primary aim is to prepare students to be excellent 

social workers and that this requires intensive and continuous research work in the field.  

 

Another informant associated with the field of technology and computer sciences emphasized 

that for employers , the core issue is to have highly skilled people that are familiar with the 
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basics and the essence of the knowledge in this field on the one hand, and possess strong 

analytical and research skills on the other.    

 

Institutional strategies, practices and ambitions 

 

Institutionally, there was a focus on providing incentives, promotions and financial support to 

academics to conduct and publish more research studies and attend and organize conferences. 

Many informants talked about providing a good research environment; where researchers 

have more time for research and good quality of labs, technological facilities, welfare services 

in addition to good internships and research and administrative assistants.  

Informants located at the research university highlighted these points several times while 

stating that their institution aims to invest more in them in order to be more attractive places 

for researchers and learners.  

The same was stressed by the university college informants, but they complained that it is 

often difficult to compete with research universities in generating funds for research and 

excellence centers, and that this can make them less attractive for young and talented 

researchers than the research universities. Moreover, it was believed that if they become a 

research university, combined with focused on issues relevant to the needs of the society and 

the market, this will increase their competitiveness both in bringing more funding and 

attracting more researchers.     

 

Some informants from the two institutions talked about encouraging more and facilitating the 

cooperation between different researchers emanating from different departments and centres, 

and between researchers and teachers, through promoting and facilitating the establishment of 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary study groups and programs. These aspects have been 

repeatedly highlighted as significant tools used for advancing the excellence and relevance of 

teaching. However, many informants confessed that the above actions are often done at the 

lower level (in teaching) than in research. As stated by one of the informants based at the 

research university , incentives, promotions, facilities and projects provided for researchers 

and for advancing research are far more in number than what is made and given for improving 

teaching and teachers.  

That said,  some informants indicated that there has recently been an increased focus on how 

to develop teaching further. Initiatives and programs such as teaching improvement programs, 

yearly awards for best teachers, excellence and departmental and faculty work and research 

groups for advancing education with different academic units, all have been mentioned as a 

sign of a stronger interest in the realm of teaching.  

 

The ambitions for the two case institutions mainly include being (1) highly competitive in 

research at the international, (2) more actively involved in academic and research cooperative 

groups and projects with national and international HEIs, markets and research funding 

organizations, and (3) very advanced in their teaching and pedagogical methods and 

environments. For the university college informants, these ambitions are mainly driven by the 

ambition of their institution to become a fully fledge university. For the research university, a 

main reason for these ambitions is: to be more achieve higher and competitive positions in 

world university rankings.    
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Dominant models, archetypes and templates 

 

The main references highlighted by the informants concerning the excellence and relevance 

notions are as follows: First, with respect to the national policies (regulatory framework and 

funding) in HE. “Excellence and relevance in HE to me are what is said at the national and 

institutional policies” Second, in terms of individuals’ own histories, past achievements and 

what they have learned over time. “Yes, I agree with that (with having the definitions of the 

two notions as mentioned in national policies). However, a main and perhaps a stronger 

reference to us is what have learned through time and the experience and (local) culture we 

built” Third, as regards recent research on these topics, and the developments that have been 

taking place in relation to them in other HEIs both in the country and abroad. This hwas 

mentioned by informants both at the research university and at the university college. As 

explained by many, actors look at the national, regional and international leading HEIs (role 

models) that are similar to them (benchmarking) but that have higher rankings and stronger 

(i.e. recognised) market profiles. Often, informants at both institutions talked “proudly” about 

the connections their researchers and faculties managed to establish with leading (world class) 

HEIs overseas, and empathized that as sign of, and a tool for, promoting excellence in HE.  

 

There has also been reference to internal references and models. Here the informants talked 

about successes that some of the departments, centers, colleagues within their institutions 

have achieved with regard to excellence and relevance in research and teaching, and how they 

become models (to emulate) to other groups and departments. As indicated by two 

respondents from different disciplinary fields, “we (unit) have established  an interdisciplinary 

group to develop our curriculum and teaching within our department ”  

 

 

Key challenges 

 

Two main challenges have been emphasized:  

 

The first challenge pertains to how to measure excellence in teaching. Informants stated that 

while research excellence can be measured by numbers of publications and citations, 

excellence in teaching is more difficult to assess. Many informants referred to the limitations 

associated with relying on students’ satisfaction, since the latter is not necessarily connected 

to excellence in teaching. A common solution mentioned is to combine the surveys on 

students’ satisfaction with teaching with feedback form alumni and their respective 

employers.  

 

The second challenge is associated with the rapid changes within HE and its external 

environment. “Every decade or other we merge with new institutions, and each has its own 

culture, identity and norms of work, and their own definition of how to be excellent and 

relevant in HE. Many focus on teaching, and we found it hard to push them for more research. 

We also found it hard to convince our own research professors to adapt and learn from them 

some of their advanced teaching skills they developed through time”- an informant from the 

research university said, and added; “We are going to try a new solution: two career tracks: 

teaching track and research track with good incentives for both tracks. This might be better 

than just focusing on changing them. we should benefit from those who are good in research 

and like it and those who are good in teaching and more into it than into doing research”. 

Another informant indicated that there are ongoing suggestions for adding a third track - 

research-teaching track - for those interested in both.  
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There were also complaints about changes in funding policies and research interests by 

national, regional and international research and education bodies that HEIs rely on for 

obtaining research funding. Some informants, from both institutions, mentioned that part of 

the solution that their institutions have been trying to do is to recruit researchers who have 

close relations and contacts with these bodies in order to better understand the tendencies and 

changes that are taking place. Also, both case institutions were found to encourage their 

current staff to participate in workshops and conferences focusing on predicting, analysing 

and tracing the changes across the HE field and the social and economic changes that can 

influence it.   

 

 

Discussion 

Discourses, activities and strategic postures associated with the local, national and global 

imperatives for achieving both relevance and excellence in HE reflect the complexity 

associated with modern HE systems. In Norway, recent changes in the domestic landscape, in 

part driven by shifts in policy, have resulted in an erosion of the binary divide composed of 

universities and non-universities institutions. Each used to have a distinct mission and profile, 

with universities more global in nature with an ethos directed towards research excellence, 

whereas university colleges were responsible for addressing issues pertaining to local 

relevance, including engagement with external parties. The data findings indicate that this 

divide has now been replaced by a unitary model centered on the notion of the research-

intensive university, which, as a result pays attention to broader developments, not least with 

respect to market position (rankings) and competitiveness. As a result of recent mergers, HEIs 

have, on the whole, become more alike one another. What is more, as their size and internal 

complexity increases, they resemble what Kerr referred to as ‘multiversities’ serving a 

multiplicity of purposes, interests, values and constituencies.  

 

What is more, our findings also point to the divide between core functions within HEIs. 

Excellence is often associated with research, and relevance with teaching. Yet, recent policy 

developments focusing on enhancing the research capacity of all HEIs (not only universities), 

as well as the quality of teaching activities and labor market relevance have brought to the 

fore a number of different considerations; thus, blurring the traditional distinction between 

teaching and research on the one hand and ‘local’ and ‘global’ dimensions on the other. HEIs, 

in Norway and beyond, are both locally embedded – regulated by national frameworks and 

largely funded by the nation state – as well as globally oriented, based on scientific networks 

that span multiple continents and national jurisdictions, and thus paying attention to the 

imperatives of  scientific and funding communities located elsewhere. This sheds light on the 

glonocal aspect referred to earlier, and the complex interplay between local, regional, national 

and international imperatives and dynamics. 

 

Links to figure 1 typology of relevance and excellence to be developed later on..  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Relevance and excellence are intertwined dimensions associated with the multiple pressures 

facing HEIs in Norway and elsewhere. Despite different historical trajectories and 

institutional profiles, HEIs are now exposed to similar and multiple institutional pressures and 

are expected to react accordingly. As they do so, they need to come to terms with the internal 
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complexity emanating from the multiplicity of norms, values, knowledge domains and 

external stakeholder groups. As domestic HE systems first expand and then contract, as is the 

case of Norway, HEIs face increasing pressures to accommodate a multiplicity of external 

demands, whilst having to cope with increasing internal complexity and a more volatile 

technical and institutional environment.  

 

To be developed further… 
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