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Abstract
The article examines how higher education institutions respond to ambiguous governance 
instruments. A key focus is how ambiguity is tackled in the interpretation and implementa-
tion processes. Building on theoretical perspectives from institutional analysis of organisa-
tions, an empirical point of departure is the analysis of ten higher education institutions in 
Norway and their response on the introduction of development agreements. The findings 
point out two important dimensions in analysing implementation processes: focusing on 
the change dynamics and the degree of internal integration. In combination, these point 
towards distinct patterns in organisational responses to ambiguous policy instruments.

Keywords Policy implementation · Higher education · Governance · Performance 
agreements · Performance contracts

Introduction

As many other public organisations, higher education institutions (HEI) in many coun-
tries are facing increasingly unstable environments with more frequent changes in gov-
ernance arrangements. Several studies show that during the last thirty or so decades, 
governance of higher education has been fundamentally transformed (Ferlie et  al., 
2008; Musselin, 2021), and nation states put considerable effort into finding effective 
approaches to steering the sector. More recently, there is also an increasing acknowl-
edgement that the one-size-fits-all funding and steering approaches that emphasise 
competition as a means to create diversity do not sufficiently cater for the desired dif-
ferentiation and diversity in higher education systems (Meek, 1991; Sivertsen, 2023). 
As a solution, a number of different initiatives have been tested, including both new 
types of governance instruments that emphasise differentiation and dialogue, and policy 
development processes that involve the sector and stakeholders (Elken, 2023). While 
stakeholder involvement and dialogue represent a means to manage more specialised 
and complex knowledge in governance processes (Ansell & Gash, 2008), it may also 
increase ambiguity of governance arrangements (Elken, 2023), as different stakeholders 
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may think differently about the instrument (Fowler, 2021). Potential cost and pitfalls 
of ambiguity of instruments are well documented, but ambiguity may also be strategi-
cally beneficial to public organisations (Davis & Stazyk, 2014), as it allows flexibility to 
adapt the governance instrument to often complex, volatile, and uncertain circumstances 
at the institutional level (Fowler, 2021; Van der Wal, 2017). Yet, what does increased 
ambiguity of governance instruments mean for implementation processes?

Implementation analysis has in studies of higher education been labelled as the 
“missing link” in analysis of higher education policy (Gornitzka et al., 2005). In broad 
terms, one can distinguish between top-down and bottom-up approaches to analys-
ing policy implementation (Sabatier, 1986) — where the former emphasises consist-
ency between policy goals and implementation processes, and latter tend to emphasise 
the importance of contextual flexibility on a micro level for implementation processes 
(Matland, 1995). Policy processes include inherent ambiguity — and the commonplace 
wisdom is that implemented policies in most instances differ from the adopted policies 
(Eaton Baier et al., 1986). In other words, implementation is inherently “an exercise in 
coping with ambiguity” (Fowler, 2021), and different degrees of ambiguity lead to dif-
ferent implementation processes (Matland, 1995). While some of these studies would 
emphasise degrees of ambiguity as an important determining factor, questions can be 
raised about the variation concerning implementation processes where we can in the 
outset identify considerable ambiguity.

This article takes a predominantly bottom-up approach and investigates how higher 
education institutions manage this ambiguity through an analysis of the implementa-
tion of performance contracts as a steering instrument in Norway. With this in mind, the 
research question for the article is: how do organisations respond to ambiguous steering 
instruments?

Performance contracts have been introduced as a means to develop more effective and 
diversified steering practices. Countries like the Netherlands, Denmark, Ireland, Scotland, 
and Canada have been experimenting with various contractual arrangements in the last two 
decades (Benneworth et al., 2011; De Boer et al., 2015). Contracts represent a formalised 
agreement between individual institutions and authorities, stipulating pre-determined goals 
to be achieved over a specified period of time. They have been employed as a governance 
tool across with emphasis on quality, effectiveness, dialogue, accountability, and profiling 
(De Boer et al., 2015). A specific element in Norway was that the higher education institu-
tions were invited to be involved in the design and development of both the contracts as a 
policy instrument and the specific goals within various contracts adding ambiguity to the 
instrument (Elken, 2023; Elken & Borlaug, 2020). As such, the contracts represent a gov-
ernance instrument which not only can result in unintended outcomes, but the development 
process seemed to incorporate and assume potentially ambiguous interpretations.

To analyse the policy implementation, we employ a bottom-up approach (Gornitzka 
et al., 2005), where we draw upon insights from organisational institutionalism on organi-
sational responses to uncertainty and ambiguity in their environment, adapt such insights 
to the changing governance context, and have iteratively worked with empirical data. The 
empirical data underpinning this work consists of interviews and document sources. In the 
next sections, we first contextualise the study in the changing governance patterns, then 
provide the analytical framing of the paper building upon organisational theory, after 
which we give a description of methodology and empirical context for the analysis. We 
then present our results categorised into specific patterns of change in our empirical case, 
and identify specific dimensions that may be relevant for analysis of implementation pro-
cesses in higher education more generally.
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Performance contracts and changing approaches to governaning 
higher education

Organisational behaviour of HEI takes place in a specific governance context which has 
strengthened organisational aspects (Ramirez, 2010). During the last two-three decades, 
reforms in European higher education have emphasised deregulation, new steering modes, 
and increased autonomy (Shattock, 2014). This has been accompanied by stronger account-
ability mechanisms and emphasis on performance measures in both steering structures and 
funding mechanisms (Hicks, 2012; Ramirez, 2010). Yet, since the turn of the millennium, 
there has also been a new shift, and the change assumptions in public sector have trans-
formed as deregulation and market dependence have not delivered (Peters, 2001). Contem-
porary steering ideas are thus marked by a sense of duality — on the one hand, there have 
been reforms emphasising institutional autonomy and de-regulation; on the other hand, in 
many countries, the state has re-entered as a more active player. Rather than merely being 
engaged in setting general targets, a stronger emphasis on bilateral dialogue emerges. Sys-
tem differentiation is in this context a desired goal.

In systems with strong state control, differentiation was initially the result of centralised 
planning, by assigning different tasks to different institutions (Clark, 1983). In the context 
of deregulation, the expectation is that institutions themselves would develop unique pro-
files (Enders & de Boer, 2009). Yet, institutional pressures can instead result in “academic 
drift” where institutions end up becoming more similar (Teichler, 2006). This is strength-
ened by funding systems that create incentives for institutions to compete for the same 
funding (Whitley et al., 2010), following the same criteria for performance and excellence. 
As a result, some governments have taken more active measures to steer institutional pro-
files (Laudel & Weyer, 2014). This does not mean a simple return to state control. Instead, 
several countries in Europe have been experimenting with various forms of contractual 
arrangements between the state and individual institutions (Benneworth et  al., 2011; De 
Boer et al., 2015; Gornitzka et al., 2004; Jongbloed & de Boer, 2020). The design of agree-
ments plays an important role for their potential impact (De Boer et al., 2015; Jongbloed & 
de Boer, 2020).

A key characteristic of performance contracts is that the measures of goal achievement 
may be both summative and formative. The hitherto regime of performance indicators has 
primarily emphasised summative evaluations of performance. Such forms of assessments 
are used by some agreements. However, performance agreements also include an oppor-
tunity to shift attention to formative evaluations and can thus also include goals that focus 
on processes or efforts. This is referred to as the difference between hard and soft contracts 
(De Boer et  al., 2015). Moreover, performance contracts may also involve the sector in 
target-setting, inviting for a more participatory and dialogue-oriented governance. Alto-
gether one could argue that these elements can also strengthen ambiguity — e.g. in terms 
of performance evaluation and multiple interpretations among different actors.

Analytical framing of organisational responses to policy initiatives

Our starting point to analysis of policy implementation is in a bottom-up perspective where 
specific contextual and organisational characteristics become emphasised. Specific policy 
and governance initiatives are usually aimed at introducing some kind of change within the 
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organisation. Higher education institutions are highly institutionalised organisations where 
introducing both fundamental and rapid change may be challenging. Policies represent 
a specific kind of change pressure. These are environmental demands that organisations 
usually cannot completely ignore. Such initiatives also represent environmental demands 
that are not necessarily institutional in nature, as would for example be the case in the 
widely used model by Oliver, (1991), who conceptualised responses to institutional pres-
sures towards conformity. In the following, we outline different possible theoretical paths 
for understanding change processes.

We build on two main sets of arguments concerning how organisations may respond 
to complex and unclear policy expectations. A simple explanation would be that organi-
sations respond to policies simply by adopting them in some manner. Yet, this adoption 
can lead to different outcomes, depending on the scope of change proposed. If there is a 
high level of complementarity, this essentially results in limited changes (Greenwood et al., 
2011); in other words, if the organisations already do what they perceive the policy initia-
tive to bring about, not much changes. This may for example take place when some types 
of changes are unevenly present in the system and it is desirable to facilitate such changes 
in the whole sector, or, when formal policy “catches up” with developments within the 
sector. While this may indeed be the case in some instances, we may expect that often, the 
purpose of policy initiatives is to bring about some kind of change.

When policy initiatives are expected to bring about change, two distinct patterns can be 
outlined. First, limited complementarity between external demands and existing internal 
situation may result in decoupling (and potentially recoupling) processes (Bromley & Pow-
ell, 2012). Second, organisations may also respond to unclear demands from the environ-
ment by aiming to translate the external demands to fit their internal processes (Czarniaw-
ska & Joergers, 1996).

In our first line of reasoning, institutional analysis of organisations, by for example 
Meyer & Rowan, (1977), emphasises how environmental demands lead to construction 
of formal structures, and how these may become decoupled from work processes within 
organisations. A key driver for organisations to adapt to such demands is to maintain legiti-
macy, to showcase to both internal and external actors that the organisation is respond-
ing “adequately” and “properly,” which in turn can reduce potential turbulence (ibid). As 
demands multiply and complexity increases, adopting them may not always be straight for-
ward. A core to Meyer and Rowans argument then is that in order to manage the contradic-
tions that emerge, organisations can engage in decoupling between formal structure and 
work processes (ibid). Essentially, this is a form of window dressing concerning implemen-
tation process. It is this decoupling process that can explain persistent variation in imple-
mentation processes. In more recent literature, this form of decoupling is also referred to 
as decoupling between policy and practice, or as symbolic adoption (Bromley et al., 2012; 
Bromley & Powell, 2012). It is likely to take place when adoption is motivated by legiti-
macy and there is weak internal reinforcement. The latter may be a result of a poor fit 
between external demands and internal priorities, goals, and identities; lack of external 
reinforcement; and internal constituents who have sufficient power to reject external pres-
sures (Bromley & Powell, 2012). For analysis of policy implementation, we can expect 
that a policy initiative would not be the first of its kind, and as a result, any policy initiative 
meets organisational complexity by default. We can also expect that for many higher edu-
cation institutions, there are incentives to (at least seem to) “behave properly” in relation 
to specific policy initiatives even if these are unclear, whether implicitly as this is proper 
behaviour (for public institutions), or to avoid sanctions if these are present. This does not 
mean that decoupling would be a permanent state of affairs; organisations can over time 
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engage in “re-coupling” external demands to internal practices (Hallett, 2010). This is par-
ticularly decisive when the sheer scope of external demands is extensive or shifting, and 
meanings may have to be renegotiated. When policy initiatives are unclear, this can also 
open for an opportunity to renegotiate meaning.

Our second line of reasoning builds on the notion of translation, that is how ideas cir-
culate and their organisational consequences (Czarniawska & Joergers, 1996). While much 
of the research has focused on the concept of imitation and why particular organisations 
may pick up specific ideas (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2013), this set of literature also provides a 
line of argumentation for understanding how external pressures/demands become edited 
and translated in the adoption process. A key argument is that by adopting new external 
demands, these would over time matter for organisational processes, but that the external 
demands themselves also become transformed in the process. The main emphasis is on 
imitation within fields where circulation and adoption of external impulses (“ideas”) are 
driven by a desire to emulate successful organisations. As Sahlin & Wedlin, (2013) argue, 
in the first step, the presentation of changes follows existing frames and classifications. As 
these likely vary in different institutions, the recontextualisation that takes place varies. 
This is referred to as “editing” — when both the content and the formulation can become 
altered. Also here, we can find arguments to how organisations may respond to unclear pol-
icy initiatives: different organisations represent different contexts, leading to differentiated 
responses and varied speed in implementation processes. Those organisations being first 
to implement certain measures may also influence implementation in subsequent organisa-
tions. This means that when initiatives are unclear at the outset, early implementers are 
given considerable leeway to shape them.

Based on these arguments, one can identify two key dimensions as the conceptual 
underpinning. First, the two main lines of reasoning provided above represent a continuum 
of varying degrees of changes within organisations as a result of external demands — in 
other words, the degree of change proposed by the policy initiative matters. Second, they 
also represent a continuum of varying degrees of shaping and editing the demands in the 
process of implementation.

Research context and data sources

Research context: introduction of performance contracts in Norway

Higher education in Norway consists of a predominantly public system of universities and 
university colleges. While the sector is formally still a binary system, both types of institu-
tions are governed by the same legal act, and are a subject to similar governing approach 
by the ministry. Consolidation and differentiation of the higher education system as over-
arching themes have been a policy concern for several decades (Chou et al., 2023; Sivert-
sen, 2023). Since the 1990s, there have been two waves of mergers (in 1994 and from 2015 
and onwards), and considerable academic drift has been present in the sector (Kyvik, 2002; 
Vukasovic et al., 2021). Governance of HEI in Norway is marked by a dual dynamics — 
while reforms enhance stronger formal autonomy, strong focus on accountability and eval-
uations also suggests considerable capacity for state control (Maassen et al., 2011).

In 2015, a public committee examining the funding system suggested to consider per-
formance contracts as a means to introduce more differentiated funding system (Hægeland 
et al., 2015). Performance contracts (development agreements) were introduced as a pilot 
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scheme from 2016 and extended to the whole sector. At the time, the Norwegian higher 
education sector included in 21 publicly owned institutions. In the first round of piloting in 
2016, five higher education institutions were included, covering large and old universities, 
smaller universities, and smaller regional university colleges. The mixture was intended to 
obtain a diverse sample of piloting institutions. This was also the case for the five institu-
tions included in the second round in 2017. The remaining 11 developed their agreements 
in 2018. In 2022, the agreements were renegotiated as a part of a wider restructuring of the 
steering system. Participation in the two pilots was voluntary, and the institutions who did 
also had expectations of providing input to the further process. Development of the indi-
vidual agreements took about a year — through both bilateral discussions and plenary dis-
cussions. After the pilot, institutions have expressed that they have experienced autonomy 
in the process (Lackner, 2023). In the pilot version, the ministry also suggested some goals 
in politically important areas. The decision on whether to attach funding to the contracts 
remained undecided during the pilot, creating uncertainty.

Stated key purposes included quality and differentiation, profiles, and division of labour, 
as well as strategic support for the leadership. Still, the agreements were perceived rather 
differently in the sector, being an indication of their ambiguity. This was mainly the result 
of the very open process introduced by the ministry which in essence let institutions largely 
define themselves (within some very broad boundaries) not only how to implement the 
agreements (which was expected to be the jurisdiction of institutions) but also to define 
what kind of instrument this is (Elken, 2023). This resulted in multiple interpretations 
within the sector which is a starting point of the analysis in this article, and this will be fol-
lowed up in our “Findings” section.

Data and methodology

To investigate how the piloting institutions responded to the instrument, we applied an 
abductive approach which builds on the premise of a cultivation of surprising empirical 
finding against a background of existing theories (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). A theory 
informed qualitative approach based on document analysis and interviews allowed us to 
gain an in-depth account of different perspectives on and responses to the agreements as a 
steering instrument.

The data collection was carried out in spring/summer 2020. A total of 56 qualitative 
interviews with key informants were conducted. Of these, 48 interviews were carried out 
in the ten institutions who were part of the two first round of pilots of introducing the 
contracts, with four to six interviews per institution. The informants were purposefully 
selected key decision-makers, including mostly representatives for top leadership at these 
institutions, institutional boards (leaders/members), and some leaders on other levels (e.g. 
project/faculty) where this was relevant due to specific circumstances (e.g. specific priori-
ties in the contracts). The interviews took up themes concerning the purposes, aims and 
form of agreements, their relationship to other steering instruments, and how the agree-
ments had been taken up on institutional level. An additional eight interviews with simi-
lar themes (excluding organisational responses) were conducted at the ministry, including 
leadership and bureaucracy.

All interviews were transcribed and coded (NVivo) as thematic analysis. We first iden-
tified descriptions concerning the various elements of the process of introducing agree-
ments in the system and on institutional level, and identified emerging explanatory factors 
from interviews that could explain different kinds of processes. Main overarching coding 
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categories were as follows: Dialogue and contact with the ministry; the introduction of 
the agreement within the HEIs; the relation between the agreements, strategy, and other 
steering instruments; internal reactions and how the agreements were followed-up; goals, 
parameters, indicators, and the need for developing new types of data/information; report-
ing; perceived effects on diversification and differentiation; perceived effects on govern-
ance and steering and perceived effects on profiling.

We further coded central documents. For the institutions, these included the agreements 
themselves, but also strategy documents on institutional level and other documentation 
about implementation where this existed. These were primarily used to establish a time-
line of events and the match between goals in the contracts and those in existing strategic 
documents.

Based on the analysis of the interviews and the documents, we developed two sets of 
thick descriptions. First, we produced an elaborate outline of the process on the system 
level. Second, we developed a case report for all ten institutions we examined. The case 
report included basic organisational description, their input to the national process, and 
a description of the local implementation process. Our analysis here primarily builds on 
the segments on local implementation, while the national developments are used as back-
ground data.

Through these two stages of analysing the data, distinct patterns of change were identi-
fied. Notably, this was an iterative process going back to the theory and confronting it with 
our empirical material (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). We observed in this process that 
the HEIs in our empirical material responded and translated the agreement in different and 
sometimes unexpected ways, which further generated a need for developing new analytical 
constructs.

This methodological and analytical approach has some limitations. First, we have only 
interviewed the top leadership at the institutions, including the board of governors, and 
thus, we omitted the perspectives of staff and potential further implications or lack of 
implications of the agreements at lower levels which may have given additional insights. 
Second, we have collected data in ten institutions, who were the early adopters. However, 
these were also the institutions that met the greatest degree of ambiguity concerning the 
instrument (Elken & Borlaug, 2020).

In the following we will first, based on our analysis, describe four key aspects which we 
found decisive for the process of implementing the agreements. Thereafter, we outline four 
distinct patterns of responses to the development agreements as a steering instrument.

Findings

Key aspects decisive for the implementation process

In the iterative process of analysing the data, four key aspects were found decisive for how 
the agreements were interpreted and implemented within the institutions.

First, there were high levels of variation in how the interviewees, both in the ministry 
and at the institutions, perceived the purpose of the agreements. This offered the oppor-
tunity for action and for translating and editing the role and strength of the agreements as 
well as different parts of the agreements towards certain needs, especially by the leader-
ship at the institutions. Hence, the perceptions of the role and purpose of the agreements 
became important for how they were implemented at the institution.
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The second aspect was the design of the goals in the agreements and the extent to which 
they were characterised by being summative- and/or process-oriented. Institutions had devel-
oped reasonably different interpretations of appropriate goals. Data indicated that process-ori-
ented goals have larger impact on the translation process as they require more editing com-
pared to summative goals that are more easily retrieved among existing indicators in the sector.

A third aspect was who defines the goals of the agreement. Institutions had limited own-
ership over the goals that were imposed/suggested by the ministry. This resulted in reduced 
legitimacy of the agreements. At institutions where there was a perceived lack of owner-
ship to the goals, there were fewer attempts for more in-depth translation and integration, 
and the agreements had a limited impact on the overall steering within the institutions.

Here, the fourth aspect — the role of leadership of the institution also played a cru-
cial role. If leaders remained protective and buffered the agreements, this also limited the 
potential of the agreements and their perceived legitimacy. One of the selling points from 
the ministry had been that the agreements could function internally as support to leader-
ship at the institutions, and from our analysis, it became clear that leaders had a substantial 
role in bringing this forward within the organisation and being facilitators for more integra-
tive approaches with more substantive translation to local context.

The emphasis of these four aspects varied across the institutions which contributed to 
considerable heterogeneity in how the agreements were implemented.

Approaches to respond to development agreements

Based on the above and our analytical starting point, we have distilled the different observed 
changes into four implementation patterns. Practices of both decoupling and translation 
could be observed. Not only did the institutions have different responses to the agreements, 
but on occasion different parts of the agreements were followed up differently. Hence, the 
proposed patterns of change do not represent one institution. Rather, all our ten cases were 
a hybrid of two or more of the change patterns outlined below, but most had their primary 
emphasis on one of the them. Building on our theoretical starting point, the patterns cover 
the degree of change introduced in implementation and degrees of local translation. We have 
further refined these into two key dimensions: First, whether the new instrument created 
frictions when meeting existing local circumstances, in this manner representing a challenge 
to existing normative templates, or whether the instrument fit into existing frame of refer-
ence. In essence, this concerns also the degree of conflict and contestation in implementa-
tion (see, e.g. Matland, 1995). Second, the extent to which the local implementation process 
involved translation to a local context and an attempt to integrate this new set of goals into 
existing goal structure. It is particularly the integrative attempts that seemed to matter.

Avoiding frictions by sticking to what is there, but no integrative attempts

In many of the institutions, the agreements were perceived to have limited internal con-
sequences. This was not because of strategic avoidance, it was merely perceived that the 
agreements brought nothing new, so the impression was that the institutions were already 
doing what the agreements were demanding, representing a form of implementation where 
attempted change was largely buffered. This was either the result of the goals of the agree-
ments overlapping very strongly with existing institutional goals or goals stipulated in 
other parts of the steering system. As described by one interviewee:
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This is what makes it challenging, it is a too large overlap, and it is therefore not 
appropriate to operate with different steering systems – we have development agree-
ments, the national steering goals, our strategy and the operationalisation of this in 
terms of plans of action on different areas and within different faculties, and so on… 
(leadership)

Some informants reported that the overlap of goals was intended as it gave the impres-
sion of integration, which was the way to manage uncertainty. The result in practice, how-
ever, was that the agreements instead ended up having limited impact and added value for 
the institutions. As described by another leadership representative: “Why should we have 
an additional document called development agreement, it should be sufficient with the 
strategy.”

Looking into the agreements in such instances, the goals were rather generic and thus 
poorly integrated to local steering priorities. One example was the aim to “enhance the 
amount of external research funding.” This is a continuous goal for all institutions and was 
already incentivised in the performance-based funding of institutions. As such, the goal 
does not represent any challenge to existing goal structures or priorities. These types of 
goals as well as indicators for following up were rather common, and we observed that 
nearly all institutions had included formulations like this, but some considerably more 
than others. Generic goals in such agreements would to a limited extent contribute to dif-
ferentiation and diversification in the higher education system. The goals were also often 
summative and not process-oriented. They did not challenge existing priorities within the 
organisation and thus created little friction.

In some of the cases, this form of response was associated with change only being 
symbolic, while others also viewed this as being a case of slow adoption, opening up to 
attempts for more integration at a later stage.

In terms of indicators, this is a matter of maturation, I think. We started the work. We 
have a development agreement, we thought we had the right areas, but now we see 
that for the agreement to mean something in the organisation, they [the indicators] 
need to be not so spineless, that is, they must be more operationalised and integrated 
into the existing goal hierarchy. (leadership)

For the time being, implementation is viewed as a limited change and further work with 
integration was viewed as unnecessary. This suggests that while high degree of comple-
mentarity could be seen to imply limited changes (Greenwood et al., 2011), lack of explicit 
integrative attempts can nevertheless create gaps and problems.

Agreements as a new set of goals, disconnected from other goals

The agreements in some institutions did bring in new goals and priorities but remained 
isolated from the organisation’s strategic processes, following the traditional argument of 
decoupling. Changes were primarily implemented to assure legitimacy on a national arena. 
Goals formulated by the ministry to which the institutions had limited ownership are one 
typical example here. The goals became a new layer, resulting in added complexity locally. 
If integrative attempts were not made, there was limited prioritisation, and internal goal 
structure became overwhelming. As one leader noted: “We cannot see the wood for the 
trees.” Informants further described how there were too many goals and a need to report to 
different stakeholders.
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A result of this was limited linkages between the contracts and local strategic work. It 
was primarily the administrative staff that got the responsibility for reporting as part of the 
institution’s annual reporting. The lack of integration into the existing local steering led to 
a limited impact of the agreement as a steering instrument within the institution, both in 
terms of strategic and operative steering. One leader illustrated this: “So, I feel to a large 
extent, that what we do now is only an administrative exercise. We report on the develop-
ment agreement in the annual reporting […] it does not get a lot of attention from the lead-
ership.” As the agreements became an administrative matter, limited local translation took 
place.

This disconnection was also related to the leadership views on the potentials of the 
agreement for steering. One leader also expressed a worry for the institutions’ autonomy:

…and this is what is problematic, it is the institutions autonomy. It is ok that we have 
to report to our owner, and it is ok with a dialogue. But the universities are by law 
autonomous and have academic freedom within the laws and economic frames and if 
we get too many of these types of extra steering mechanisms, it will be perceived as a 
retrenchment of the autonomy.

The emphasis on both autonomy and that the strategy is a sufficient steering instrument, 
limited the perceptions of the agreement as an instrument for internal steering, and further 
contributed to a decoupling strategy.

Agreements as a way to prioritise within existing goal structure

Moving towards more integrative attempts, some institutions to a larger extent translated 
and integrated the agreements into their local processes. Here, the agreements had primar-
ily a local strategic role, to focus some aspects of the strategy. This did not mean the agree-
ments were always visible locally, but leadership saw this as an opportunity to set direction 
in their dialogue with for example institutional boards. While strategies have a long-time 
horizon and overarching nature, the agreement had more short-term and specific goals to 
deliver upon, the informants claimed. For some, it was also important to underline that 
this was an agreement between the institution and the ministry, to add power to the role 
of the agreements within the institution. As such, the agreement amplified the institution’s 
strategy and gave the leadership a legitimacy to act as it served as a prioritisation mecha-
nism. As described by one of the leaders: “I think the most important is that we use this 
to strengthen or develop the existing steering and strategy work. It creates an extra pres-
sure within the organisation to set the direction the way we think is important.” Another 
leader also supported and emphasised the agreement’s role as a prioritisation device and as 
a means to amplify the effect of their own strategy: “It is a bit like, sure.., strategy, what is 
that really about.. it is easier for us to say that we have an agreement with the ministry, we 
will be measured on this, so this we have to deliver on. Incentives and goals, they have an 
effect, people comply with them. So, the agreement will reinforce our own strategy.” Visi-
ble in both of these quotes is that the contracts were more integrated to local circumstances 
and had undergone some degree of editing. Yet, they also illustrate that the contracts did 
not challenge existing normative templates; they assisted with prioritisation within existing 
set of goals and priorities.

The agreements could also function as a mechanism for simplifying the work of insti-
tutional boards, as some board members embraced the agreements and saw them as a 
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focusing tool. One board member noted that: “When we discussed strategic matters, we 
hooked them onto the agreements.” The agreements further served as a mechanism for 
understanding the importance of strategy and creating cohesion within the board, described 
by another board member: “The agreement strengthens the opportunity to get an under-
standing of strategic leadership, and that we are a team, we [the board] get a greater team 
spirit”

While few, there were also examples where the agreements were followed up with 
organisational infrastructure and re-allocation of funding because of prioritisations. One 
example was the establishment of an internal project on digitalisation. In these instances, 
there was a tight coupling between the strategy and the agreements where the latter was 
used to set the strategy into action.

Agreements as a steering template

In the most integrated version, the agreements represented a new way to think about local 
steering, and there were active steps to integrate the changes. Not only did the agreements 
have an impact in terms of priorities, leadership also used them to transform internal 
steering practice. While most institutions in Norway operate with internal goal manage-
ment systems (Frølich, 2005), there is variety in how this is practiced. In instances where 
a generic annual plan was perceived inappropriate, the principal idea of agreements was 
copied internally. The change put more emphasis on bilateral dialogue between institu-
tional leadership and the faculties,  and allowed for different of goals between faculties. 
Many of the goals were process-oriented, allowing for setting some directions. One leader 
explained: “The document lays the foundation for a long-term dialogue on development 
goals with each of the faculties.” These localdevelopment plans were not unequivocally 
accepted in the organisation and created some tensions as they represented a new internal 
steering instrument. This was explained by one informant as: “As between the university 
and the ministry, we [the faculty] may use the development plan to tighten the screw a 
bit extra on matters we would like to work on more systematically. It has to relate to the 
annual plans and strategy, of course, but it may function as a disciplinary mechanism in 
certain environments, we emphasise that this is in a plan developed together with the rec-
torate.” Another leader claimed: “So, now the faculties have a ‘ghost’ hanging over their 
head which they may use in their dialogue with their departments.” This basically suggests 
the departments could also strategically reinforce their own priorities by referring to lead-
ership, similar to the arguments that the ministry had used when introducing the contracts 
nationally. An element of this was the worry that the agreements could lead to stronger 
internal steering, emphasised by some of the informants. Nevertheless, this form of local 
implementation suggested that the agreements were thus no longer only an external struc-
tural demand but also a normative template for “good steering” internally at the institution.

Summing up

These four patterns of implementing the agreements indicate that the four key aspects vary 
on a range from low to high. For instance, limited integrative attempts implied summative 
goals (low on process-oriented), low degree of ownership over the goals and perceiving the 
role of the agreements in steering of the institution as low alongside leadership not using 
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the agreement. On the reverse side, where the agreements were used as a steering template, 
these four aspects are all characterised by being highly present.

Discussion

From our analysis of the implementation of development agreements, we can relate these 
to our central conceptions concerning scope of change. The first concerned that the agree-
ments in principle supplemented the existing performance-based and steering system, thus 
not representing change as such. The other concerned the view that the agreements did 
bring something new on the table and the institutions could use them to act strategically 
both internally and externally. Where the former would imply that the agreements did not 
challenge existing normative templates within the organisations, the latter represented a 
challenge.

These two conceptions co-existed in the system and resulted in different ways in which 
the agreements were coupled with internal steering mechanisms. Here, ambiguity was 
feeding into these parallel conceptions, as it allowed both interpretations to prevail (cf. 
Fowler, 2021). One question remaining is whether agreements were perceived as not bring-
ing in anything new because they were perceived as illegitimate, or vice versa. Neverthe-
less, these co-existing conceptions allow us to engage in some more general reflections 
about implementation patterns.

Overall, we observed that there has been an uptake of the steering instrument, but this 
varied, and there was considerable variation in how the instrument was integrated within 
the organisation. Only a small number of the institutions among our ten actively engaged 
in decoupling as their primary response. However, it was also obvious that when the agree-
ments served as a focusing or strategising tool for leadership priorities, and the content of 
the agreement was perceived as legitimate by leadership, the types of goals were also more 
process-oriented.

The analysis reveals that when responding to such instruments as change drivers, 
we can further refine our analytical starting point. Our starting point here was that in 
most public systems of higher education, institutions usually need to comply with pub-
lic policy initiatives (or at least seem to do so). While our starting expectations put 
focus on the scope of change, our data indicates that it also concerns the degree to 
which the introduced change operates within existing normative templates, i.e. whether 
the proposed change operates within existing ways of doing things or whether the pro-
posed change represents a more fundamental challenge potentially introducing frictions 
into the organisation (cf. Greenwood et  al., 2011). In other words, this concerns the 
extent to which instruments bring in new impulses that challenge current organisational 
practices, priorities and ways of doing things, or not. One could expect that ambiguity 
would mean that decoupling would emerge, but our data also suggests that it can be 
related to different translations.

The other dimension we initially focused on translation, can further be refined as inte-
gration, that is, whether the instruments are implemented in isolation in a manner where 
it remains decoupled from other internal processes, or whether there is an attempt to also 
integrate them into the overall governing practice of the institution — either as a tool to 
prioritise, or as a template for steering practice.

Based on those two dimensions, we can identify four patterns of implementation.
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We have labelled the first pattern “buffered implementation” (Fig. 1). Here, the imple-
mentation processes are marked by an instrumental compliance-oriented logic, where 
ambiguity in this instance can create uncertainty. A means to comply is to make sure the 
proposed instrument wont challenge status quo at all. While the strategy allows for a way 
to buffer undesirable changes, it will over time increase complexity when demands mul-
tiply and compliance remains necessary. In contrast, in  situations where  new normative 
templates are at play, one can expect decoupling to emerge to a larger extent, into what we 
label as “symbolic implementation.” Ambiguity can be expected to enhance the need to 
“box in” the implementation process locally and engaging in window dressing.

On the integrative side, the first pattern we have labelled as “integrative implementa-
tion.” Here, instruments would be integrated locally — yet the integration would remain 
within existing normative templates. While it could be the case that priorities are made, 
there is no substantive challenge to existing priorities and practices and a need to rene-
gotiate meanings. Finally, when implementation both challenges existing status quo in a 
substantive manner and is focused on integration, we can observe “interpretive implemen-
tation,” where ambiguity allows for local interpretation and translation processes.

It should be mentioned that the heuristic is not normative in nature, where focus on 
interpretive implementation processes is desirable and buffered implementation is undesir-
able — different variations can emerge and be necessary depending on circumstances. The 
empirical case here also provided some possible insights into what matters for the vari-
ous patterns identified here. For example, acknowledgement of internal complexity over 
simplistic assumptions, leadership engagement, and local ownership seem to point towards 
more integrative approaches. Moreover, a stronger administrative and academic divide is 
related to less integrative approaches. In contexts where the proposed change is ambigu-
ous, it is nevertheless important to have some clarity over goals, as lack of clarity can also 
weaken ownership.

Concluding remarks

While literature on higher education is still ripe with analysis of the consequences of new 
public management and marketisation in governing of higher education, the policy trajec-
tories in Europe are mixed (Maassen et al., 2011), and also include an increased focus on 
re-regulation (Capano & Pritoni, 2020). Recent shifts in analysis of public governance also 
hint of possible changes that may become more relevant for higher education over time. For 
example, research on collaborative governance (Ansell & Gash, 2008; Ansell & Torfing, 
2015; Bingham, 2011) is one avenue where new, more networked, and more participatory 
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forms of governance have become pronounced. Also, in higher education, some of this has 
started to manifest in Europe. In quality assurance, there is a shift away from hard regula-
tive accreditation-oriented regimes towards more risk-based, dialogue oriented, and differ-
entiated forms of quality assurance (Elken & Stensaker, 2022).

This article provides a starting point to discuss how universities respond to ambiguous 
governance instruments, and the local implementation processes that emerge. The study 
adopted a bottom-up approach to implementation. Through a study of how ten higher 
education institutions implemented the pilot of development agreements in Norway, we 
identified four implementation patterns — including both decoupling-oriented and trans-
lation-oriented approaches. With this as a starting point, the article assumes that ambigu-
ity matters in implementation processes (Fowler, 2021; Matland, 1995), and it can both 
be a resource in the implementation process, while it also shapes the implementation pro-
cesses. It is a resource when some leeway concerning various local translations is relevant, 
but it can also lead to very different local interpretation processes which can undermine 
implementation processes.

With this in mind, we proposed a heuristic building on two core dimensions — the 
degree to which changes introduce new normative templates and the degree of integration 
within the organisation. In each of those, ambiguity plays an integral, but different, role. 
We hope the heuristic provided in this article can provide one starting point  for further 
discussions and a starting point to explore implementation processes where multiple inter-
pretations are not a finding but a basic expectation of implementation processes.
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