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Professional Autonomy in English and Dutch universities: the
I nfluence of Refor ms on the Resear ch Practicesin Public Research
Universities

Liudvika Leisyté

1. Introduction

Recent decades have major reforms in higher education and research systems
throughout Europe. Some have been inspired by New Public Management (NPM),
which deliberately alters the structure and policy-development process in public-
sector organizations with the purpose of making them more efficient and effective
(Pollitt, 1996). The management models of the 1980s and 1990s entailed a much more
direct ideological and political attack on institutional and professional autonomy of
universities that could not be covered by political rhetoric (H. F. de Boer, Enders, &
Leisyte, 2007). At face value, there has been an emphasis to increasingly steer the
academic research agendas from outside the academic community. Taking into
account the lessons of implementation studies that show that the ultimate outcomes of
reforms can differ greatly from the initial policy goals (Sabatier, 1999), it is
interesting to explore to what extent the changes in the English and Dutch higher
education and research sector filter through the system from the top to the bottom, i.e.
from the state to the research unit level within universities.

This paper presents the findings of an international comparative study of higher
education policy influence on the basic units of knowledge production in
biotechnology and history at public research universities (Leisyte, 2007a). The aim of
the paper is to explore how higher education and research reforms in England and the
Netherlands have influenced professional autonomy of certain basic research units.
The paper uses the interview data collected in 2005, supplemented with the document
and secondary literature analysis. In order to understand change in the professional
autonomy we look at research practices of basic research units, such as, their freedom
to choose lines of research.

The paper starts with the overview of the higher education and research reforms in
England and the Netherlands since 1980s. After setting the context, the theoretical and
methodological underpinnings are presented. The paper proceeds with the exploration
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of the professional autonomy of basic researchsunitiotechnology and medieval
history in both countries looking at stability andange in their research practices.
The major findings are summarized in the last palfbwed by a reflection on the
comparison between the two fields of research amodcountries.

2. Changing context of the basic resear ch units
2.1 English reforms

Following the 1985 Jarratt Report on university agament, some patterns of change
spread across research universities in Englandingadecision-making away from
the centre to the work-floor level, putting in paenechanisms for strategic
management, introducing transparency in financiattens and having clear
management lines with fewer committees. However ctimservative academic guild
attitudes still prevailed. (Smith 1999:169-170) Mibe radical reforms of the 1980s,
the dictate by the centralized policy control oé hpovernment and funding councils
could be traced in the leadership practices of -gl@ncellors, which arguably
reduced the academic oligarchy security, and assdaim, even threatened their
autonomy, academic values and culture (Leisyte7Bp0

With the advent of 1980s reforms, the “quasi-mdarkat higher education and
research has been established in England. Theatétimim of the policies was to
produce an efficient higher education system witlbedief in the market as an
effective and efficient regulating force. As a résaf the governmental scrutiny a
mass and quasi-market system was created. Howewas centrally regulated by the
government with the ever increasing number of wpéapers, intermediary regulatory
and advisory bodies.

The major issues of the policy agenda were finanoguality and structures. Until

now it is agreed that universities live in challgrggtimes with “continuing downward

pressure on resources.” (Benjamin, 1996, p. 77)t Agas noted before, a sizeable
income of universities is from allocations from palsources, such as HEFCE for
teaching according to formulaic method based onntlmaber of students, research
councils’ funding for research as well as thireekatn money from industries and other
bodies, such as endowments, donations, residemcesadering and academic fees.
Research funding is distributed selectively to &hasstitutions that demonstrated
excellence in research. Here the RAE results haen bnfluential. This part of

funding and its allocation within institution is @rof the most debated issues. A
similar driver for quasi-market orientation of uergities has been governmental
programs targeted to facilitate better fund raisatguniversities. These programs
would reward universities, for example, throughvilong new laboratory equipment

as matching funds.

The management of universities has been strengih&il®wing the managerial
pressures from outside introduced principally byegament policy agendas and
funding regimes. (Deem 2003:66) Perhaps one ofntlagor policies influencing
internal governance structures and institutionahaggment was the Jarratt report of
1985, which put pressures on universities with rtitoric of the modernization of
university management. The major issues that wetled report induced the abolition
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of academic tenure, selectivity and strategic meseaquality control, fewer
committees within universities, bringing transpanenrequirements of financial
matters and placing mechanisms for strategic pteyni

These and other policies, like Dearing report (398@d the Further and Higher
Education Act of 1992 brought in pressures for maceountability, efficiency,
quality and standards into the higher educatiortesysn England. Following these
reports, the power of the Councils and Courts ateusities was strengthened as well
as the need for accountability to public bodies parformance of institutional
governance and management with the help of extgrdalcided benchmarks and
performance indicators. One of the major instrumeior this has been the ever
increasing in size Research Assessment Exercigequiastion still is what changes
did it bring for the behavior of institutional seniand middle management as well as
academics in universities when it comes to decidingvhat staff to employ, what
type of research should be carried out, which dis@s should be at the forefront and
full support of the university.

“Users” have to be involved in every level of pgliftormation in higher education
(Senker & al., 1999, p. 22). External “stakeholsiei is visible in university co-
operation with other institutional actors in prawers of teaching, research and services
in the community as well as the involvement of exaé “stakeholders” in university
decision-making processes.

In the English case, evidence suggests that theamds practices have been
influenced by higher education policies. After 1988forms, university management
gained importance which brought an interventioarst less trustful approach to the
university in England that challenged the practiceacademics. The loss of control

of academics here meant the restriction on theidawmic freedom and autonomy to
some extent. The segmentation of academic acswt®wed an increasing emphasis
on strategic research. This has lead to the fugbparation of teaching from research
and certain restrictions of the research themessesdue to financial pressures,

researchers have to adhere to the research cauacitither donors’ strategic themes
and be accountable to them for the results of éisearch. The increasing selectivity
of research staff and further stratification ofuarsities have been clearly visible in

the English university system in the past twentarge However, the adherence to
disciplinary norms and acknowledgement of the irntgpure of basic research have
remained fairly strong in the academic self-goveoeain England. (Leisyte, de Boer,

& Enders, 2006)

2.2 Dutch reforms

In 1985 the government introduced the concepttekisng from a distance’, in which
beliefs about the virtues of regulation and plagnvere meant to set "the boundary
conditions within which the higher education systisno operate” (Goedegebuure et
al., 1994, p. 196). The idea, made generally knawrthe white paper ‘Higher
Education: Autonomy and Quality’ (“HOAK”), was toopition the national
government in the role of catalyst, coordinator gfidancial) facilitator and to
enhance the autonomy of the universities (De Vijl@eMertens, 1990; Maassen &
Van Vught, 1988).
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Since then this idea has been developed furtheeweral laws, strategic plans, and
government white papers. In 1993 the core elemehtthe steering philosophy
‘steering from a distance’ were codified in a neanegral law on higher education
(“WHW 1993"). During this period of drafting thisew national bill for higher
education the then minister argued that a ‘selelgtiinterfering government’ was a
more appropriate description for the new steeripgr@ach towards higher education
than ‘a government steering from a distance’. Tditéet could be interpreted as a
government ‘being absent’ and this was absolutelythe government’s intention.
Apart from setting the parameters for the univgrsctor the government would
certainly intervene if deemed necessary.

In the national strategic higher education and aiete plan of 2000 (“Hoger
Onderwijs en Onderzoeksplan”) (MOCW, 2000) govemntakderegulation and self-
regulation of the higher education sector werd &@ing stressed. The national
government made clear its intention to continuenglthe same lines: enhancing
institutional autonomy and strengthening marketmation (MOCW, 2000, p. 36). In
the same document the minister also briefly suggesitat the future relationship
between the national government and the univessst®uld be characterized more as
contractual (MOCW, 2000, p. 37). After 2004, furthderegulation, enhanced
institutional autonomy, and increased accountgbi@mained the buzzwords. The
government intends to exercise its powers in @hato institutions’ outputs and the
societal consequences of the universities’ perfomes. In 2005 the government
launched its ideas for a completely new nationaloachigher education ‘Legislation
Note’; “Wetgevingsnotitie” (MOCW, 2005). According the then minister, due to
fundamental changes in the world of higher edupatite 1993 national higher
education act was outdated and needed such a gtorewision that a completely
new Act was justified. The underlying rationale tbfs and related white papers,
however, seamlessly fit the HOAK steering philosgpdovernment steering from a
distance while granting the universities substanimstitutional autonomy. The
government wants to encourage the universities duether to act as societal
entrepreneurs. Universities should become realorate organisations, being prompt
in responding to the needs of the economy andatibeur market. It seeks to remove
restrictions on the capacity of universities todehas if they were business firms (H.
de Boer & Goedegebuure, 2007). It also stresset dhaups with stakeholder
interests should play a more prominent role inirsgtiheir directions; this is referred
to as horizontal accountability. In 2007 howevenesv cabinet came into power and,
at least for the moment, the ideas for a new natiact will not be put into practice.
Nevertheless after more than twenty years the $88fing philosophy still forms the
core of the way in which the government steers Bliigher education and research.
In this period many reforms have been implementeédut the philosophy of steering
from a distance into practise. New national fundsajpemes, the introduction of
quality assessment procedures for teaching andansdse the devolvement of
authorities from the state to the universities omatters of personnel’, and the
introduction of a new internal governance structiareuniversities are examples of
‘HOAK-related’ reforms that significantly changetiet institutional arrangements
surrounding Dutch researchers.

Also with respect to research policies, the goveminihas changed its approach over
the years. Since the late 1970s the governmentwezh@n increased interest in
research affairs and since then it has taken mafigypinitiatives to rationalize
academic research and to increase the internalexflly of science production. Public
research should increasingly become nationally rarmghed, more transparent and in
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harmony with social needs, evaluated in terms afityjuand accounted for (Leisyte,
2007). Apart from these policy goals, over the gethere has also been a growing
emphasis on competition, innovation, valorisatiod partnerships with industry.

The implications of the policy changes for univees have been widely discussed
(H. de Boer, 2003; H. de Boer, Denters, & Goedegeu2000; H. F. de Boer,
Enders, & Leisyte, 2007). There is, in other worts doubt that the landscape within
which Dutch university researchers work has chan@ezisyte, 2007). As these
studies reveal, the redistribution of authoritiesnf the state to the universities has
had many consequences, which are likely to affeetrésearch practices at the shop
floor level in universities. We observe for instare strengthening of the managerial
powers within the universities, an increasing manmity of performances and outputs
and a growing emphasis to program science produciweer the years the internally
defined criteria for research were complemented eljernally defined criteria
(Blume, Spaapen, & Prins, 1985; Hazeu, 1989; vassRm, 1987). In universities,
strategic research planning has increasingly comé¢hé fore. It seems that by
empowering institutional leadership and by providthese leaders with information
on performances research agendas are no longeelertontrolled by individual
academics. However, it is unclear to what exteeseéhchanges on the national and the
institutional level really have impinged on the@amy of academics to decide what
research topics to pursue. There is little evideoce the implications of the
governance changes for the shop floor level amwi(Jongbloed & van der Meulen,
2006; Leisyte, 2007a)

In the remainder of this paper we explore to whdem university researchers of
English and Dutch universities still control thegsearch agendas. Traditionally
research themes were determined on the basis ofymwltratic preferences of
individual professors. Researchers had and usedeate freedom to undertake
research of one’s own choosing (Ziman, 2000).

We assume that academics in principle want to detigir own research questions
and keep their professional autonomy as much ag ¢ha. External interference
should be minimal. However due the changes inrtegtutional environments — some
of them explicitly focused on externally definingsearch agendas, programs and
themes — this may no longer be the case. In thé seotion, we will provide a
theoretical underpinning to help explaining theerattion between the research units
and their changing institutional environment.

3. Theoretical consider ations

The famous laboratory studies within the sociologyscience in 1970s produced a
conceptual understanding of how scientists functieithin their institutional
environment. In particular, the credibility cycleodel introduced by Latour and
Woolgar is very helpful in understanding how theea@rch practices starting from
inputs (ideas, problems, methods) and turning theta outputs (funding and
reputation) build academic credibility (Latour & \blgar, 1979). The attention is
drawn to the importance of reputation and credibhiwithe academic community. The
credibility cycle is continuous, in which recogoiti, prestige and resource play an
important role. The extention of this model in faéecounts points to the shifting
audiences that academics address and the possibflicts this may cause. The
changing institutional environment may mean diffitrexpectations from academics
of what and how to research. In essence, what saarthe end is the ability of the
academic to convert the work to make it count fiéflecent audiences (Knorr-Cetina,
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1982; Lehenkari, 2003). Thus the creation of cnéitiboccurs in several areas that
interact with each other — research sponsors, thentfic community, regulatory
authorities, university management (Leisyte, 200Thgse audiences are important in
the institutional environment as they exert theesulnorms, values, and beliefs that
facilitate and possibly obstruct the credibilityilding process of research units.

With the changes in the higher education and rebeas discussed in the previous
section, the audiences and institutions governagjdoresearch units changed, which
means, that the credibility cycle of research umis/ be affected. One of the possible
interpretations is that with the changing higheuaadion and research governance
arrangements, these new audiences, such as reguladies or industry, may
influence the research agendas of academics. kr etbrds, the new audiences as
well as the old ones may have an impact on thetsnptithe academic credibility
cycle.

To understand how the research units react to Hanges in their institutional
environments, Oliver's (1991) typology is usefullig@r, 1991). According to her,
based on the resource dependence and the neatinost@l theories from the
organizational sociology, research units act thhougtrategies created and
implemented in response to the changes in thetutisial environment. These
strategies can range from passive compliance antbroity to external rules and
norms and interests of stakeholders, to symbolimpt@ance and to pro-active
manipulation and negotiation of the environmente Tompliance strategy means the
adherence of research units to the myths and ceiemavithin their institutional
environment even if it means changing their cotevies. The symbolic compliance
strategy means the buffering of research unitsuacactivities from the formal
structure. Finally, the manipulation strategy isrs@s a high level of resistance to an
institutional environment and even influencing tlevironment according to the
research unit’'s preferences. The type of strategylieés the ability to maintain the
status quo or necessity to change the activitiethefresearch unit. In the current
study, the autonomy of research units therefore lmarnindicated by the type of
response they use to react to their institutiomalirenment. If research unit uses
compliance strategy, this means it may need tog#éa core activity, such as setting
the research agenda according to the requireméritee dnstitutional environment.
On the other hand, if the research unit uses th@pukation strategy, this means that
it can determine its own research agenda and eNieremce the agenda setting within
the institutional environment.

4. M ethodology

The multiple case study design was employed irsthdy. The rationale for selecting
cases was based on theoretical sampling of basieareh units in research
universities in the Netherlands (Yin, 2003). Thentcasting cases were selected to
account for the different institutional environmeiof research units. Here two criteria
were employed: the contrasting disciplines as wasllestimated research quality.
Medieval history and biotechnology were chosendaress the variety of the cultures
of the ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ sciences as well as trawtial mode of knowledge production,
such as Mode 1 and more fluid and application oe@rMode 2 type of research
(Biglan, 1973; Gibbons et al., 1994). The secontkron of the estimated research
guality of the research unit is based on the assamthat the credibility of research
unit based on its quality may influence the respaiasthe institutional environment
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Therefore, we distinguish between *high achievargl ‘middle achievers’ among the
research units in both disciplines. Thus the sieobf the basic research units as
cases was purposive based on the research perfogrofithe basic research units.
The data collection implied using multiple sourcévidence under the rationale of
triangulation (Yin, 2003). The study used documelitsrature, and semi-structured
interviews. The documents and the literature addtbs period since the 1980s.
During 2005, the following interviews were carriedt: 16 interviews in four basic
research units in England and 16 interviews in tmasic units in the Netherlands, as
well as 8 interviews with the top and middle unsrgr managers in England and 6
top and middle university managers in the Netheldarf-urther 18 interviews were
collected with the national policy makers and adstrative staff of the universities in
England and 15 similar interviews in the Netherkatml gain further insights into the
context of the higher education reform in both ddes. Altogether 6 public research
universities were visited.

5. Case study evidence

5.1 Problem choicein English biotechnology units

All senior and junior biotechnology researcher€imglish research units report that
they still have a lot of freedom to decide what aod they want to research provided
they have funding for it. Therefore both externahding bodies and university
management are important in steering problem chinicesearch. Funding bodies can
in fact influence what area to research according professor in a high performing
unit:

You a have a certain amount of room for manoeuwsafar as nobody
actually comes in says: “you will work on this prot’ But if you cannot get

the funding to work on this protein, because theritles or the research
councils or whoever it is doesn’'t provide you wahgrant and you don't
have the ground funded, then you had it, see yaout thave that, you don’t

have a massive room to manoeuvre. Nobody comesdrsays go and work
on protein X but if you are not working on protei) that someone will

fund, then you won’t work on anything. So in a whgre is someone, the
funding bodies guide it. | don’t have a little paitmoney that the university
provides me with, so just go away and do your cwmgt

In this way, the freedom to choose research tapisemewhat restricted by external
requirements. For English biotechnology units th@nmconcern is how to fit the
priority areas of external funding bodies to enleatie fundability of their projects.
Strategies for increasing fundability and fittingoject proposals into thematic
priorities include the adjustment of topics, theatggic writing of proposals, and the
repackaging of ideas.

All researchers report that the choice of resedoghics usually is related to the
likelihood of funding. If there is no funding, tleeis a threat to that particular research
line and a researcher has to go where there isifgravailable. They often play
‘percentage games’ and strategically decide whietdihg initiative is most suitable
to meet the basic research unit’s interests. Agssdr for example, goes only for the
highly probable funding, and diversifies the furglimase:
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When these initiatives come up, | think more so mew are taking a
strategic view on looking at what the topic isw# see that this is something
that we are really involved in and we can really fogether a good bid, then
we go for it. You are just playing simple percemagmes, you are looking
at your likelihood for funding through differentutes and that is partly
down to just simply doing the numbers; how much eyrs there in this
initiative, how many people are likely to apply, atls your percentage of
getting it. But it's also looking at your belief your ability to put together a
really good proposal.

Applying for funding to him is about what is mogfigent, weighing the pros and
cons of the likelihood of funding of the researopit. He aims at less competitive
grants due to a low application success rate. Sitpjlin another unit a senior
researcher draws attention to the fundability dmtitgto pursue topics of interest:

It was my agenda insofar as | started working irm@ea which | thought was
interesting to me and I've been fortunate on theletuntil perhaps very
recently, that it has also been fundable, so li@@ron down that line until
someone comes along and it gets worse.

There is a change in terms of making strategicsitats if the topic fits the funding
bodies’ themes as researchers have to be realistiot funding and their ability to
carry out research. If the research problem isswitable for the funding priorities,
then they try to be strategic and creative abowt tw find some other initiative to
maximize the chances of success by adjusting #m@ehBut this does not mean real
change in their research direction, just “you pdiferent spin on it, on what you are
doing” . Thus, researchers in both groups strasdlgiclecide which research council
theme fits their own research. Here they also volt®rtain strategies of using “fire
words such as relevance, innovation” in the psafg and even repackaging the
ideas. In other words, in the grant proposals #raphasize what the reviewers of the
grants want to hear:

Actually what they are doing is that they are phipagetting the same
research in, but they are just getting the peaplarite it in a rather different
way. And | have, just from a pure research fungiolticy point of view, | do
have some problems with things they are saying; #ne going entirely for
things which are terribly innovative and you kngwu get this lie a lot.

The importance of considering fundability is alsor fthe sake of maintaining
credibility. A professor from a high performing temphasizes that it is dangerous to
always lose, since it harms your prestige and tbereyour future funding
opportunities: “If you lose the edge in your fielahu will not get your grant renewed
in that area if you're not at the cutting edgehattarea” . A researcher with a number
of bad experiences in terms of good reviews buunding is very concerned about it
since this is an indication that funding bodies wiid regard the topic as fundable. His
strategy to improve the situation is to actuallpmfpe the topic area, which he thinks
is a difficult thing to do and what he does notareppositively:
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| am trying to look and see whether | can swap whigiht be regarded as a
more attractive funding area. That's not all thahightforward to do. But

yes, that is what happens whether you like it dr Aad you have to try and
shift the emphasis of what you are doing and trymnget my PhD students
in my group to move on a biochemical basis rathanta structural basis, to
do more x-rays, to do more lab work that is noédlily related to structures,
synthesis, put value added into our grant pubbecatiand output. This is the
way the funding bodies wanted to pay, and thatis.fit's public money.

Finally, as discussed in the section on fundindh lgyoups follow diversification of
funding via grant proposals that helps to offsetdffects of competition.

Funding is crucially important while there is a gtien of how to balance between
curiosity driven research questions and fundabdéeaeh questions. Researchers in
both groups still predominantly think that the ise@re coming from unanswered
guestions from previous research and only therarekers do try to fit into the theme
of the funding initiative as seen from a profedsom a lower performing unit:

As a scientist | feel most comfortable with drivitige next phase of research
from what you have previously done. Now the damajehat is what people
say, oh, it's incremental.

Similarly, a researcher from another research nepiorts that the process of selecting
his topics is “organic evolution”.

These strategic considerations help both researtts yreserve their problem
choices. They are not willing to change their researeas easily because “it's hard
to shift your thinking”. They find ways to adjust the demands of external funding
bodies by taking strategic steps in choosing teearch topic.

At the same time, it is not only external fundihgttmay influence problem choice in
basic research units. University management inctme of lower performing unit
tried to do this as well by centrally appointinge troup leader whose job was to
change the direction of research within the group:

When asked about the guidance in problem choieegtbup leader thinks that he is
the facilitator for research themes, while the fagdbodies are the ones that are
directing problem choice. He admits that he coultlence the research agenda of
junior researchers but less so the research agérsgaior researchers:

Actually in research it's very difficult for peopl® turn the right hand
corner. What happens is like a big ship, just slightly and to say well it's
turning because of anything you've said or anyththgt is happening
externally is hard to judge. What | think is prolyatorrect is to say that the
research leaders are very clever and they have diag minds; they know
what they doing and they will adjust a bit but thase pretty mature
individuals who need I'd say discussion but vemyiled advice. It's the
more junior staff who are coming through the ramiso kind of witness
what | say and how | say it and are potentiallyjuancable (sic). | think
that’'s a key code: to develop and influence. Ofrsewyou do that in your
own research groups but you also need to it wighother juniors.

While talking to junior researchers, they admittttieey contribute to discussions but
the research topics are decided by the seniornds=ain this case, the group leader.
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The exception was the junior researcher who haddependent fellowship and could
follow her own research line, but still had toifito the overall research theme.

The question of the leader’s role in research agesetting and different decision
power on problem choice between juniors and seni@s also a point of discussion
in the high performing unit. This research unih& due for re-organisation as it has
earned high credibility from its excellent performea in the RAE. In contrast to the
lower performing unit, management has not becomelwed in major agenda setting.
Researchers in the high performing unit share egjratconsiderations regarding
external funding. The professor reports that a amder can do something
“completely off the wall”, in other words, complétefollow his/her own research
idea only if he/she is established in the field had funding for research. Both he and
another researcher agree that the majority of reseess do not have this high
credibility and no additional free hands to do whiay want. A post-doc does not
have any freedom to choose his research topice sins already funded by the
project for which Pl applied and received fundimtpwever, he can contribute to
writing proposals.

5.2 Problem choice in Dutch biotechnology research units

Academics in both Dutch biotechnology research sumit principle have their
academic freedom to decide what and how they wargdearch. Their ideas usually
come from unanswered questions from previous reBeathat is organically
following the developments in their discipline. Hewer, both research units indicate
they are conditioned by funding for their reseaaold therefore external sponsors can
be influential in guiding their problem choice. Dteethe nature of biotechnology,
academic in both research units heavily rely oir t@laborations, thus the problem
choice may be a collective endeavour. As a postedalcresearcher from the medium
achieving group has put it:

When you want to write a project proposal, you ilyeaant to have a proof
principal so you can do the work. So that's oneojTdo you have a suitable
collaboration, cause it's often needed for a gproposal. So that’s the basis
actually. If you have those two and a good idea, gen start writing.

Within the research units the collaborative sp&itnaintained by their leaders, where
the open discussion of research topics is encodrage with this respect the problem
choice may be regarded as a ‘team effort’. For g@larthe high achieving research
unit leader emphasized the democratic and stragggicoach they undertake while
choosing collective research directions:

There is one other staff member but of course we Istrategic discussion
within the group. And you rely also on your PhDd&uats and your post-docs
and their skills; 1 value their opinion. So | cenlgt ask them also about their
view to the future; where do you think the chanaes in the future? So
strategic discussions we have with the staff mesdaut also as a group.
We even have sometimes a day [for this purpose].

10
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However, in the cases of collaboration with theustdy, academics maintain their
freedom to define research agenda and prefer natotoply with the external
agenda’s set by the industry.

The respondents of the biotechnology units emphdbkiz importance of ‘fitting’ into
the overall themes and strategic directions ofghmup that are “pretty vague” as
characterized by the group leader. . This is ngtr&ing given that they are reached
through a discussion and consensus among the gneuybers and there is a general
willingness to be embedded in the research unitcatidborative work. This applies
to both junior and senior academics, although theuration as regards freedom to
choose their own research questions differs. Juesgarchers tend to be influenced
by their professors what topics to pursue, espgcidl it comes to writing
collaborative big project proposals for externahding bodies. In the case of more
experience post-doctoral researchers, howevern#ime of the professor is only
added to the project proposal only at the end fetieno real steering of problem
choice taking place as noted by a post-doc frorh hithieving research unit:

All the projects the post-docs have written are pletely by themselves.
The professor, if you need him or her for carrittyggn the name is there, the
signatures at the end and that’s the only thingotibéessor does.

The influence of professors is also significanttire discussions of the overall

research themes of the research units and detegniné major areas and directions.
The post-doctoral researchers usually fit into gaeeral framework.

The attitude of maintaining own priorities in limath the overall research agenda of
the unit is supported by the faculty managemeng. lanagers do not impinge on the
academic freedom of research units. The group teatienk that as long as the play
the game in the right way, that is maintain theliggand attract external funding, the

research units can pursue problem choice of their liking. As expressed by the

middle achieving research unit leader the managemederstands that academics
work best when they have freedom for manoeuvrehatwand how to research:

You have to keep that door [managers’] closed. {iduld go to every
meeting where managers tell us how to get into inghimitiatives, | would
never be here. It's probably for the best they ldat,tthey push for new
funds, new initiatives, but I just have to makeeswe do good research and
if there are any opportunities that pop up, yowsthde able to work on that.

| think we get a lot of freedom, and rightly so.also depends on which
people you hired but if you trust that someone wantdo his job properly,
you should give him the freedom to do so.

At the same time, the external funding from NWCEQF schemes can be prescribing
certain thematic areas that are more likely to fgaeded. As substantial external
funding is indispensable to the research units wuéhe nature of biotechnology
research, the academics tend to be careful in tialgrbetween their own research
priorities and those of the external sponsors. Wsuhey write proposals in a certain
way so as to fit the external criteria and choosanfashionable topic among the
scientific community. Researchers are open aboeit Strategic behaviour in this
regard. For instance, a professor from the medighieging research unit puts it
succinctly:
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The theme we are working on is very popular. | miwme are many grants
you can apply for, so there is a constant possibiti apply for grants. Of
course you try to fit in as good as you can in ttieme they want. Try to
write to some extent what they want to hear.

When talking about the EU funded research projesipgsals, both Dutch
biotechnology research units are concerned abautdmstantly changing research
priorities. They have to focus on specific aread programmes and that can be a
problem as it may require to shifts research agehidavever, researchers do not
indicate any examples of such behaviour as thewsiglly for funding that fits with
their own research problem choice and try to beatore in choosing the right
programme. This does not come without real concbowg to balance the two. As
exemplified by a professor from the high achieviegearch unit:
EU priorities change so one has to be creative thi#imes in order to get
proposals through: | mean EU is now focusing maamnyhealth, so it's all
about health. So you have to refocus and if youirara field where your
bacteria are not really health related you haveéntb a way. Otherwise you
cannot make proposals anymore. You have to beiweeatound the themes
they choose.

In many cases this means framing the questions, fgh in essence, this does not
change the key focus of their research agendapidtdem choice in biotechnology
research units is thus a bundle of decisions alaouesearcher's own research
interests, collaboration opportunities, researcht simategic priorities and external
project grant requirements.

5.3 Problem choicein English medieval history units

The selection of research topics in both Englishdimal history units is
predominantly driven by the dynamics of their oweseaarch inquiry, where the
process of individual reflection and consultatiomhvihe wider academic community
is central. Both senior and junior researchers eoyer on this matter in the high
performing unit: “I think the system is still freenough to allow great changes.
Nobody is going to mind if |1 suddenly start working financing Latin America in
the 19th century, provided | can carry on produdimg output on that” . There is a
system in place to ensure good outputs are prodicgdvhen it comes to research
themes there is a lot of independence from the gemant:

The overwhelming majority of staff research is diyngione in terms of the
choice of members of staff as to what to pursuethadlepartment involves
itself to the extent that it has a regular annuahioring of staff's research
output and research plans. And clearly its conteohiefly that the research
should be of the international calibre, the intéoral level, rather than
having any particular interest in what form, whadrtgular subject the
researcher addresses.

There is some pressure from the management in t&imthe definition and
management of research projects while “decidingtviths we want to do still lies
with us as individuals”. Here the pragmatics of teeearcher is working, where he
tries to combine the freedom of choice of topic kedp his employer happy.
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In lower performing unit, the policy of the wholeogp is to pay more attention to
academically driven research problems. They stigattg participate in the faculty
multidisciplinary research themes to earn credipiin the eyes of the faculty
management and get the new staff positions asaseib put their own topics on the
faculty agenda. In other words, they are proactivefluencing the development of
faculty themes. The department head still firmliieaees that research should be idea-
driven rather than guided by funding bodies’ densand

There is an intellectual commitment in the departirte move forward, to

moving the university forward, but it's not simpihasing the money, that’s
what we are afraid of to some extent, that ouraedewill, if we are not

careful, be resource rather than idea-driven.

Other respondents in this unit note as well thayttlo not see a lack of room for
manoeuvre in deciding what to research. A profegsable to look at a completely
new area:

| can’t find a green liberal metaphor for this, liuts rather like being the
first whaling ship to enter the Arctic; all the wés are around you to pick
young prey... or a less horrific image, walking int@ new gold fields in
Australia as the first person to walk there aparinf natives and picking up
lumps of gold everywhere, instead of having tonefihe gold that has been
recycled.

However, in both groups there are indications thaearchers need to follow certain
considerations when choosing topics for externfllyded projects. Such strategic
considerations have to do with the application unding bodies for grants, where
certain areas of research are more likely to beddnTherefore, researchers have to
make choices about how to fit into the priority aref the funder without
compromising their own research interests too mirR#search topics are thus not
entirely driven by the academic agenda of the rekeas, but are influenced by
funding priorities and the perceived likelihoodgattting funding for certain themes.
The high performing unit considers carefully asraug what to apply for and has a
strategy of how to improve research proposals tureeexternal funding. Their
considerations include not only the kinds of reskeauestions that could be requested
but also "how we might package what we are progpsiost effectively in a way that
will attract the interest of outside funding bodieBhis careful consideration is not
without reason. The experience of a senior respunsleows that the topics of the
research projects funded by the funding bodiesreletded to the priorities of those
bodies.

In lower performing unit there are indications oh#ar influences on problem choice
when it comes to funding bodies. For example, wagplying for project funding for
three years, a junior researcher admits:

| wouldn’t possibly immediately have chosen [thee&ch topic] although
it's actually very much connected; it's not cent@aimy research. And so it's
influencing....Market funding has influenced what nfiyture research
expectations would be over a period extending aBottt 3 year period. |
would actually have to say, ok, | will be concetitrg on something which |
might not concentrate or probably would not conatotherwise.
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This junior researcher regrets that he had to come his research topic: “I'd like
to have chosen to do something else which willregeme a bit more”. Similarly, a
professor from lower performing unit is not sagsfiwith the restraints coming from
the funding bodies. He reiterates that applyingeiternal funding is “exhausting and
limiting”, since the external funding bodies havamy rules and restrictions:

I've saddled myself with a research project witlgéunumber of rules and
restrictions attached that limit me and make myitghio research much less.
And when these three years are over | am not gmingp it again before
another ten years, | should be free again, and haveich better research
basis.

This unit emphasizes that they follow practical sideration of the likelihood of
funding while applying for the research projectseeyt employ the strategy of using
specific topics that may fit the priorities of thending bodies:

| think the funding bodies...influence enormously whatually gets done
because ultimately any time you might have fourfiee equally kind of
good projects which ...selection you think, goodjgets which you could
look at, and you'll say ok, those four give gooajpcts, they've got lots of
intellectual merit but | don't think a realistic waf getting funded-- whereas
this project will actually tap into and this hag@od chance to get funded, so
I’'m going to go with that one. | think actually tHanding bodies still
actually have an effect on what's going to comelmdause ultimately [one
has to]...go after the money.’

Obviously funding is very important to both resdéagroups while they try to balance
the demands of the funding bodies and their oweares interests and agendas. This
partial compliance to the rules of the game of ggbfunding is a strategy used by
both junior and senior researchers.

An alternative response to the pressure for extefumading is the strategy of
diversification. A professor from exclusively folls his own research interests while
applying for external funding. His strategy is dii€ying his funding base and being
popular enough to have his own ‘industry’ whichnigs in money — that is to
participate in different TV shows, documentariesd @galks. This is a way to earn
money for research that is not heavily taxed aravides some means to carry out
research that he likes. He calls it entertainmargirtess as seen in this extended
quote:

History and archaeology are hugely popular with gelic. And there has
been a tremendous growth of programmes on thenstdtsing to subside
because they got over-funded, overstretched; tlaeee too many bad
programmes on archaeology and history, some oflwhitelped to make.
But that is alright, my sources are very divergegraund level that means
that village history society appears every yedhiatlocality. If | wanted to, |
could spend the year going from one local societgrother speaking mostly
to retired people. But people with grey hair haigevieallets, because there is
lots of spare time and cash. That's another waynofeasing the income
while entertaining people.
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5.4 Problem choice of Dutch medieval history resear ch units

Looking at the cases of medieval history in the hddands the autonomy of

researchers is traditionally high in terms of dewdon their research agenda. Their
research is not as resource intensive as it isotedhnology field, and it is visible that

external research funding is more a facilitatoredearch as it helps to ‘buy’ time

from teaching rather than a determiner of the mesetbpics. So who decides on the
problem choice in medieval history units? The reses of academics in medieval
history show that their research agenda is predamtiy driven by their own research

interests. Although medieval historians are conegrabout the priorities of external

funding bodies and the multidisciplinary themestlwdir research institutes, in fact
they do not touch or influence their problem choiCkis is in part due to their ability

to use strategies to ensure their academic freedom.

Both research units indicate that the selectiorresiearch topics is a bottom-up,
activity where the most important considerations #ne researcher’'s academic
preferences usually based on the consultationsthétlacademic community and own
instinct. It is true both for professors as wellfasjunior academics. For example, a
post-doctoral researcher from a high achievingam$e unit feels she has a lot of
room for manoeuvre in deciding what and how toaede

There is a lot of freedom, really a lot of possilas to find your own voice;
do your own thing and that have led to the most deoful results. For
instance, an AiO here who started two years agsayrmade a major
discovery. She found manuscripts that were tholggit and people have
been looking for them since the early nineteenthtuwrg. And she goes,
reads her footnotes, thinks very deep and goeseoatchives and finds
them. That to us is something ‘whaaa’, to open yahampagne for. In that
sense, yes, there is, as long as there is no niomelved. And that has not
changed in my time.

The professor from a medium achieving researchsuygoies as far as stating that
research cannot be strictly organised or programmed

Researchers from both units mention certain fadtoas may influence the selection
of research topics, such as the overall themesh@frésearch unit or university
institute, popularity of the topic and related likeod of external research funding.
The multidisciplinary nature of the research progmaes of the umbrella research
institutes that both research units belong to hasnbmentioned as a possible
influence on their research agendas. In generaktery medieval historians are not
that worried about them since they can easily indarea where their own research
topics fit. Usually a rather broad research prognanis drafted which “is written in
a way that there is plenty of possibilities for pk as shared by the professor of the
high achieving research unit. A more important asfer researchers in this unit is
following the traditions of the research unit whikhs specific research area and a
specific medieval history period that it tackles.

When it comes to external funding bodies, both asde units emphasize the
importance of ‘wrapping’ their ideas in the priceg and specific thematic areas of
the external research funding body, which is ugudIVO. These priorities seem not
to influence the research agenda of medieval lestsras their strategy of wording
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the proposals in a certain way seems to be wortatiger well. Thus, the external
sponsors may frame the research questions, bubddirect them. For instance, a
post-doctoral researcher who secured external n&@séanding shares his experience
that is quite common among medieval historians:

If I learn that NWO is starting a project, we amelined to do this. Of course
you start thinking about well, what could | do withat, so it does influence
your thoughts, but in the end, | guess, if you raaly at the moment that
you are writing a proposal, it's basically how dasell this. (30)

The strategies for ensuring the higher likelihoddunding include making the topic
look relevant for and attractive to the funding fott can also lead to choosing a
broad and interdisciplinary topic that would fittonthe preferences of external
research sponsor as vividly described by a profassine middle achieving research
unit:

| currently have a research proposal awaiting fogdithat involves
urbanisation and city culture. This is a non-reioigr NWO funded
programme. My colleague in history has submittechpplication for three
studies; one for an archaeologist, one for a liteeahistorian, and one for a
social economic researcher. They have a reseaogogeal which uses all
three research areas. This type of multidiscipjimasearch is usually very
successful in getting funding. (24)

Further, some researchers, especially post-doctmakarchers think that the
relevance of certain topics for academic commucdéy influence funding from the
external funding bodies:

One sees, for example, something about religioniuaity of religion they
think is something that scores at the ministry aray get funding. That is
how the matters are.

Besides relevance, research ‘hypes’ are mentiosed possible determiners of the
research topic. The junior researchers are paatigutonscious of these fashionable
topics as exemplified by a post-doctoral researébrven the high achieving research
unit:

In my case | grab everything | can get, simplehas.tl need to keep a job,
but in general when people write research propgosalgust have to link up
to international sexy research so to speak. Right its ethnic identities and
barbarians...I think that’'s one of the only ways &t gubsidized. There are
always these questions: ‘How shall we write thisWho might be the

international referees?’ ‘Who might they choosef?ére are five options for
instance, not more than that. So, it is politiéd.)(

In fact, they may determine the problem choicejdoior researchers. But the actual
implementation and the real problem choice is lgitto the researcher once the
funding is secured as seen by a post-doctoral n&s&a “as soon as the project is
awarded, yeah, it's my project. | get all the freedl want”. Thus, in the end, there is

16



Paper presented in the Prime-Latin America Confazext Mexico City, September 24-26 2008

a strategy to keep one’s own research prefereneas among the junior academics
after the funding has been granted.

Such strategies of how to ‘sell the topic’, to Ib@ka between external sponsors’
priorities and personal research interests are comtm both research units. One of
the concerns expressed by researchers concerngig esdernal funding and the
strategies related in acquiring it is the ambigwityeal funding criteria and rules and
the awareness of internal politics of the extersbnsors. For instance, a post-
doctoral researcher from the high achieving res¢eamit doubts if excellence is
always the criterion:

But to feel this whole machine of procedures, | migas so far away, it's a

very abstract level. These people in The Haguegsiaoms it seems that they
just throw dice and reject excellent people. | meaoourse you hear stories
from each other and colleagues that people whes@g®od get rejected time
and again, and then you think: ‘Read his proposalpfe, come on, think,

use your brains for God’s sake’. But they don’t geSomebody who has a
go at it as well, they get funded. It is very ditfit to understand how this
mechanism works. On paper within the theoreticaiiwork, it is all very

beautiful, and wonderful, but in practice it's not.

Both external funding bodies and research insstide not seem to significantly
influence the research agenda in both researcls. URésearchers still follow their
own interests in choosing research topics althahgly are conscious of “relevant”
and “hot” topics while applying for the externabsysorship.

6. Reflection

The evidence from all cases suggests that it igasy to influence academic problem
choice since the academic freedom and the nornisofterestedness are indeed very
important (Ziman, 2000). All groups tried to av@idy change in their research topics
and most of them succeeded to maintain their pexdelines of research. Keeping
professional autonomy was paramount for researcapg: Two English groups with
high credibility as well as all Dutch groups marége retain their preferred topics
while sealing them off from internal and/or extdrtematic priorities (or internal re-
organisations). They did so mainly by writing pidjg@roposals in a strategic way,
formulating them according to the exigencies of filmeding bodies while following
their own idiosyncratic topics at the same timet albgroups were fully successful in
that respect. In England, two groups had to comm®rnheir problem choice. In the
Dutch cases, there were no outliers in terms dblpro choice.

The research units low performing biotechnology ameddieval history units in
England were in a highly uncertain environmentjrthenking in the evaluations was
lower and their dependence on resource providers seahigh that they had to
compromise their problem choice. The medieval hystmit was eager to strengthen
their research capacities and reputation and thene vencouraged to do so by the
university management. In order to do so, they toaglay the game’ of university
management and obtain external funding. The und aspecially the junior
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researchers in the unit saw, however, less chamceceive external funding with
their traditional themes. Thus, they compromisesirthroblem choice.

The English low credibility biotechnology unit alé@ad to compromise its problem
choice. The group experienced the halt of a loagdihg basic research grant and a
sudden substantial need to obtain competitive ratdunding due to high uncertainty
in their institutional environment. In turn, thied to an internal re-organisation
including a new group leader put in place by thenage@ment to change the research
programme of the group. This example stood out asasa of double compliance,
since researchers had to compromise their probleite while applying to external
funding bodies and working with industry as well keseping in line with the new
research programme of the unit set by their neddea

The above examples provide an indication that mesouwlependence and high
uncertainty is a strong lever for the units to detheir problem choice. At the same
time, the prevalence of the symbolic compliancatsgies indicates the persistent
routines and norms of academic self-regulation tthatnot allow the resource
dependencies to take full control. Here the amaaitredibility of the unit is
paramount.

Across the board it is possible to see differencashoosing research topics between
junior and senior researchers in high and low &igtyi units. In all cases senior
researchers having high credibility have more lgetaretain their problem choice
than junior researchers. Moreover, juniors who wiarkigh credibility units are less
likely to compromise their problem choice. Howevtrere is a slight difference
between the two fields of research. In medievabhys the juniors are more likely to
work on their own research topic and apply for s@xternal funding on their own. In
biotechnology field, juniors usually are employed @ post-doc basis to carry out
research where the project is already acquired dgna&r researcher, thus, the topic is
already decided for the juniors.

7. Conclusion

In the English case, the research practices hase influenced by higher education
policies. After 1980s reforms, university managemgained importance which
brought an interventionist and less trustful apphoto the university in England that
challenged the practices of academics. The loswfrol of academics here meant
the restriction on their academic freedom and autgn to some extent. The
segmentation of academic activities showed an asitng emphasis on strategic
research. This has lead to certain restrictionshefresearch themes, since due to
financial pressures, researchers have to adhetbetaesearch council’'s or other
donors’ strategic themes and be accountable to foerthe results of the research.
The increasing selectivity of research staff andhir stratification of universities
have been clearly visible in the English universjtem in the past twenty years.
However, the adherence to disciplinary norms an&n@eledgement of the
importance of basic research have remained fatdgng in the academic self-
governance in England (Leisyte, de Boer, & End2066).

In the case of the Netherlands, the last twentysyean be described as the years of
change and stability for Dutch universities. Thieawe been two major changes. One
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concerns the universities’ attitude and second @wmsc the organizational
embeddedness of research. Universities are molglytignanaged with a more
commercial attitude. The influence on academic wadpecially on research has
been visible in the increasing evaluation of regeaincreased transparency with the
help of accountability and push for the economieva&nce of research. In general, the
nature of scientific research thus has been chgngifhere is a structural
transformation towards a team work, towards mudagilinary research and towards
international cooperation and orientation. Intenggy, the traditional disciplinary
based research is still important in earning crétlibfor individual researchers as
well as collectives. However, it is increasinglynmdaned with the prestige gained
from attracting projects with the third party dosiosuch as industry or business (H.
de Boer, Leisyte, & Enders, 2006).

In terms of research activities, in both counttiesre has been the rhetoric of the
relevant research for the economic development hed tountry, sometimes

accompanied with the rhetoric of relevance to #rgdr society as well. This rhetoric
was transformed into the reality by the changeadfies, attitudes and lack of trust in
academics at universities.

Despite the evidence of changing values and pesritthe academic disciplinary
boundaries are still fairly strong in all of theurries. For example, in the case low
uncertainty groups in both countries researcherse vable to pursue their own
academic interests and actively participate inldbdying activities different external
evaluation commissions or funding bodies so thay ttould influence the decision
making processes in research policy by promotiregr tawn disciplinary research
interests. Here an interesting difference was nb&tadieen biotechnology and history,
as biotechnology researchers tended to be moreveadti influencing their
environment.

However, certain funding schemes, especially uagetfird party donors as seen in
England and Netherlands may be a strong drivernioitidisciplinary lines of
research. Here England is an extreme example, dimeeperformance oriented
funding has been infringing on academic freedomrdstricting certain research
agendas where research units with high uncertairtse responding by changing
their research lines and not only symbolically dotepas their Dutch counterparts by
‘adjusting’ and ‘balancing’ between their own rasbainterests and those of external
funding bodies.
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