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Abstract 

This is a study about strategy. It uses the relatively underdeveloped but 

promising concept of narrative infrastructure to address a gap in understanding 

(Fenton and Langley, 2011) in how strategy as an intertextual narrative 

acquires stability and routine. Studies that have considered strategy as an 

intertextual narrative have largely been in settings in which strategy is made 

toward an unequivocal direction, within a relatively short time horizon 

(Llewellyn, 2001; Vaara et al., 2006; Riad et al., 2012). Framing to support 

availability and resonance of narrative building blocks, as part of the 

centralisation of meaning in strategy as an intertextual narrative, whilst evident 

(Vaara et al., 2004; Vaara et al., 2006; Riad, et al., 2012) is nonetheless 

underexplored. In response, this study considers strategy in the setting of 

higher education (HE) in the UK, where there is a greater plurivocality, in 

terms of multiple voices, at different levels, and a wider temporality. In a 

narrative enquiry in two research-intensive universities in the UK, including a 

review of policy documents (1992-2012), the study demonstrates how strategy 

achieves cohesion through powerful narrative framing, so that direction and 

thrust is maintained. It also provides one explanation of how strategy may 

unwind over time.  Insight is gained because the three different facetsï 

constitutive, manifest and ideological ï of intertextuality have been considered 

(Riad et al., 2012). Notably, by examining manifest intertextuality, it shows 

that strategy is framed in a context of agitation and in an emotional register of 

fear and hope, extending the work of Riad et al., 2012. It also shows how in 

ideological intertextuality powerful framing, in which both wider plurivocality 

and greater temporality is apparently maintained, strategy endures 
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1 

Chapter 1: Introduction  

 1.0 Introduction  

1.1 Thesis background and aim 

This is a study about strategy, a subject that has long been considered an 

important aspect of organisational life and the subject of much scholarly work. 

It is a study that considers strategy as narrative (Barry and Elmes, 1997) and is 

conducted within the broader ólinguistic turnô in organisational studies 

(Czarniawska-Joerges, 1995a; Czarniawska, 2004). There are two clear 

contributions from the expansion of narrative analysis in the study of 

organisations that have provided useful support to the development of strategy 

as narrative. The first is the view of the organisation as a plurivocal story-

telling system to order and make meaning, in which strategy is a particular and 

important form of ordering (Lounsbury and Glynn, 2001; Currie and Brown, 

2003; Rhodes and Brown, 2005; Fenton and Langley, 2011). The second is the 

view of the organisation as a site of discursive struggle, in which strategy is 

both an important political resource and one that requires active and sometimes 

contentious construction (Boje et al., 1999; Humphreys and Brown, 2002; 

Rhodes and Brown, 2005; Fenton and Langley, 2011).  

Notwithstanding this contribution, the divergent focus of enquiry on 

constructs such as óidentityô and the choice of empirical materials, usually in 

fine grained analysis, by subsequent researchers following Barry and Elmes 

(1997), is one reason why the potential of narrative analysis of strategy has yet 

to be fulfilled (Phillips and Oswick, 2012). Moreover, there is a gap in the 

understanding of the relationship between strategy at organisational level and 
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the broader societal or macro-institutional setting within which strategy is 

produced (Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009). It is a gap that a fuller treatment of 

strategy as narrative has the potential to address (Fenton and Langley, 2011; 

Vaara and Whittington, 2012).  The gap identified is distilled here in the 

research question of how does strategy as an intertextual narrative acquire 

stability and routine?  It is a question confronted in this study, by building on 

Barry and Elmes (1997) and subsequent work (Deuten and Rip, 2000; 

Llewellyn, 2001; Heracleous, 2001; Heracleous and Barrett, 2006; Vaara et al., 

2006; Vaara and Monin, 2010: Riad et al., 2012). 

Fenton and Langleyôs (2011) proposal to interrogate and apply the 

concept of narrative infrastructure, first developed in work on product 

development processes (Deuten and Rip, 2000), has been used and developed 

to address the research gap and answer the research question.  Relatively few 

studies, outside the broad treatment of narrative and structure (Dunford and 

Jones, 2000; Llewellyn 2001), have explicitly focused on the development of a 

narrative infrastructure. However, there are some considerations of 

intertextuality and discourse and narrative as dualities of structure and agency, 

implicit in the concept of narrative infrastructure (Heracleous and Barrett, 

2001; Llewellyn, 2001; Heracleous, 2006; Vaara et al., 2006; Vaara and 

Monin, 2012; Riad et al., 2012), that supports its development. As a result, 

studies offer something to the understanding that it is combination of the 

availability and resonance of narrative building blocks, within narrative 

infrastructure, that explains the thrust and direction of strategy as an 

intertextual narrative. However, what is underdeveloped is an understanding of 
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the framing required to enable take-up of narrative building blocks, to maintain 

that thrust and direction. 

The settings previously studied, in common with many others, have 

been turbulent, i.e. characterised by conflict, disorder and at times confusion. 

However, more importantly these have been settings in which strategy is made 

toward an unequivocal direction, within a relatively short time horizon. This 

has theoretical consequences.  

Firstly, strategy drawn strongly from a notion of a predictable future at 

the expense of a foreshortened present and past (a shortened temporality) has 

the effect of reducing availability of narrative building blocks.  Secondly, if too 

little attention is paid to the many and different voices (suppressing 

plurivocality), either as part of the setting or because of the nature of the 

research undertaken, then the resonance of those narrative building blocks that 

are dominant or in the political control of those actors who are dominant, 

prevails. Thus, if ónarrative infrastructureô is óthe rails, along which multi-actor 

and multi-level processes gain thrust and directionô (Deuten and Rip, 2000: 74) 

then strategy, in a foreshortened temporality and with suppressed plurivocality, 

quickly and temporarily establishes the rails and then actively greases them. 

The centralisation of meaning at the heart of thrust and direction is thus 

energetically supported, resulting in the ready and increased take up of 

dominant building blocks. Framing to support availability and resonance whilst 

evident (Vaara qet al., 2004; Vaara et al., 2006; Riad, et al., 2012) is as a 

consequence, potentially underexplored. This is significant given that framing 

has long been recognised as an important element of how the messy 

complexity of organisational life is ordered (Goffman, 1974; Deetz, 1986). The 
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need for ambiguity in the framing where there are competing narrative building 

blocks is some studies (Vaara et al., 2004) could even be interpreted as an 

early indication of the fragility of the suppression of plurivocality as a force to 

centralise meaning at the heart of intertextuality. This means that the treatment 

of the framing of narrative building blocks may also be a shortcoming within 

the settings studied, given that strategy had a relatively short shelf life (Vaara 

and Monin, 2010) and an ever-present tendency to unwind over time 

(Cartwright and Schoenberg, 2006), both between firms, and even within the 

firm (Heracleous, 2001).  

In response, this study considers strategy in the setting of higher 

education (HE) in the UK, where strategy has been accomplished over a longer 

time period. It is a setting with a wider temporality and greater plurivocality. 

The studyôs aim is to gain some understanding of how thrust and direction in 

strategy is maintained, to the extent that it acquires stability and routine 

(Fenton and Langley, 2011). When considering HE, it is the narrative of the 

university that is regarded as strategy (Barnett, 2011; Holmwood, 2011; 

Martin, 2012), in the sense that óit tells how the organisation and its members 

should beô (Law 1994: 250; Czarniawska, 1997). An examination of strategy in 

HE in the UK is considered theoretically suitable for a number of reasons.   

HE in the UK is a site of intense and politicised discourse, where 

pressures of reform, performance and accountability, driven by policy, have 

impacted (sometimes adversely) on universities (Deem et al., 2007; Barnett, 

2011; Shattock, 2009; Collini, 2012; Shattock, 2012). It is a reform agenda that 

is intensifying (Brown, 2011; Holmwood, 2012; Barber, 2013). At the same 

time, there is thrust and apparently unambiguous direction in strategy (Barnett, 
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2011; Holmwood, 2011; Shattock, 2012), alongside remarkable continuity and 

consistency in practice within the organisation (Tight, 2009; Shattock, 2012). 

HE is thus a turbulent setting, in which strategy has apparently acquired a 

degree of stability and routine (Fenton and Langley, 2011). This is not to 

confuse stability with lack of turbulence (Scott, 1995; Tight, 2009; Shattock, 

2012; Barber, 2013).  

In addition, there are two features in relation to temporality and 

plurivocality in the setting of HE that are theoretically relevant.  

The narrative of the university has a wide temporality. It is neither 

simply future focussed, nor is it solely at the mercy of the present, even though 

sudden changes in government spending reviews have a great impact. It is also 

associated strongly with the past (Barnett, 2011; Martin, 2012). This wide 

temporality is evident in two prevailing narratives of the university. One is the 

narrative of the traditional university, which because it is strongly rooted in the 

past, even a reified one (Barnett, 2011; Martin, 2012) is powerfully resonant 

(Erkama and Vaara, 2010). The other is the relatively recent narrative of the 

enterprise university, framed within the broader neoliberal discourse (Olssen 

and Peters, 2005; Tight, 2009) that has a strong future focus.  The enterprise 

university is perceived as the dominant narrative (Barnett, 2011), particularly 

in government policy (Bridgman, 2007). The two narratives of the university 

have long been at odds and in competition (Shattock, 1994; Scott, 1995, Olssen 

and Peters, 2005; Diefenbach, 2009; Brown, 2011; Barnett, 2011; Holmwood, 

2011; Collini, 2012) and simultaneously prevail.  

There is also a great plurivocality in HE in the UK. This is because 

there are many equally powerful, autonomous and usually public agents, each 
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with voice and practiced access to an established narrative infrastructure and 

the differing and competing narrative building blocks within it (Shattock, 

2012). Strategy is formed in a political system in public but also in private, 

where the boundary between levels and actors is blurred (Shattock, 2012). HE 

in the UK is a setting that has a wide and comprehensive plurivocality, in terms 

of multiple voices, at different levels, with a wide reach, in public and in 

private.  

1.2 Contribution 

The contribution of this study lies in the development of the concept of strategy 

as an intertextual narrative. It offers an explanation of how the overall thrust 

and direction of strategy is maintained, even endures, notably in politically rich 

settings.  The maintenance of thrust and direction in strategy is a relevant 

question for organisations that perpetually operate in complex policy-rich and 

otherwise highly political environments. It is also relevant to organisations that 

are temporarily negotiating a period of political turbulence.  What the study 

demonstrates is how strategy can achieve cohesion through powerful narrative 

framing, so that direction and thrust is maintained. It also points out the 

potential limits to this framing and thereby provides one explanation of how 

strategy unwinds over time.   

It provides this insight because the three different facetsï constitutive, 

manifest and ideological ï of intertextuality have been considered (Riad et al., 

2012). Firstly, the study shows how if strategy is only considered in 

constitutive intertextuality, then the framing effects are underplayed, and 

explanation of the endurance or otherwise of strategy, is underdeveloped.  This 

affirms the theoretical basis for the study. Secondly, by examining manifest 
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intertextuality, it shows that strategy is framed in a context of agitation and in 

an emotional register of fear and hope. This extends the work of Riad et al., 

(2012), to a setting in which strategy has endured over a long period. It 

provides an additional insight that framing through fear may be a prerequisite 

for thrust in settings because it apparently suppresses plurivocality. However, 

given that strategy is also framed in a concern of creating order out of chaos 

and the location of chaos is different in the public and in the private realm, this 

has the contradictory effect of maintaining plurivocality. Thus, ambiguity in 

fear and hope equally supports thrust. Thirdly, in ideological intertextuality, it 

shows how powerful framing supports the centralisation of meaning at the 

heart of strategy, both in terms of creating order and reducing dissent. This is a 

framing in which both wider plurivocality and greater temporality, is 

maintained. It is this framing, that is supportive of the enduring unification of 

thrust and direction in strategy, over the long term.  

The study also makes a contribution to practice. The insight into 

framing effects, particularly in public, is something is useful for strategy 

practitioners, given that public framing of strategy is largely in their remit. 

Although not its intention, this tentatively places the strategic plan back at the 

heart of strategy (Spee and Jarzabkowski, 2009) without necessarily 

privileging it.  

1.3 Thesis overview and structure 

1.3.1 Overview 

Research has been conducted to explore the question of how strategy as an 

intertextual narrative acquires stability and routine. The theoretical approach 
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taken is broadly social constructionist (Czarniawska, 2008) and ósubjectivistô 

and conducted with assumptions most associated with interpretative research 

(Leitch et al., 2010: 57). It is an approach that is philosophically grounded in a 

hermeneutic tradition (Bruner, 1986; Polkinghorne, 1987; Rundell, 1995). The 

research has examined the narrative of the university, in a comparative case 

study (Yin, 2007). Case study is understood as a bounded unit of analysis 

(Stake, 2008) within a context, which involves the collection of empirical data 

from multiple sources (Robson, 2002: 178; Fitzgerald and Dopson, 2009). The 

unit of analysis is the ónarrative of the universityô.  

Data has been constructed over a period of eighteen months starting in 

August 2011. The governmentôs policy on research, science and innovation, 

alongside the óresearch-intensiveô university, has been implicated in the ótrueô 

narrative of the university and the dichotomously resonant narrative of the 

óenterpriseô university. Research, science and innovation policy, together with 

policy that presaged periodic reviews of the HE system in general, has 

therefore been reviewed, from the period 1992-2012. In addition, interviews 

were carried out with 42 participants, including policy-makers and senior 

managers, and other academic staff, within two participating research-intensive 

universities and the wider policy nexus. The two universities were selected, 

because they each belong to the same mission group, are classified as research-

intensive and as óa multiversityô (Kerr, 1963) and operate in the same policy 

context in the UK, although have slightly different historical origins. This is 

relevant because the narrative that underscores the notions of the university 

today is influenced by the past (Barnett, 2001; Martin 2012). Corporate 

documents covering a strategic planning period of eight years (2008-2015) 
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within the two universities were also reviewed. The analytical frame that has 

been used is one of narrative intertextuality; an approach proposed by 

Fairclough (1989; 1992) and further developed by Riad et al. (2012) that has 

been used and adapted here.  

1.3.2 Thesis structure 

The thesis is presented in three parts.  

The first part (Chapter 2) locates the study in the current literature. 

Chapter 2 starts with an introduction to strategy and considers how a 

development of a narrative approach to strategy, would go some way to 

address a gap in understanding of how strategy draws upon the setting in which 

it is produced. It frames this gap as a question of strategy as an intertextual 

narrative, which can then be addressed by interrogating and applying the 

concept of narrative infrastructure. After a short overview of existing studies, 

which have largely been premised on some of the key elements of the narrative 

infrastructure concept rather than directly applying it, broad themes are 

identified. Having identified that availability and resonance are the two key 

features that enable and constrain thrust and direction of strategy, these 

features are then reviewed and a conceptual framework is developed and 

presented. The chapter concludes with a discussion concerning the focus of 

these studies that limits our current understanding and the consequent research 

agenda, including the research question.  

The second part presents the research context and methodology.   

Chapter 3 looks more closely at the theoretical basis for choosing to 

locate the study in HE in the UK, making the case for delineating the study to 
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one that looks at intertextuality in HE in England rather than the UK, focussed 

on the policy discourse around research in particular, in a twenty-year period 

1992-2012 in pre-1992 universities. It starts by outlining the many historically 

constructed narratives of the university that are available and resonant in the 

context according to current literature. It considers the autonomous public 

actors and their role within the discursive space of HE in the UK, particularly 

at the blurred boundary between policy and strategy. It then examines the 

current policy context as a consequence of cyclical attempts at reform of the 

sector. It concludes with a summary of the case to delineate the study and 

implications for the research methodology more broadly.   

Chapter 4 describes the research methodology and the process of 

carrying out the research. The chapter starts with a consideration of the 

theoretical assumptions on which the methodology is based, in what is 

essentially a hermeneutic enquiry.  It then discusses the research design, 

outlining the appropriateness of a qualitative method and gives some 

consideration to the issue of quality and reflexivity in the research. A 

discussion of how the research is bounded in a case study is outlined, 

particularly the selections made in terms of the case as a whole, the policy 

period, the two participating universities, the interview participants and the 

texts. The chapter then goes on to outline the process of data ócollectionô and 

analysis, including how the key policy documents were identified and isolated 

and how the semi-structured interviews were conducted. The chapter then 

outlines in detail how an analysis of intertextuality ï constitutive, manifest and 

ideological - was conducted. It is an analytical frame employed is narrative 

intertextuality adapted from Fairclough (1989; 1992) and Riad et al. (2012).  
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The chapter concludes with further reflections on the challenges of the 

methodology chosen.  

The third part presents the findings, discussion and conclusions.  

Chapter 5 presents the findings from an exploration of policy texts 

between 1992 and 2012 implicated in the research, science and innovation 

policy agenda, as well as within the wider HE reform programme. The chapter 

starts with an overview of the developing narrative of the university in 

constitutive intertextuality within policy over the period. Recognising the 

increasingly dominant narrative of the enterprise university previously 

implicated in research (Bridgman, 2007), the chapter highlights how 

nonetheless this did not arrive fully formed in policy. Instead, it outlines how 

this narrative has developed in a transition of the university from science 

partner, to being part of an innovation process, and then as central or as a hub 

in an innovation ecosystem. It also outlines how the university has been further 

implicated in national and regional economic growth, and latterly in helping to 

rebalance the economy.  The concurrent social mission within the narrative of 

the university in policy is also indicated. Subsequently, the absence of the 

narrative of the traditional university is challenged and findings support the 

view that it maintains wide availability (Martin, 2012), even in policy.  

The co-existence of the two narratives of the universities ï the 

enterprise university and the traditional university ï is then outlined and 

considered in manifest and ideological intertextuality. In manifest 

interetxtuality, how the narrative of the university is set in an emotional context 

of fear and hope, from being under threat in a global race and at the same time, 

within the hope of social improvement for the benefit of all. The chapter 
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concludes with a review of the ideological underpinning of the narrative of the 

university in policy. It describes two recognisable ideologemes, one is the 

market, apparently underpinning a broader public policy agenda (Kirkpatrick et 

al, 2005; Brown, 2011). The other is the university as centre and a key part of a 

civilising process, previously identified in the mythological underpinning 

beneath the various and evolving narratives of the university (Nowotny et al., 

2001; Starkey and Madan, 2001; Barnett, 2011; Martin, 2012).  

Chapter 6 presents the findings from a review of corporate documents 

and interviews within the two participating universities. It also presents 

findings from interviews with former and current national level policy-makers, 

involved in the research, science and innovation agenda. It looks in particular 

at how strategy is constructed through narrative, within the university, drawing 

upon the setting, in particular the policy space, in which it is produced. The 

chapter starts with an introduction to the two participating universities, both 

research-intensive but formed at different times in the early part of the 

twentieth century. For the purposes of the research, each is given a pseudonym 

that reflects a description that appears prominent in their corporate documents 

and which was reflective of the discussion within those interviewed in the 

respective universities. The first is described as a modern global university 

(MGU) and the second as a revitalised civic university (RCU). The dominant 

narrative of the enterprise university is identified in constitutive intertextuality 

within the university, and although this has previously implicated in policy 

academic research (Bridgman, 2007), this wider dominance is a new finding. 

The wider availability of the narrative of the traditional university is also 

considered (Martin, 2012).  The subtle difference in how this dominance is 
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expressed and the availability of the non-dominant narrative of the traditional 

university, in each university is then discussed. The co-existence of the 

enterprise university and the traditional university narratives is then outlined 

and considered in manifest and ideological intertextuality.   

Chapter 7 locates the findings in relation to the literature reviewed in 

Chapter 2, in a discussion, which develops the theory of strategy as an 

intertextual narrative. The chapter starts with a discussion on the nature of 

constitutive intertextuality within the setting of HE in the UK, identifying three 

intertextual themes ï innovation, regional engagement and research excellence 

ï within which the narrative of the university has been expressed and framed.  

It goes on to outline how the dominance of the narrative of the enterprise 

university has been enabled. A deeper analysis examining manifest 

intertextuality is used to show how a rhetorical emotional context of fear and 

hope appears to have resourced a change in predominant understanding of the 

university (Riad et al., 2012) in policy and in the university, outlined in 

constitutive intertextuality. Furthermore, the differences between public and 

private expressions of the university are discussed within this change of 

predominant understanding. The chapter concludes, from a deeper analysis of 

ideological intertextuality, with an explanation of the means by which the co-

option of the narrative of the traditional university has been achieved, and how 

the dominance of the enterprise university is enabled.   

Chapter 8 draws together the research findings and summarizes the 

theoretical contribution to understanding strategy as an intertextual narrative. It 

also reflects on the practical implications of the findings, particularly for those 

operating in pluralistic settings, and policy rich settings in general and HE, in 
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particular. Finally, the chapter points to a number of limitations of the study 

and possible future research directions.  
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Chapter 2: Strategy as an intertextual narrative: a research 

agenda from a review of the literature 

2.0 Introduction  

Strategy has long been considered an important aspect of organisational life 

and as a result has been the subject of much scholarly work. Traditional 

approaches have tended to treat strategy as a property of an organisation 

(Whittington, 2006) often at the expense of theory that provides insight into the 

messy organisational life within it (Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009). Alongside 

these traditional approaches to strategy, a number of largely sociological 

responses have offered something different (Carter et al., 2008), for instance 

looking at how issues of power, politics (Mintzberg, 1987; Pettigrew, 1985), 

language, and notably narrative  (Barry and Elmes, 1997) shape strategy. More 

recently researchers have focused on what people ódoô in the name of strategy 

and the óstuffô thereby produced (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Johnson et al., 2007; 

Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009) under the label óstrategy-as-practiceô (SAP). 

Much of what has been studied in this new development in strategy research 

has been concerned with the talk and text of strategic practices (Samra-

Fredericks, 2003; Laine and Vaara, 2007) thereby drawing implicitly and 

explicitly from wider linguistic (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1995a; 1998) and 

narrative traditions (Barry and Elmes, 1997). Concurrently research from what 

could be termed a narrative perspective (Boje, 1991; OôConnor, 2002; Brown, 

2006) has also placed the text and talk of strategy (Rouse, 2007; Fenton and 

Langley, 2011) in the foreground.  
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The imperfections and shortcomings of the sociological approaches, 

notably the earlier focus within SAP on micro practices, have been 

acknowledged (Jarzabkowski and Whittington, 2008; Brown and Thompson, 

2012). Nonetheless, research has widened both the scope of what constitutes 

strategy and consideration of the types of organisations in which strategy is 

practised (Vaara and Whittington, 2012). Furthermore, an understanding of 

strategy as a situated, multi-level, multi-actor (Jarzabkowski, 2005) and 

discursive activity (Fenton and Langley, 2011) has been usefully established. 

However, the inherent relationship between strategy at organisational level and 

the broader societal or macro-institutional contexts within which strategy is 

produced remains relatively underexplored (Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009; 

Fenton and Langley, 2011; Vaara and Whittington, 2012). A more specific and 

recent criticism is that a better application of a narrative approach to the 

analysis of strategy would provide useful insight into how strategy draws upon 

the setting in which it is produced (Fenton and Langley, 2011; Brown and 

Thompson, 2012). To address this argument, it is necessary to first explore the 

underpinning theory of the organisation and strategy within a broadly narrative 

approach, particularly in relation to strategy.  

2.1 A narrative approach to strategy  

2.1.1 Introduction 

There has been a rapid expansion of the use of narrative approaches in 

management and organisational theory in recent years (Czarniawska, 2004; 

Rhodes and Brown, 2005) built on the role of language in the constitutive 

construction of social reality (Wittgenstein, 1953; Berger and Luckmann, 1967; 
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Schutz, 1967; Rorty, 1979; Deetz, 2003). Narrative in common with the 

Aristotelian sense of story is understood as óthematic sequenced accounts [of 

events, experiences or actions, tied purposefully together by a plot] that convey 

meaning from implied author to implied readerô (Barry and Elmes, 1997: 431). 

No distinction is made here between story and narrative, or other cognates such 

as myth, legend and saga (Brown, 2006) or the process of story telling or 

narration. Each is taken to be narrative since each is concerned with 

ósequenced events and plots that weave complex occurrences into meaningful 

wholesô (Brown et al., 2009: 324). This centrality of meaning-making through 

emplotment is considered of greater significance than definitional nuance 

(Brown et al., 2009: 324).  

Within this ólinguistic turnô (Czarniawska, 2004) the potential of taking 

a narrative approach to strategy was highlighted by Barry and Elmes (1997) 

who considered strategy to be somewhere between ótheatrical drama, the 

historical novel, futurist fantasy and autobiographyô (1997: 433) and in 

whatever form óone of the most prominent, influential and costly [narratives] in 

the organisationô (1997: 430). The divergent focus of enquiry and the choice of 

empirical materials by subsequent researchers is one reason why the potential 

of this narrative approach to the analysis of strategy has yet to be fulfilled.  

Much of the research citing Barry and Elmes (1997) has looked at other social 

constructs such as óidentityô or óchangeô (Sillince, 1999; Currie and Brown, 

2003; Brown and Humphreys, 2003; Humphreys and Brown, 2007) rather than 

óstrategyô.  The focus on these constructs and the nature of the empirical 

materials, often taken from within the organisation and in fine-grained 

analysis, has limited research into how narrative draws on the settings in which 
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it is produced (Phillips and Oswick, 2012). Strategy remains an influential 

narrative and the question originally posed by Barry and Elmes (1997) about 

how strategy draws on narrative outside the organisation is still relevant.  

How strategy draws on narrative outside the organisation can be framed 

in terms of a question of strategy as an intertextual narrative. Intertextuality is 

the idea that a text is relationally bound to other texts across time and space 

(Kristeva, 1980; Bakhtin, 1981; Fairclough, 1992: Fairclough and Wodak, 

1997). Intertextuality is premised on the view that text is always in a state of 

production (Kristeva, 1980) in a relational dialogue (Kristeva, 1980; Bakhtin, 

1981) with other texts in a óco-constructed (re)blending which is continuously 

being reconstitutedô (Keenoy and Oswick, 2003: 138). As a result óany text is 

constructed as a mosaic [and] is the absorption and transformation of anotherô 

(Kristeva 1980: 66). This mosaic is embedded in and at the same time embeds 

social and historical relations across texts (Kristeva, 1980; Bakhtin, 1986; 

Fairclough, 1992; Riad et al., 2012). This is to understand text both in an 

everyday sense of a written document and the notion of text in a wider abstract 

sense of óelements mobilized in organisational communication, that have a 

permanence beyond the here and nowô and which include material and non-

material artefacts such as ócultural beliefs, taken for granted rules and routinesô 

(Fenton and Langley, 2011: 184).  

Strategy as an intertextual narrative remains relatively underexplored 

(Fenton and Langley, 2011: 1172). Nonetheless, two clear contributions from 

the expansion of a narrative approach in organisational and management theory 

offer a useful frame in which to examine this intertextuality. The first is the 

view of the organisation as a plurivocal story-telling system to order and make 
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meaning, in which strategy is a particular and important form of ordering. The 

second is the view of the organisation as a site of discursive struggle, in which 

strategy is both an important political resource and one that requires active and 

sometimes contentious construction. These contributions are discussed in the 

next section.  

2.2.2 Theorizing organisations and strategy within a narrative 

approach  

2.1.2.1 Organisations as plurivocal story telling systems 

Organisations can be viewed as story-telling systems (Boje, 1991; Currie and 

Brown, 2003) where individuals construct their experiences in narrative form 

to represent complex patterns of human interaction (Bruner, 1991) and to make 

meaning (Currie and Brown, 2003; Rhodes and Brown, 2005). Narrative is a 

form of ómeaning-makingô because it orders the disparate, independent and 

apparently unconnected elements that make up human action and events 

(Polkinghorne, 1988: 36). It substitutes meaning in and of events ceaselessly 

(Brown et al., 2009: 324), without finality (Brown, 2000) and in plurality 

(Currie and Brown, 2003). Narrative is critical to meaning-making in 

organisations because it helps óreduce the equivocality [complexity, ambiguity, 

unpredictability] of organisational lifeô (Brown and Kreps, 1993: 48) for both 

internal and external constituencies (Boje, 1991). Narrative, in place of the 

endemically chaotic and disordered life in an organisation (Cooper, 1990), 

orders through emplotment (Rhodes and Brown, 2005) and notions of causality 

(Brown, 2004). Narrative óworks to create some sense of stability, order and 

predictability and thereby produces a sustainable, functioning and liveable 

worldô (Chia, 2000: 514).  
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Order is partly achieved in several ways. It is achieved by selectively 

distilling a coherent portrait from complexity and disorder (Lounsbury and 

Glynn, 2001: 549). Moreover, taking clarity in one small area and through 

narrative, extending or imposing that clarity on another area that may be óless 

orderlyô, also achieves order (Barry and Elmes, 1997: 430). This has the effect 

of extending reach within complexity (Rhodes and Brown, 2005: 173). Reach 

is also extended through reference to related norms about organisational life 

within narrative (Rhodes and Brown, 2005), thereby making meaning within 

broader strategic contexts (Dunford and Jones, 2002).  Furthermore, order is 

achieved by reducing óuncertaintyô through the ócreation of an account of a 

symbolic universeô as if it were social ófactô or ótruthô (Lounsbury and Glynn, 

2001: 549) and in which narrative form or narrative style provides elements of 

predictability (Barry and Elmes, 1997: 437).  

Strategy is a significant form of organisational ordering (Barry and 

Elmes, 1997). Strategy orders through interpretative framing (Goffman, 1974; 

Deetz, 1986; Dunford and Jones, 2000), ómappingô (Barry and Elmes, 1997: 

433), sequencing (Barry and Elmes, 1997), patterning a future trajectory 

(Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), selection and prioritisation (Fenton and Langley, 

2011), and within narrative form (Barry and Elmes 1997). Strategy is a 

ódeveloping narrativeô that óinscribes understandings of where the organisation 

has been and where it is goingô (Fenton and Langley, 2011: 1184) in an 

organisational template or ódiscourse of directionô (Barry and Elmes, 1997: 

432). It is this ódirection-settingô aspect that makes strategy particularly crucial 

to meaning-making in organisations. Strategy also serves to frame the way 

people understand and act with respect to an issue, making meaning within 
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broader strategic contexts  (Dunford and Jones, 2002). In this way strategy is a 

key form of órealityô mapping (Currie and Brown, 2003) and addresses an 

organisationôs key problem, which is as ómuch one of creating an inviting 

cartographic text as it is one of highlighting the right pathô (Barry and Elmes, 

1997: 433). 

Organisations are also essentially plurivocal or many-voiced story-

telling systems with óas many narratives as actorsô (Rhodes and Brown, 2005) 

that produce both different organisational realities that exist simultaneously 

(Boje et al., 1999) and, some would argue, organisations themselves in 

ómultidiscursive and precarious effectô (Law, 1994: 250). This persistent 

plurality of different linguistic constructions (Carter et al., 2003: 295) produces 

óthe simultaneous existence of differing and sequentially occurring vocalitiesô 

(Humphreys and Brown, 2008: 405) that is understood as polyphony (Hazen, 

1993) and is always present in organisations. Polyphony results from and is 

expressed in the exchange of both fully formed narrative and ófragments of 

stories, bits and pieces told here and there, to varying audiencesô (Boje, 2001: 

5) in partial or incomplete narrative within the organisation. This exchange is 

ó[an] interplay of centripetal (centering) forces and centrifugal (de-centering) 

forces of languageô (Boje, 2008: 194) known as heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1981). 

Within heteroglossia, centripetal forces attempt to centralise meaning and 

centrifugal forces invoke óa multi-vocal discourse that opposes the centralising 

imposition of the monological worldô (Rhodes, 2001: 231).  

Strategy is similarly plurivocal. It is actively constructed by multiple 

and interconnected ónarratorsô (Barry and Elmes, 1997), it does not arise from 

monological authorship but in dialogical exchange (Barry and Elmes, 1997; 
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Currie and Brown, 2003) through discursive activity in competition (Rhodes 

and Brown, 2005). This exchange is heteroglossic interplay (Bakhtin, 1981; 

Vaara and Tienari, 2011) of  óstories, contexts and audiences that lead to on-

going and unending construction of meaningô (Clegg et al., 2013: 555). 

Strategy made in this heteroglossic exchange is polyphonic. This exchange is 

not always benign since organisations are also sites of contest.  

2.1.2.2 Organisations as sites of discursive contest  

Organisations can be viewed not simply as social collectives where shared 

meaning is produced (Mumby and Clair, 1997: 182) in benign dialogical 

exchange, but as discursive spaces or even ósites of struggleô (Hardy and 

Phillips, 1999; Hardy et al., 2000) where meaning is contested (Hardy et al., 

2000) and where there is 'a constant struggle for interpretive controlô (Brown, 

2000:  67-68; Boje, 2008).  

Narratives, as well as discursively constructing organisations, also offer 

a significant means by which they are óreconstructed as regimes of ótruthô [é] 

dramatizing control and compelling belief, whilst shielding truth claims from 

testing and debatingô and as such are ópotent political formsô (Rhodes and 

Brown, 2005: 174) and legitimating devices (Brown, 1994; Suchman, 1995). 

Narrative can be used differentially to privilege certain interests at the expense 

of others (Humphreys and Brown, 2007) or certain accounts at the expense of 

others (Brown, 2000).  Narrative can draw from politically and ideologically 

constructed settings, in ways that reinforce the ótaken-for-grantedô nature of a 

dominant ideology (Greckhamer, 2010) extending the influence of that 

ideology. Narrative is critical to the expression and exercise of power in 

organisations, because it helps to create a sense of acceptance or legitimacy 
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(Vaara et al., 2006) for the organisation or its activities (Brown, 1994; 

Suchman, 1995). Although, narrative can also serve as a limit to attempts at 

control, not least in counter-narratives that question the acceptance of the 

dominant narrative (Currie and Brown, 2003).   

The place where meaning is contested and where there is a constant 

struggle for interpretative control, and where narrative is political, is the place 

where strategy is practised and produced (Fisher, 1984) through ótextsô (Barry 

et al., 2006). As a result, strategy may become a complex process of 

negotiation, where emerging narratives must be ówordsmithedô to enable 

apparent cohesion (Fenton and Langley, 2011: 1182). This wordsmithing 

involves pulling together disparate and at times competing narratives in a 

ómulti-storied processô (Buchanan and Dawson, 2007: 680; Fenton and 

Langley, 2011; Brown and Thompson, 2012). This negotiation is often 

concerned with ósurfacing, legitimizing, and juxtaposing differing 

organisational storiesô (Barry and Elmes, 1997: 444) within the polyphony of 

strategy, listening for diverse ópoints of viewô and órepresenting these in ways 

that generate dialogic understandingô (Barry and Elmes, 1997: 444) and 

acceptance. It is done judiciously (Brown, 1998), and creatively (Brown, 

2000), albeit at times unconsciously (Vaara et al., 2006). It is also done in a 

way which may allow for óambiguityô (Vaara et al., 2004) where the texts 

produced, however apparently cohesive, can be left open to different 

interpretations (Fenton and Langley, 2011: 1182).  

2.1.3 Summary  

Drawing together the complementary ways in which organisation and strategy 

have been theorised, it is argued that organisations are story-telling systems, 
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where a multiplicity of voices exists in perpetual plurality, making up and 

shaping organisational reality. Meaning is made through narrative to tame the 

contingency of social life, and to make order. Strategy as a ómulti-storied 

processô (Buchanan and Dawson, 2007: 680) is a significant form of 

organisational ordering. Strategy is actively constructed and made in dialogical 

heteroglossic exchange involving the use and mobilisation of narrative. This 

narrative is fragmented and disparate and at times competing (Currie and 

Brown, 2003). The active construction of strategy is made in political 

negotiation (Rhodes and Brown, 2005) and as polyphony has within it many 

differing stories (Barry and Elmes, 1997).  Strategy is not made in isolation but 

draws upon narratives from the wider organisational environment or setting 

(Fenton and Langley, 2011; Vaara and Whittington, 2012) and is relationally 

dependent on that setting (Bakhtin, 1981: 338).  In this way strategy is defined 

as a situated multi-level, multi-actor discursive activity that is socially 

accomplished through narrative (Barry and Elmes, 1997; Fenton and Langley, 

2011) and is fundamentally an intertextual narrative (Bakhtin, 1981; Kristeva, 

1986).  

2.2 Strategy as an intertextual narrative 

2.2.1 Introduction  

There are limitations to the understanding of strategy as an intertextual 

narrative  (Bakhtin, 1981; Kristeva, 1986; Fairclough, 1992: Fairclough and 

Wodak, 1997) or how strategy socially accomplished through narrative draws 

on and influences the setting in which it is produced (Fenton and Langley, 

2011; Vaara and Whittington, 2012). Fenton and Langleyôs (2011) proposal to 
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interrogate and apply the concept of narrative infrastructure provides a way 

forward. This proposal together with consideration of the political nature of 

intertextuality (Brown, 2000) is reviewed in the next section. Existing studies 

that have examined strategy as an intertextual accomplishment and which 

usefully have been premised on some of the key elements of the concept of 

narrative infrastructure, often without specifically addressing it, are also 

reviewed here. This review is designed to offer some insight into the usefulness 

of the concept of narrative infrastructure and the current limitations in related 

research.  

2.2.2 The concept of narrative infrastructure 

2.2.2.1 Outline of the concept 

The concept of narrative infrastructure grounded in narrative ideas and first 

developed to explore product development processes  (Deuten and Rip, 2000), 

has recently been identified as useful in examining a narrative approach to the 

analysis of strategy (Fenton and Langley, 2011). Embedded within narrative 

are narrative building blocks: basic units or themes which can be taken up in 

further narrative to become an accepted ingredient and óbecause of their being 

accepted, orient further action and interaction in the setting (and across its 

boundaries)ô (Deuten and Rip, 2000: 74). The cumulative effect of the ótake-

upô of different units or narrative building blocks within narrative and óby 

actors in their material and social settingsô is the creation of óan evolving 

aggregation [é] of a narrative infrastructureô (Deuten and Rip, 2000: 74). The 

concept of narrative infrastructure offers a useful way of óoperationalizing and 

understanding the broader notion of strategy emerging from and constructed by 
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narrativeô (Fenton and Langley, 2011: 1184). It comprises two interrelated 

ideas, which are outlined below. 

 The first idea is that it is óthrough the interaction of multiple levels of 

narrative among different people at different timesô understood as 

intertextuality, that  óan overall thrust and directionô of strategy may emerge 

(Fenton and Langley, 2011: 1185). This intertextuality embeds and builds up 

wider and norming social and historic relations within strategy in ways that 

engender mutual commitments to ówhich subsequent [narrative] becomes 

entrainedô or ópulled along after itselfô (Fenton and Langley, 2011: 1185). This 

intertextuality creates thrust and direction because of the way it provides an 

obliging guide to individuals and organisations.   

The second and related idea concerns a useful way of viewing the 

relationship between narrative and human agency within narrative 

infrastructure (Fenton and Langley, 2011).  This is based on the central idea 

that narrative does not just describe action but it is constitutive of it  

(Czarniawska, 1997) i.e. narrative has the power óto establish or give organised 

existenceô (OED, 2013) to action. Narrative provides the obliging guide and 

does so in a way by which individuals and organisations become óactors in 

their own storiesô (Fenton and Langley, 2011: 1186). Guidance and obligation 

is increased, but never completely determined, in intertextuality that includes 

óshared experiences and mutual commitments and understandings from 

previous encountersô (Fenton and Langley, 2011: 1186) and essentially helps 

óto construct prospective narrativeô or a way of ótelling yourself forwardô 

(Deuten and Rip, 2000: 85). When ónarrative is recognised as constitutive of 

action, [narrative] becomes more than a tool [it] shapes organisational 
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landscape [in the form of a narrative infrastructure]ô (Deuten and Rip, 2000: 

72). Further  , when a narrative infrastructure evolves óactors become 

characters that cannot easily change their identity and role by their own 

initiativeô (Deuten and Rip, 2000: 74).  

It is worth noting again here that strategy does not simply draw upon 

narratives from the wider organisational environment in a neutral attempt to 

make meaning or create order; strategy draws upon narratives from its 

environment or setting in political negotiation (Brown, 2006: 736). The work 

of Andrew Brown, particularly on the post-hoc political framing of disaster 

events, e.g. the Allitt Inquiry into attacks on children on Ward 4 at Grantham 

and Kesteven Hospital in the UK (Brown, 2000); the Cullen Report of the 

Piper Alpha disaster (Brown, 2004); and the inquiry into the Barings Bank 

collapse (Brown, 2005), offers insight here. Brown identified that narrative is 

framed in an artful way, creating a ótruthful accountô (Brown, 2004) or even a 

ódominant mythologicalô (Brown, 2000) account as an exercise in social 

control within a broader effort of de-politicisation of the events studied 

(Brown, 2000; 2004; 2005).  This is done by drawing upon wider narrative 

forms and ógenresô in the construction of ótextsô to support óauthoritativeô 

(Brown, 2004; 2005) or óabsolvingô (Brown, 2000) voice and reading.  De-

politicisation is achieved in part by the authorial strategy deployed which 

centres on normalisation, observation and absolution to create a rhetorical and 

verisimilitudinous artefact (Brown, 2000: 45). Moreover, the fiction clearly 

created (Brown, 2000; 2004; 2005) both ameliorates anxiety provoked by the 

original disaster event and over-emphasises notions of control. Similarly 

strategy as an intertextual narrative (Fenton and Langley, 2011) may be styled 
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as a benign exchange, an attempt to listen for diverse ópoints of viewô, 

órepresenting these in ways that generate dialogic understandingô (Barry and 

Elmes, 1997: 444). Strategy is nonetheless in this intertextuality an exercise in 

de-politicisation (Buchanan and Dawson, 2007; Kornberger and Clegg, 2011).  

Outside the broad treatment of narrative and structure in the work of 

Dunford and Jones (2000) and Llewellyn (2001), few studies have explicitly 

focused on the development of a narrative infrastructure, However, there have 

been some interesting considerations of intertextuality, and discourse and 

narrative as dualities of structure and agency implicit in the concept of 

narrative infrastructure, which offer development of that concept and in a way 

which also builds on the work of Deuten and Rip (2000).  

2.2.2.2 Overview of existing studies  

Studies that have addressed strategy as an intertextual narrative are first 

outlined here and then common themes between the studies are considered.  

In their study of three distinctly different companies responding to 

structural change in their respective contexts or markets, through reform or de-

regulation in particular, Dunford and Jones (2000) showed that organisational 

narratives drew on the settings in which they are produced and connected, 

often through managers expressing cultural repertoires from broader contexts.  

Llewellyn (2001) in a case study of a modernisation project in a local 

council studied more explicitly the inter-relationship between the narrative of 

modernisation expressed within central government narrative, and the 

individual narrative accounts constructed in the project of modernisation at 

local level. Llewellyn demonstrated that an apparently chaotic picture of 
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project implementation was in fact ópatterned by pervasive and largely stable 

deep structures that guide the course of events through their effects on agents' 

interpretations and [discursive] actionô (Llewellyn, 2001: 775).  

Eero Vaara and colleagues, among others, have looked broadly at 

intertextuality, particularly in public through studies of media texts, in their 

studies of mergers and acquisitions  (Vaara, 2002; Vaara and Tienari, 2002; 

Tienari et al., 2003; Vaara, et al., 2006; Vaara and Tienari, 2011; Riad et al., 

2012), including a merger that failed to materialise (Vaara and Monin, 2010), 

alliances (Vaara et al., 2004), and contentious closures (Erkama and Vaara, 

2010). Mergers are typically based on óa description of an original state of 

affairs and a new transformed stateô (Vaara, 2002: 217) displaying a stylised 

notion of the past, present and future, in a similar way to the ódiscourse of 

directionô in strategy more broadly.  Vaara and colleagues demonstrated how 

strategy draws upon narrative structure and in ways that can determine 

direction, limit critical appraisal and increase thrust (Vaara, 2002; Vaara et al., 

2006; Vaara and Monin, 2010; Riad et al., 2012). They have examined strategy 

in these cases broadly as exercises in building legitimacy, particularly in public 

and have accessed sets of discursive practices deployed by different 

stakeholders, including journalists as well as managers, most during or after a 

strategic event such as a merger. Legitimacy is taken to mean a ódiscursively 

created sense of acceptance in specific discourses or orders of discourseô 

(Vaara et al., 2006: 793). In this location of strategy as a political construction 

through text and a focus on the sense of acceptance of a particular text in the 

broadest sense of the word (Fenton and Langley, 2011) they echo the work of 

Andrew Brown (2000; 2005; 2006). One key difference is that they considered 
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texts that were produced at the time, unlike inquiry reports that were produced 

post-hoc.  

Heracleous and colleagues (2001) have also looked broadly at 

intertextuality in their studies of risk-placing in the then recently de-regulated 

London insurance market, surviving a financial crisis (Heracleous and Barrett, 

2001) and change in a global human resources consulting firm (People 

Associates (PA)) (Heracleous, 2006). They found that certain structural 

features were implicit in surface expressions of communication and were 

persistently employed in the communication of different actors in different 

situations and at different times. It was this deeper structure, which made sense 

of the otherwise diverse and complex organising patterns and which, it became 

clear, provided a guide to action.  The deeper structure and the surface 

communication were dynamically interrelated in a way that would be 

recognised as intertextual. Further, they find that intertextuality is recursively 

linked through óthe modality of actorsô interpretive schemesô (Heracleous and 

Barrett, 2001: 1060). What they mean is that actors draw on interpretative 

schemes, defined as óshared, fundamental [though often implicit] assumptions 

about why events happen as they do and how people are to act in different 

situationsô (Bartunek, 1984: 355), or shared meanings (Kuhn, 1970), to help 

make sense of text and to give it meaning. The interaction with text also 

reproduces and/or modifies the interpretative schemes that are embedded in 

social structure (Bartunek, 1984). 

What these studies have in common is their attempt to work within and 

between different methodological levels, the meso-level narratives or 

discursive patterns within organisational settings and the macro-level, those 
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broader meta-based institutional and social themes. What is apparent is that 

strategy draws on broader narrative structures within the organisational setting 

(Dunford and Jones, 2000; Heracleous and Barnett, 2001; Vaara, 2002; 

Heracleous, 2006; Vaara et al., 2006; Riad et al., 2012) enabling strategy to be 

positioned in a particular context and that context to be positioned in strategy 

(Deuten and Rip, 2000; Heracleous and Barnett, 2001; Vaara, 2002; 

Heracleous, 2006; Vaara et al., 2006; Riad et al., 2012). At a collective level, 

this positioning is done through narrative building blocks which act as 

signposts to a general direction (Llewellyn, 2001; Heracleous and Barnett, 

2001; Vaara, 2002; Heracleous, 2006; Vaara et al., 2006; Riad et al., 2012).  

These narrative structures are similarly expressed through building blocks at 

different levels in ways that óenshrine central themes [with] both normative and 

positive effects on their social contextô (Heracleous, 2006: 1060) and in a way 

that enables strategy, in terms of thrust and direction (Fenton and Langley, 

2011).  

2.2.3 The enabling and constraining role of narrative building blocks 

2.2.3.1 Overview   

Many narrative building blocks were identified in the existing studies. These 

include deregulation (Dunford and Jones, 2001), modernisation (Llewellyn, 

2001), globalisation (Heracleous and Barnett, 2001; Vaara, 2002; Vaara et al., 

2006; Erkama and Vaara, 2010; Riad et al., 2012) and the market; even a 

future envisioned one (Vaara and Monin, 2010) and one in a fragmented form 

(Vaara and Tienari, 2011). The interaction between multiple levels of narrative 

is also well documented in existing studies, as is the view that it is this 

interaction that creates thrust and direction in strategy, for example in a merger 
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or acquisition (Vaara and Tienari, 2002; Riad et al., 2012), an alliance between 

independent companies (Vaara et al., 2004), the introduction of electronic risk-

placing in the London insurance market in the City (Heracleous and Barrett, 

2001) or the modernisation of a local council (Llewellyn, 2001). However, 

what is theoretically significant from these studies is that the thrust and 

direction of strategy are enabled and constrained through the availability of 

particular building blocks and through resonance of those particular building 

blocks. These features are explored in the next section.  

2.2.3.2 Availability of narrative building blocks  

From the existing studies the thrust and direction of strategy is enabled through 

intertextuality of available narrative building blocks (Llewellyn, 2001; Vaara, 

2002; Heracleous, 2006). This makes sense because narrative building blocks 

must first be available to be put into effect or used. Availability can simply be 

the result of the dominance of particular building blocks, their dominance not 

just as a sign of ubiquity, but also a signal of pre-eminence. This dominance is 

significant because it can limit the availability of alternative narrative building 

blocks (Vaara, 2002; Vaara et al., 2004; Vaara and Monin, 2010) simplifying 

and constraining direction and at the same time increasing thrust, by 

constraining the potential drag from those alternatives.     

Dominant narrative building blocks  

In a case study of three organisations, each responding to de-regulation 

in the market economy, Dunford and Jones (2000) identified that strategic 

narratives within each company connected óintra-organisational practices to a 

key societal theme in the economic restructuring of the countryô (2000: 1223). 

For Dunford and Jones (2000) a government departmentôs narrative of 



 

 

33 

óthinking like a businessô was playing out a broader societal narrative that 

occurs in de-regulated contexts. Dunford and Jones (2000) imply that 

dominance of this broader narrative drowned out any alternative.  

In his study, Llewellyn (2001) found that the overarching and dominant 

modernisation narrative itself imposed a basic structure that constrained local 

actors. Any local claims of progress had to fit into this overarching narrative 

and it was this ófitô that created thrust and direction. Llewellyn bases his 

understanding on the idea that once basic assumptions become embedded in 

narrative, the effect of the narrative stories can be constraining, thus limiting 

the options that appear to be available (Berger and Luckmann, 1967). 

Llewellyn also identified a narrative infrastructure of ópublic serviceô. 

However, he assumed the hidden ósoftô power of the government narrative of 

ómodernisationô to be preeminent without exploring how traditional notions of 

bureaucracy were being resourced among non-managers, in the wider 

organisation. 

 Unlike Dunford and Jones (2000) and Llewellyn, (2001), Heracleous 

(2006) in his longitudinal study of change in a global consulting firm, sought to 

pay more attention to both the potential interrelations among different modes 

of discourse and the constructive potential of those modes on their settings or 

contexts. He revealed three modes of discourse: the dominant discourse, the 

strategic change discourse and the marginalised counter-discourse, and showed 

their interrelation through deeper structural features transcending individual 

texts (Heracleous, 2006). However, echoing Llewellyn (2001) it is a dominant 

mode of discourse which forms óan overarching structure where other 

discourses must be located if they are to be taken seriously by those in power 
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and by the members of the dominant sub-cultureô (Heracleous, 2006: 1080).  In 

other words, communicative actions may be implicated in different terms, 

ósuccessô, óadding value to clientsô or óundertaking strategic changeô, but each 

had entrenched and shared structural features of a ómeans/ends relationshipô 

maintaining thrust and direction.  The counter-discourse that had no such 

dominant structural underpinning was not enabling and as a result it was an 

ineffective counter-weight, offering little resistance to the direction or drag on 

the thrust of strategy.  

In historical case studies of a number of mergers and alliances each 

primarily, although not exclusively through media texts, Eero Vaara and 

colleagues also found that a number of particular and to some extent common 

discursive characteristics or types with structural elements underpinned the 

respective narrative. They found that despite being only one of four discursive 

ótypesô it was the órationalisticô discursive ótypeô that was often dominant 

(Vaara, 2002; Vaara and Tienari, 2002) drawing as it did from a structural 

framework of óglobal capitalismô (Vaara, 2002: 225).  This dominance and its 

structural underpinning tended to offer ófew possibilities for plurivocal or 

critical interpretationsô and óa specific tendency to hide internal politics among 

the decision-makersô (Vaara, 2002: 238). This is echoed in their study of the 

alliance between European airlines (Vaara et al., 2004: 25). Here, it was lack of 

availability or access to alternatives, also due to the dominance of the 

órationalisticô discursive type, which further ónaturalisedô alliance as the 

strategic direction. The effect of this dominance was to make a particular 

direction a question not of óifô but ówhenô, to reduce or suppress plurivocality 

and thereby increase thrust.   
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Moreover, they found that the dominant structural underpinning of a 

narrative could also limit the critical appraisal of strategy in the wider setting 

(Vaara and Tienari, 2002). This was also the case in the failed merger between 

two pharmaceutical companies, where lack of availability also reduced critical 

appraisal and the faculty of critical appraisal of strategic direction (Vaara and 

Monin, 2010). Furthermore, this critical capacity was reduced at the time of the 

merger and to the extent of not providing an alternative frame for the post-hoc 

evaluation of that ófailureô (Vaara and Monin, 2010).  

What the research has shown is that dominant narrative building blocks 

gained greater dominance by being used repeatedly, making multiple and 

deeper connections between texts and thereby securing even wider availability 

through repetition (Vaara, 2002; Vaara and Tienari, 2002; Vaara and Monin, 

2010).  In other cases this repetition was not enough to secure and maintain the 

dominance of certain narrative building blocks, dominance could only be 

maintained by co-opting the alternative in a way that framed all available 

building blocks within the dominant narrative (Llewellyn, 2001; Heracleous, 

2006).  

Non-dominant building blocks  

There were many non-dominant building blocks available in the 

settings studied. Within some studies these alternatives have simply not been 

adequately addressed (Dunford and Jones, 2001; Llewellyn, 2001) whilst in 

others, these building blocks have been seen to resource a resistance to strategy 

and limiting thrust and direction, both successfully (Heracleous and Barrett, 

2001) and unsuccessfully (Heracleous, 2006). This is to recognise that 

availability is also dependent on access.  
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In most studies it was only managers who could adequately resource 

strategy using non-dominant narrative building blocks. They did this by co-

opting rather than subsuming or denying the alternative building block to 

enable thrust and direction (Vaara and Tienari, 2002). Thus, in positive 

promotion of the bank merger, managers accessed the cultural narrative 

framework, framing the merger in the narrative as a positive new culture rather 

than as the loss of a valuable old one (Vaara and Tienari, 2002: 291). This co-

opting is also seen in other later studies, for instance with the co-opting of 

cultural or societal frameworks previously used to challenge a cross-border 

merger in the paper and pulp industry (Vaara, et al., 2006). Interestingly, these 

cultural and societal frameworks were particularly heavily deployed in the 

media and so had a ubiquity, which could not be ignored or to put it another 

way, as a result of this ubiquity there was a lack of potential reciprocity for the 

dominant órationalisticô discursive type in exchange between levels.  However, 

despite this ubiquity non-dominant actors could not easily access them (Vaara 

and Tienari, 2002; Vaara et al., 2006).  

What this suggests is that strategy is enabled by privileged access to 

particular building blocks and subsequent co-option of those building blocks 

(Vaara and Tienari, 2002; Vaara et al., 2006; Riad et al., 2012).  As a result, 

the co-opting of non-dominant narrative building blocks could enable thrust 

and direction if the co-option was in the political control of the dominant 

actors in the setting and if required to counteract the intrinsic constraining 

effect of non-dominant building blocks.  
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2.2.3.3 Resonance of narrative building blocks  

Existing studies have shown that availability of narrative building blocks and 

access to that availability whether ubiquitous or otherwise, is crucial.  

Moreover it is proposed that availability has an important concomitant in 

intertextuality, namely resonance.  

 Previous studies have already identified the importance of legitimacy in 

intertextuality (Brown, 1994; Suchman, 1995; Heracleous, 2006). Indeed the 

discursive process of legitimisation within intertextuality has been a central 

tenet of much of the work reviewed here (Vaara, 2002; Vaara and Tienari, 

2002; Vaara et al, 2006). However, a focus on resonance rather than simply 

legitimacy gives an opportunity for a wider contribution of those studies to 

understanding strategy as an intertextual narrative. As previously highlighted, 

legitimacy has already been located as discursively constituted where discourse 

and the characteristics of discourse define what is legitimate, by creating a 

sense of acceptance (Vaara et al., 2006: 793). Acceptance, particularly in the 

contested arena of organisational life is not straightforward, nor is it to be 

understood to be particularly tacit or notably unachievable. It is however based 

on a key assumption. Acceptance assumes that in any text in the broadest 

sense, the reader has a role (Eco, 1981). What creates acceptance in a specific 

discourse or narrative building block from the readerôs perspective is whether 

they find some resonance with the message conveyed or the meaning 

constructed (Eco, 1981). As pointed out by Fenton and Langley, (2011: 1175) 

resonance in narrative has two components, óprobabilityô or a condition of 

internal coherence and consistency and ófidelityô or a condition of 

correspondence, an acceptance by the reader that the narrative corresponds to 
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their sense of values and understanding of the world (Fisher, 1984). This 

resonance is an echo that reverberates or ósoundsô as ótrueô (Brown, 1990) and 

is understood as a relational accomplishment of mutual trust and understanding 

in that óechoingô. In this sense resonance rather than just legitimacy, is 

considered as the key component of intertextuality.  

 Existing studies have shown that resonance is important even given the 

predominance of narrative building blocks or of building blocks being in the 

political control of dominant actors. Dominance and reciprocity in exchange 

between levels does not necessarily or simply equate to resonance, particularly 

where there are multiple and competing narrative building blocks (Llewellyn, 

2001; Tienari et al., 2003; Vaara et al., 2004; Vaara et al., 2006; Heracleous, 

2006). What has been shown is that resonance is something that is formed 

through framing (Heracleous and Barrett, 2001; Vaara and Monin, 2010).  

Framing which achieves resonance  

Framing which achieves resonance was apparent in the study of the 

óunthinkable unionô in the pulp and paper industry, where media text 

represented óauthoritiesô in óthe marketô or óan individual expertô (Vaara et al., 

2006: 799). This was also evident in the case of the strategic alliance of airlines 

where rationalisation of the benefits of the alliance became óobjectifiedô as fact 

and where the dominant direction was disassociated from any problems of 

implementation (Vaara et al., 2004). This builds resonance in a similar way to 

public inquiry authoring (Brown, 2004), i.e. as exemplar attempts to resonate 

the actions and interests of different, mainly dominant groups, through the 

construction of a narrative ameliorating anxieties óby elaborating fantasies of 

omnipotence and controlô (Brown, 2000: 46).  
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A corollary of this type of framing is that which negates the resonance 

of alternative building blocks by aggravating fears. In this way, a traditional 

narrative drawing on a narrative building block of society that had resonance is 

framed using the dominant narrative building block of globalisation in a way 

that made óthe traditional a problemô (Vaara et al., 2004). As a result, 

alternative strategies were under-explored and overall thrust and direction 

maintained even when detrimental or clearly failing (Vaara et al., 2004). This 

echoes the earlier work of Llewellyn (2001) where traditional practice clashed 

with modernisation or where any change failed to live up to the prospective 

narrative, each was re-storied as ógrowth and learningô thereby maintaining 

resonance (Llewellyn, 2001: 35).  

In some cases this negation was not enough, rather the óreframingô had 

to include the co-opting of the competitive narrative to be resonant (Vaara and 

Tienari, 2002; Vaara et al., 2006; Riad et al., 2012). Where broader concerns 

of the consumer and society such as óemployment, ownership and competitionô 

within a societal narrative framework (Vaara and Tienari, 2002: 293) were 

heavily deployed in the media and in direct competition with an apparent 

dominant narrative in order to maintain resonance, framing started to include 

all the structural elements óin playô. Similarly, in their study of an acquisition 

of a US iconic company by a relatively unknown Chinese competitor, the 

hostile framing of the acquisition in the US media was re-framed in the 

Chinese media, as a ópeaceful risingô and ógoing outô rather than a threat to US 

security and economy (Riad et al., 2012: 131). 

More commonly, where there were multiple and competing building 

blocks, resonance was achieved in a framing that left open the possibility of 
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interpretation in two or more ways and was therefore helpfully ambiguous. For 

instance, Tienari et al. (2003) in their study of a cross-border financial services 

merger showed that strategic actors drew on different elements within the 

narrative structure even when contradictory and even at the same time. The 

discursive move could óappear hypocritical [é] especially in retrospectô, 

although this was not considered to be deliberate, but rather an unintended 

consequence of a media strategy (Tienari et al., 2003: 391). Vaara et al. (2004) 

also showed how within the narrative structure there was a framing that was 

ambiguous and that the ófixation of ambiguous [é] concernsô was even a 

ónormal state of affairsô (Vaara et al., 2004: 28). Here, the use of the 

ambiguous notion of óindependenceô alongside a countervailing notion of 

órationalô in the discourse around the airline alliances should not be dismissed 

as a curious feature of airline alliances as they came in to being, but is 

potentially an institutionalised characteristic of intertextuality in circumstances 

where there were many and different resonant building blocks (Vaara et al., 

2004: 28). They go on to argue that ambiguity within narrative can create 

positive dialectics and thereby produce healthy tensions, as was the case when 

alliances were being formed. Furthermore, this ambiguity only becomes 

problematic in contested space of organisational control or coordination, 

creating organisational tensions (Vaara et al., 2004).  

However, in contrast to Vaara and Tienari (2002), Heracleous and 

Barrett (2001) found that where there was a tense standoff between equally 

resonant but competing building blocks, narrative was not framed in a way that 

enabled a conjoining resonance. In their study of the introduction of electronic 

risk-placing they found that there was little option to co-opt the competing 
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narrative building blocks contingently or otherwise, because these were out of 

the political control of the dominant actors, in this case the management. 

Furthermore, in direct contrast to Llewellyn (2001) for the non-dominant 

actors, the individual brokers, the narrative building block of ótraditionô was 

both available and not subsumed; it resourced both on-going resistance to 

modernisation and the subversion of strategic direction, constraining thrust in a 

way that allowed for the continuation of ópaperô-based practices (Heracleous 

and Barrett, 2001).   

However, what Heracleous and Barrett (2001) point to is something 

that is consistent across the studies rather than something that is unique to their 

study. Narrative infrastructure is a deep communicative structure that is 

relatively stable over time, having existed for a long time and having an on-

going ópotency in structuring communicative actionsô (Llewellyn, 2001: 773). 

Nonetheless this structure whilst stable can also shift over time, where 

potentially conflicting deep structures could assert themselves in different ways 

under different contextual conditions (Llewellyn, 2001: 774). This potential for 

reassertion means that any thrust and direction created through intertextuality 

has fragility. In this way, Heracleous and Barrett (2001) can be re-interpreted 

as a study where this fragility was shown as present rather than as temporarily 

ameliorated, as may be the case in other studies. 

2.2.4 A conceptual framework  

The studies reviewed here have offered something to the understanding of 

ónarrative infrastructureô as óthe rails, along which multi-actor and multi-level 

processes gain thrust and directionô (Deuten and Rip, 2000: 74). Deuten and 

Rip have also developed the notion of how ótelling yourself forwardô (2000: 
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85) or óprospectiveô narrative is constrained and enabled by narrative 

infrastructure. From these studies, strategy as an intertextual narrative has been 

conceptualised as follows and illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 Strategy as an intertextual narrative  

 

Direction and thrust of strategy emerge through the interaction of 

multiple levels of narrative among different people at different times (Fenton 

and Langley, 2011: 1185) in plurivocality (represented by multi-actor and 

multi-level boxes in Figure 1) and drawing upon constructed notions of the 

past, present and future (Czarniawska, 2004) or in temporality, as a óhorizon of 

expectationô (Ricoeur, 1984) (represented by past, present and future boxes in 

Figure 1), in particular social context. This intertextuality constrains and 

enables strategy as a prospective narrative, engendering and entraining 

commitment without completely determining it (Fenton and Langley, 2011). It 

is the combination of the availability and resonance of narrative building 
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blocks (illustrated in the dark grey boxes toward the right of the diagram in 

Figure 1) that offers an explanation of thrust and direction of strategy as an 

intertextual narrative. However, availability and resonance are not benignly 

extant, rather each is framed (also illustrated in the dark grey boxes in Figure 

1) in intertextuality often as a political resource, notably where there are 

competing and equally resonant narrative building blocks. Framing in this 

sense is understood as a means of directing or focussing attention on narrative 

building blocks enabling both take up and acceptance in further narrative, 

supporting centralisation of meaning in heteroglossia (illustrated within the 

white box representing intertextuality in the centre of Figure 1) at the heart of 

intertextuality. The apparent ubiquity of particular building blocks frames them 

as pre-eminent. This pre-eminence excludes or limits the availability of other 

narrative building blocks. Pre-eminence enables focus on a particular direction 

and at the same time restricts the possibility of an alternative direction or even 

the critical consideration of an alternative direction. This constraint is more 

likely to enable thrust, because alternatives are thereby not enabled and do not 

then provide drag. Resonance is also framed in a conjoining way that 

encourages take-up, particularly if authoritative or in a way that reduces 

anxiety or concern.  This can also be done through the negation of otherwise 

available and resonant narrative building blocks or through co-opting these 

alternatives to reconcile competition. Often conjoining resonance is framed in 

ways that leave open multiple possible interpretations and ambiguity 

(Czarniawska-Joerges, 1995a: 15). However, availability and resonance can 

also support resistance in a way that constrains both direction and thrust, 

particularly if intertextuality does not reciprocally constitute the activities of 
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practitioners (Deuten and Rip, 2000). In this case, multi-vocal forces that 

oppose the centralisation of meaning in heteroglossia come into play. Narrative 

infrastructure is built up over time, within intertextuality and in aggregation of 

that intertextuality, including the repeated use of narrative building blocks and 

strategy. This narrative infrastructure is represented by the surrounding dotted 

line in Figure 1.  

The existing studies offer much to develop an understanding of strategy 

as an intertextual narrative, particularly in contentious circumstances.  

However, the intertextuality studied has had a particular focus; it has been 

tangibly time-bound and dominated by examination of intertextuality that was 

often reciprocal. The theoretical consequence of this focus is considered in the 

next section. 

2.2.5 Intertextuality in existing studies 

2.2.5.1 Overview  

The nature of intertextuality at the heart of these studies is outlined in Table 1, 

in terms of the strategy, which is being observed (óeventô), the types of texts 

studied, whether within the óeventô there is disagreement in public, whether the 

future is openly declared as a discourse of direction, where the main location of 

any debate is located and whether the voices in the debate are single or 

multiple. This offers an analysis of the nature of the plurivocality and 

temporality that has been studied to date. The time frame of that strategy (or 

óeventô) is reviewed and assessed as to whether it offers a narrow or wide 

óhorizon of expectationô (Koselleck, 1985).   
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Most studies have been conducted in event settings (Table 1) such as 

mergers and acquisitions (Vaara, 2002; Vaara and Tienari, 2002; Tienari et al., 

2003; Vaara et al., 2006; Vaara and Monin, 2010; Vaara and Tienari, 2011; 

Riad et al., 2012), closures (Vaara and Tienari, 2008; Erkama and Tienari, 

2010) and project implementations (Dunford and Jones, 2000; Llewellyn, 

2001; Heracleous and Barrett, 2001), which were overtly contentious. Many of 

the mergers and acquisitions involved merging or acquiring cross-national 

organisations, often in novel (Vaara, 2003; Vaara and Monin, 2010) or 

óunthinkableô (Vaara et al., 2006) and óunprecedentedô, óunionsô (Riad et al., 

2012). Closures are by their very nature contentious (Vaara, 2002; Vaara and 

Tienari, 2008; Erkama and Vaara, 2010). The modernisation project in one 

council was in direct conflict with the traditional notions of strategic practice 

(Llewellyn, 2001), in a similar way to the introduction of electronic risk-

placing in the London insurance market in the City (Heracleous and Barrett, 

2001) and also in the case of de-regulation (Dunford and Jones, 2000). 

Furthermore, these circumstances were also ones where the óeventô horizon 

(Table 1) was relatively short and all-consuming, for instance from 

announcement to merger or acquisition or shutdown in under two years (Vaara 

and Tienari, 2002; Vaara, 2002; Vaara et al., 2006; Vaara and Tienari, 2008; 

Riad et al., 2012), or unavoidable and an immediate response to de-regulation 

(Dunford and Jones, 2000), new practices (Heracleous and Barrett, 2001) or 

proposed alliance (Vaara et al., 2004).   
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Table 1 The nature of intertextuality in existing studies 

  

Research Event Time-Frame Texts Voices 
studied 
Internal  

Voices 
studied 
External 

Future 
openly 
declared 

Horizon of 
expectation 

Plurivocality Reach observed 

Dunford and Jones, 2000 Market de-regulation. 
Three organisations. 

Artificial. Delineated to 
immediate response to de-
regulation, one to two year time-
frame 

Interviews with key actors Internal 
singular 
senior  

 No Narrow Singular Private 

Llewellyn, 2001 Modernization project. 
One organisation. 

Artificial. Delineated to life-time 
of one project, two year time-
frame 

Corporate documents, 
related to the project; 
interviews with key actors  

Internal 
singular 
senior  

 No Narrow Singular Private 

Heracleous and Barrett, 
2001 

New working practice 
within City, following de-
regulation 

Delineated to project introduction. 
Five years, between introduction 
and abandonment 

Corporate documents; 
internal documents; 
interviews with key actors; 

observations 

Internal 
multiple 
levels 

 Yes Narrow Multiple Public 

Vaara, 2002 
 

Mergers and Acquisitions. 
Eight organisations.  

Delineated to merger/acquisition.  
Six that were acquired within 

two-year periods; one that was 
acquired twice in four years; one 
that was acquired then 
rationalised in three years  

Media texts (business); 
corporate documents; 

internal documents; 
interviews 

Internal 
singular 

senior   
 

External 
expert  

Yes Narrow Singular Public 

Vaara and Tienari, 2002 
 

Two mergers and one 
acquisition 

Delineated. From announcement 
to merger, under two years 
1995-97 

Media texts (business and 
daily) 

 External 
expert, 
general  

Yes Narrow Singular Public 

Tienari et al., 2003 
 

One acquisition Delineated. From announcement 
to acquisition, under two years  

Media texts (business and 
general) 

 External 
expert, 
general  

Yes Narrow Singular Public 

Vaara et al., 2004 Alliance between number 
of independent 

organisations  

Not delineated. Alliance activity 
over five years. History of failed 

alliances. 

Media texts (business and 
general); corporate 

documents; interviews  

Internal 
multiple 

levels 

External 
expert, 

general  

Yes Narrow/wide Singular/ 
Multiple 

Public 

Heracleous, 2006  Organisational change in 
general  

Artificial. Delineated in part by 
two years of participant 

observation, and historical 
analysis going back thirty years  

Interviews; corporate 
documents; internal 

documents; interviews and 
focus groups; observation  

Internal 
multiple 

levels 

 No Narrow/wide Singular/ 
Multiple 

Private 

Vaara et al., 2006 Merger Delineated. One year Media texts (general and 
business) 

 External 
expert, 
general  

Yes Narrow Singular Public 

Vaara and Tienari, 2008 
 

Production unit shutdown Delineated. From announcement 
to shutdown, about two years  

Media texts (general ï 
opinion leader) 

 External 
expert, 
general  

Yes Narrow Singular Public 

Erkama and Vaara, 2010 
 

Closure after take-over  Delineated. Three year between 
acquisition and announcement of 
closure. Just over a year before 
closure after announcement.  

Media texts (general -daily 
and TV); corporate 
documents; interviews; 
observation 

Internal 
multiple 
levels 

External 
general  

Yes Narrow Singular Public 

Vaara and Monin, 2010 
 

Merger, then de-merger  Delineated. Under two years 
between announcement of 
merger, merger and eventual de-

merger  

Media texts (business 
(national and international) 
and general -regional); 

corporate documents; 
interviews  

Internal 
multiple 
levels 

 

External 
expert, 
general  

Yes Narrow Singular Public 

Vaara and Tienari, 2011 Merger, then creation of 
new organisation 

Creation of new group from 
mergers and acquisitions 
Planned and executed 1999-2001 

Media texts (business and 
general); corporate 
documents 

Internal 
multiple 
levels 

External 
expert, 
general  

Yes Narrow Singular Public 

Riad et al., 2012 Acquisition Under two years between 
announcement and acquisition  

Media texts (business), two 
countries (and some general 

in China) 

 External 
expert, 

general  

Yes Narrow Singular Public 
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It is worth noting that the texts investigated (Table 1), notably in the 

work of Eero Vaara and colleagues were largely of a particular type, namely 

that expressed in official communications and media texts in public (Vaara et 

al., 2006; Riad et al., 2012). The media, particularly that which was heavily 

business or regionally related, could be expected in these circumstances to be 

part of a broader effort of de-politicisation in a similar way to that of inquiry 

reports (Brown, 2000; 2004; 2005) increasing the relative homogeneity in and 

between texts. This is not in itself a limitation, because as particular forms of 

communication that seek resonance politically (Motion and Leitch, 2009) 

media texts and corporate documents can provide an insight into the narrative 

infrastructures and available and resonant building blocks. Furthermore, these 

texts were often supplemented by observations (Heracleous, 2006; Erkama and 

Vaara, 2010) or by story-telling interviews with key actors (Heracleous and 

Barrett, 2001; Vaara, 2002; Vaara et al., 2004; Heracleous, 2006; Erkama and 

Vaara, 2010; Vaara and Monin, 2010; Vaara and Tienari, 2011). Nonetheless, 

the intertextuality studied largely had a public rather than a private reach 

(Table 1). As mentioned previously, the events studied involved the public and 

at times contentious conjoining of well-known firms across national boundaries 

(Vaara, 2002; Tienari et al., 2003; Vaara et al., 2004; Vaara et al., 2006; Vaara 

and Monin, 2010; Vaara and Tienari, 2011; Riad et al., 2012), contentious 

regional closures (Vaara and Tienari, 2008; Erkama and Vaara, 2010) or an 

unprecedented merger within a particular sector in the same country (Vaara 

and Tienari, 2002; Vaara and Monin, 2010).  

The voices in the debates (Table 1) studied were for the most part 

managerial, senior managers (Dunford and Jones, 2000; Llewellyn, 2001) or 
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key managerial actors responding to the strategic event (Vaara, 2002), although 

sometimes this included different levels in the organisational hierarchy, 

through interviews (Heracleous and Barrett, 2001; Vaara et al., 2004; 

Heracleous, 2006; Erkama and Vaara, 2010; Vaara and Monin, 2010; Vaara 

and Tienari, 2011), observations (Heracleous and Barrett, 2001; Heracleous, 

2006; Erkama and Vaara, 2010); Vaara and Monin, 2010; Vaara and Tienari, 

2011)  and observation of on-line forums (Vaara et al., 2004); and outside the 

organisation through the study of media texts (Vaara and Tienari, 2002; Tienari 

et al., 2003; Vaara et al., 2006; Vaara and Tienari, 2008; Riad et al., 2012). 

The variety in the voices studied offers some insight into the polyphony 

(Hazen, 1993) that is always present in organisations. However, even accepting 

that these actors had a high degree of independence as senior managers or as 

expert commentators in the case of the media, which is open to debate, the 

nature of the strategic event meant that independent expression was curtailed. 

The exception was the studies that involved longer-term change initiatives 

(Heracleous and Barrett, 2001; Heracleous, 2006) or alliances rather than 

mergers between many different independent companies or autonomous actors 

(Vaara et al., 2004). 

There was also a common temporal sense to strategy (Czarniawska, 

2004) in these studies.  Most studies were of strategy that drew strongly from 

the notion of a predictable future, at the expense of a foreshortened present and 

past (Table 1). The direction of strategy was signalled with the announcement 

of a proposed merger or the covert planning before announcement (Erkama and 

Vaara, 2010) or similarly with the announcement of a particular project  

(Llewellyn, 2001; Heracleous and Barrett, 2001). In the other non-merger 
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cases, strategy in the form of óproject implementationô also had a delineated 

but notional start and end point (Dunford and Jones, 2000; Llewellyn, 2001; 

Heracleous and Barrett, 2001). The exception is the longitudinal study of 

change (Heracleous, 2006) in a global consulting firm. It is the way this 

signalling constrains both notions of the past and the present in a focus on an 

endpoint in the future that is considered important, rather than any length of 

time taken prior to the merger announcement, in private or public discussion, 

and constrains any óhorizon of expectationô (Table 1). 

2.2.5.2 Theoretical consequences 

The settings studied, in common with many others, were turbulent, i.e. 

characterised by conflict, disorder and at times confusion.  At the same time, 

strategy was made toward an unequivocal direction, within a relatively short 

time horizon, for example toward an acquisition, merger or a ómodernisationô 

project.  This form of agitating disorder, in which a constant struggle for 

interpretive control could be expected, is also common in many other settings, 

as is the drive toward an apparently unambiguous direction. As a result we 

have gained a much better understanding of strategy as an intertextual narrative 

from these studies, in terms of how thrust and direction is enabled and 

maintained and this understanding can be more widely applied. However, what 

is also common in the settings studied is that strategy had a relatively short 

shelf life and an ever-present tendency to unwind over time, both between 

firms, such as after merger and acquisition (Vaara and Monin, 2010), that has 

been a noted feature in cases such as these (Cartwright and Schoenberg, 2006) 

and even within the firm (Heracleous and Barrett, 2001). The need for 

ambiguity in the framing of narrative building blocks identified in some studies 
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(Vaara et al., 2004) could be interpreted as an early indication of the fragility 

of the suppression of plurivocality as a force to centralise meaning at the heart 

of intertextuality, built in this way within an ever present agitating disorder.  

This is because in a struggle for interpretative control, any emergence of the 

de-centering forces at the heart of intertextuality would have a detrimental 

impact on thrust and direction. Thus, whilst promising, existing studies have 

not adequately addressed the question of how strategy acquires stability and 

routine as an intertextual narrative. The research programme undertaken here 

is designed to address this question and is built in theoretical terms, as follows.  

Existing studies in strategy as an intertextual narrative have focussed on 

a context where strategy drew strongly from a notion of a predictable future but 

at the expense of a foreshortened present and past (Table 1). This is 

theoretically significant because strategy inscribes a ódiscourse of directionô 

based on the past, present and the future. Furthermore, dominance of this one 

aspect of the discourse of direction strongly facilitates a break with the past, 

although a break that may be fragile. If ótemporalityô is foreshortened in this 

way, where the óhorizon of expectationô is constrained, it reduces the 

availability of narrative building blocks from the past and increases the 

availability and resonance of those narrative building blocks that are future 

focussed. Plurivocality in the settings studied has also been similarly 

constrained (Table 1), not necessarily because of the lack of different voices, 

but rather as a result of the constraint on those voices.  This apparent absence 

of plurivocality is also theoretically relevant because narrative infrastructure is 

built in exchange between levels, between people and in narrative, and in 

multiplicity.  If plurivocality is reduced or even suppressed in this way, it also 
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reduces both the availability and access of narrative building blocks. It 

increases the resonance of those narrative building blocks that are dominant or 

in the political control of those actors who are dominant or who have 

privileged access to narrative building blocks. Finally, the reach in the settings 

studied was more likely to be public than private (Table 1). Reach is also 

theoretically important, because it provides the space for the expression of 

plurivocality, and public expression is notably important. However, private 

reach, is relatively underexplored, and this is also significant.  

If ónarrative infrastructureô is óthe rails, along which multi-actor and 

multi-level processes gain thrust and directionô (Deuten and Rip, 2000: 74) 

then consequence of limitations in theoretical terms within existing studies is 

clear. In such settings, strategy quickly and temporarily establishes the rails 

and then actively greases them and thereby supports centralisation of meaning 

in heteroglossia at the heart of intertextuality. This would mean that framing to 

encourage take-up of narrative building blocks and the centralisation of 

meaning in heteroglossia at the heart of intertextuality would possibly be less 

significant. At the very least, the role of framing of the availability and 

resonance of narrative building blocks is potentially underexplored. This may 

also be a shortcoming within the settings studied. 

2.3 Research agenda 

To understand and develop further the concept of strategy as an intertextual 

narrative it is therefore helpful to focus on strategy built on a wider temporality 

and a greater plurivocality, drawn in a fuller expression of óa discourse of 

directionô that includes notions of the past, as well as the present and the future 

and where many voices operate within many levels, in public and in private. 
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This may require a focus on strategy that has been accomplished over a longer 

time period than is typical within most of the existing studies, so that some 

understanding of how stability and routine is accomplished could also be 

gained. This is not to mistake stability and routine for lack of turbulence, 

instead it is important to also consider a setting that is characterised by 

óagitating disorderô, in whatever form. The theoretical basis of the research 

agenda is outlined in Table 2.  

Research needs to be undertaken in a setting where temporality is 

lengthened and plurivocality is enabled.  The features that would support this 

research agenda include óa horizon of expectationô that is rooted in the past, but 

necessarily not at the expense of the present or the future (Table 2). Similarly, 

there would be space for multiple voices, across different levels within the 

setting; this would extend reach in ways that would support plurivocality. It 

would be helpful if this reach included multiple voices in both public and 

private (Table 2).  

Table 2  Theoretical basis for research agenda 

 

The setting of higher education (HE) in the UK is considered suitable to 

address the research question of how strategy acquires stability and routine as 

an intertextual narrative, for the following reasons.  

 Existing 

studies 

Features Research 

agenda 

Features to consider 

 

Temporality 

 

Foreshortened 

Past Periphery   

Lengthened 

Past Focus 

Present Periphery Present Focus 

Future Focus Future Focus 

 

Plur ivocality 

 

Suppressed 

Voice Singular  

Enabled 

Voice Multiple 

Level Singular/Multiple Level Multiple 

Reach Public/Private Reach Public/Private 
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The setting can be described as turbulent.  HE in the UK is often a site 

of intense and politicised discourse, where pressures of reform, performance 

and accountability, driven by policy, impact on universities (Barnett, 2011; 

Shattock, 2009) sometimes paradoxically (Deem et al., 2007) and adversely 

(Collini, 2012). The marketisation and modernisation agenda, one political 

response to globalisation, is considered to have significantly intensified in 

recent government policy (Brown, 2011; Holmwood, 2011). The HE sector is 

currently under the threat of óan avalancheô (Barber, 2013) that portends 

nothing less than a revolutionary disruption to how the sector operates.  In 

addition, HE currently faces, like the rest of the public sector in the UK, óan 

age of austerityô and attempts by the Coalition government (2010-2015) to 

dramatically reduce the fiscal deficit with concomitant attempts at reduction in 

public expenditure.  However, this is a form of agitating disorder that it has 

faced for a number of years alongside sustained political attempts at 

modernisation (Shattock, 2012) and marketisation (Brown, 2011). At the same 

time, there is remarkable continuity and consistency in strategy in universities 

(Tight, 2009; Shattock, 2012) alongside unequivocal thrust and direction 

(Barnett, 2011; Holmwood, 2011).  

There is a future focus to strategy in HE, based on the agitation 

described above. However, the narrative of the university is often constructed 

in relation to the past in a way that reifies a golden age (Barnett, 2011; Martin, 

2012) and which powerfully cements its resonance (Erkama and Vaara, 2010). 

At the same time, the university is engaged in the policy nexus, in a concern 

for the present, often at the mercy of a developing spending review or 
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settlement. This present operates in political cycles that can be equally disputed 

and disruptive.    

There are many narrative building blocks concerning the purpose of 

universities (Barnett, 2011; Martin, 2012; Shattock, 2012) that are both 

available and also have resonance in terms of probability and fidelity. This 

includes a reified narrative of the university, strongly rooted in the past  

(Barnett, 2011; Martin, 2012) and the relatively recent narrative of the 

university, framed within globalisation, within the broader neoliberal discourse 

(Olssen and Peters, 2005; Tight, 2009), that has a future focus. These two 

narratives are, and have long been, at odds and in competition (Shattock, 1994; 

Scott, 1995, Olssen and Peters, 2005; Diefenbach, 2009; Brown, 2011; Barnett, 

2011; Holmwood, 2011; Collini, 2012). Thus, strategy is focussed on a 

temporality that equally includes the past, present and the future, in a discourse 

of direction.   

HE is also a setting in which strategy is discursively constructed over 

the long-term.  As a result, it is a setting where the narrative infrastructure 

might be expected to have acquired a ódegree of stability and routineô (Fenton 

and Langley, 2011). This is not to confuse construction over the long-term with 

lack of turbulence as discussed earlier (Scott, 1995; Tight, 2009; Shattock, 

2012; Barber, 2013).  

There are many equally powerful, autonomous and usually public 

agents, each with practiced access to an established narrative infrastructure and 

the differing and competing narrative building blocks within it (Shattock, 

2012).  These include established and autonomous universities, individual 

Mission Groups, Universities UK, industry bodies, and those bodies associated 
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with the government discourse, such as the Higher Education Funding Council 

for England (HEFCE), as well as individual departments of state, such as the 

Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS). Strategy is practiced in a 

political system in public but also in private, where the boundary between 

levels and actors is blurred, given the interdependence between the machinery 

of government and the autonomous universities in the construction of policy 

and subsequent strategic practice made in ófuzzyô accomplishment (Shattock, 

2012). Significantly, HE is thus a setting that has a wide and comprehensive 

plurivocality, in terms of multiple voices, at multiple levels, with a wide reach, 

in public and in private.  

The next chapter (Chapter 3) looks more closely at the theoretical basis 

for choosing to locate the study in higher education in the UK, specifically at 

the intersection between policy and strategy.  
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Chapter 3: Higher Education in the UK: a research setting 

3.0 Introduction  

A university is typically an institution that has higher degree-awarding powers 

(Tight, 2009). Although this is not the extent of its function (Kerr, 1963) it is 

the defining characteristic of the organisation in legal terms.  There are 149 

such institutions currently operating in the Higher Education (HE) sector in the 

UK (2013, BIS)
1
, although that number includes the schools, colleges and 

institutes of the University of London also permitted to award their own 

degrees, of which there are 12. In a move from elite to mass participation in 

HE successive governments national and local since the mid nineteenth 

century, have attempted to modernize and re-new the university tradition by 

creating new universities from scratch or out of existing institutions. As a 

consequence there are many different types of institutions operating as 

universities (Scott, 1994) and the HE sector in the UK today is a diverse one 

(Tight, 2009).  

There has been a tendency to simplify this diversity to a classification 

based on origin (Scott, 1994: 94) featuring terms such as óancientô, ócivicô, óred 

brickô, óplate glassô and óformer polytechnicô (Scott, 1994; Tight, 2009; 

Barnett, 2011; Shattock, 2012). The universities labelled in this way are 

illustrated in a typology adapted from Scott (1994) in Figure 2.   The term 

óancientô has long been associated with the medieval universities of Oxford and 

Cambridge (Oxbridge). The first ónewô universities in the UK were those of the 

largely industrialized metropolitan cities such as Birmingham, Manchester and 

                                                 
1
 BIS Statutory Instrument 2013 No. 2992  
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Liverpool that became known as civic universities. The Civics also became 

associated with the red bricks that were used to build them as a way of 

contrasting them with the English ancient universities made of sandstone and 

in a way that labelled them as a facsimile of an original (Truscot, 1943). The 

Colleges of Advanced Technology (CATs) and campus universities set up in 

the 1960s in the UK were described as the ónewô universities and óplate glassô 

universities also to distinguish them from the pre-existing ones including the 

Redbricks (Scott, 1994).  When the binary divide between universities and 

polytechnics was abolished in 1992, the universities created post-1992 became 

ónewô universities (Scott, 1994).  

Figure 2 Typology of UK HE adapted from Scott (1994:54) 

 

It is worth noting that whilst much of the discussion here relates to the 

UK as a whole, Scotland has a different HE tradition from England and Wales.  

Typology  Example 

Ancient collegiate universities, governed by 

academic guild 

Oxford, Cambridge, 

Aberdeen, Glasgow, 

Edinburgh 

The University of London, federal university Birbeck (1920), LSE 

(1895), UCL (1826) 

The ócivicô universities established in major 

English cities in the late 19
th
 century and 

early 20
th
 century  

Birmingham, Bristol, 

Cardiff, Manchester, 

Sheffield 

The óredbrickô universities founded in other 

cities in the early 20
th
 century 

Exeter, Hull, Leicester, 

Nottingham 

Sui generis Durham, Keele 

The ótechnologicalô universities created 
from the former Colleges of Advanced 

Technology in the 1960s 

Aston, Bath, Bradford, 
Brunel, City, 

Loughborough, Salford, 

Surrey 

The óold newô universities set up on campus 

locations in the 1960s  

East Anglia, Essex, 

Warwick 

The Open University   

The ónew newô or post 1992s universities, 

that is the re-designated polytechnics and 
higher education colleges in the early 1990s 

DMU, Hertfordshire, 

Sunderland, 
Wolverhampton 

Universities set up from former Colleges of 
Higher Education or specialist colleges and 

some liberal arts Colleges 

Cumbria, Bolton, 
Buckingshire New 

University, Chester York St 

John 
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The Scottish tradition includes the equally ancient institutions of Aberdeen, 

Glasgow and St. Andrews established by papal authority in the 15
th
 century, 

and Edinburgh established in 1582 by the town council. These universities 

were different to their English counterparts, being locally rather than nationally 

focussed, largely non-residential, openly accessible and offering a broader 

range of subjects (Scotland, 1969; Vernon, 2004). They are part of a more 

comprehensive and some would say more advanced system than that in 

England, certainly before the turn of the nineteenth century (Tight, 2009). For 

many centuries the Scottish universities are seen to have ónever acquired the 

same intensity of social remoteness as came to characterise English HE 

strongly influence by the culture of Oxford and Cambridgeô (Paterson, 1997: 

30). This reputation apparently cemented the HE tradition in Scotland as a 

democratic one (Davie, 1961; Vernon, 2004).  

The classification of universities outlined by Scott (1994) in Figure 2 2 

is subtly maintained by universities singly and collectively through various 

university mission groups and understood and adeptly negotiated by many 

within the sector (Matthews, 2013). However, the differences between UK 

universities are more often simply and publicly expressed in terms of whether a 

university is ótraditionalô and óresearch-intensiveô or ómodernô and óteaching-

intensiveô (The Guardian HE Network, 2013). In this way former university 

colleges such as Nottingham and Southampton and universities formed as new 

universities or CATs in the 1960s can be labelled traditional as opposed to 

modern (Tight, 2009). Further, ancient universities set up in the Scottish 

democratic tradition can also be called traditional, as can the University of 
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Cardiff, a civic institution formed in 1893 and part of the federated University 

of Wales for over a hundred years.  

The labeling of a university is more than simply a classification; it is a 

narrative by which the university as a óset of relationsô or an organisation is 

told and re-told (Law, 1991; 1994). Each individual narrative of the university 

ótells how the organisation and its members should beô (Law 1994: 250) and 

offers a different strategy for performing organisational arrangements, 

generating particular structures and resistances (Law, 1994). In this way the 

narrative of the university is strategy (Law, 1991; 1994; Czarniawska, 1997).  

The narrative of the university is acknowledged as having been 

influenced by a number of thinkers and traditions over the last one hundred and 

fifty years (Barnett, 2011; Martin, 2012) and has three progenitors, the Ivory 

Tower or elite university, the Humboldtian or research-led university (Barnett, 

2011) and the Utilitarian  or technical university (Martin, 2012).  

3.1 The narrative of the university  

3.1.1 The ótraditionalô university  

A recognisably strong progenitor of the narrative of the university is that of the 

elite university or Ivory Tower (Tight, 2009) based on the tradition of Oxford 

and Cambridge colleges and often associated with the view of the university 

articulated by Cardinal Newman in 1876. For Newman óthe business of a 

university is to make philosophical knowledge, enlargement of mind [or] 

intellectual culture or illumination its direct scopeô (Newman 1876: 124). It is a 

view that found echo in postïwar debates on the future of universities in the 

UK in which Oxbridge was seen to embody óthe idea of the universityô through 
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its articulation of teaching and scholarship (Moberly, 1949: 19). This is echoed 

on each occasion the idea of scholarship in HE is defended in the UK (Barnett, 

2011; Holmwood, 2011; Collini, 2012). This, in many ways, has always been 

an idealised view of the university (Holmwood, 2011; Martin, 2012) both at the 

time of Newman (Tight, 2009; Barnett, 2011) and when Moberly was writing 

over seventy years later (Truscot, 1951; Barnett, 2011; Shattock, 2012), and 

certainly in contemporary expression (Barnett, 2011; Holmwood, 2011). 

Truscot in his contribution to the same post-war debate challenged the ideal by 

suggesting that óour [then] modern universitiesô were being óhalf strangledô by 

Oxford and Cambridge (Truscot, 1951: 31). Nonetheless, in the intervening 

years this so-called Ivory Tower finds echo in the wider narrative of the 

university including in the Redbricks studied by Truscot (Barnett, 2011).  

Another progenitor of the narrative of the university is that of the 

research-led university based on the Humboldtian university tradition. This 

tradition was a particularly European rather than English construction. 

Associated with the reforms of Wilhelm von Humboldt in the early nineteenth 

century in Prussia, the Humboldt ideal stressed both teaching and research as 

the core and indivisible functions of a university, thereby stimulating 

Wissenschaft or learning that would in turn lead to Bildung or an all round 

humanistic education (Hofstetter, 2001: 107; Martin, 2012). This Bildung, 

funded by the State was designed for a professional and bureaucratic elite 

(Martin, 2012). The corollary in the UK was the ideal of an all-round education 

for an elite within the more general concept of scholarship, although this notion 

of scholarship lacked the research focus and research informed teaching of the 

Humboldt model (Hofstetter, 2001). The Humboldt model established first in 
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the Universität zu Berlin in 1810 was extremely successful in Germany and 

exported well in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, notably to the 

United States. The adoption of principles from the Humboldt model within the 

narrative of the university in the UK (Shattock, 2012; Barnett, 2011) was 

facilitated in part by the increasing interest in research both in policy debate 

and in practice, notably within existing and new universities in the early 

twentieth century in the UK, and by the diffusion of the Humboldt model 

elsewhere in the world. Consequently, the Humboldt principle of teaching 

informed by research and the importance of research as part of the wider 

narrative of the university, was, by the mid twentieth century, common 

currency (Committee for Higher Education, 1963 (The Robbins Report)). This 

adoption was not necessarily wholesale, because research in the German 

tradition has tended to cover both sciences and humanities whereas in the UK 

and particularly in policy, research has more óoften been associated with the 

hard sciencesô (Barnett, 2011: 21).  

A third progenitor of the narrative of the university is that of the 

technical university tradition, based on the idea of a Utilitarian  social contract. 

The federated University of London and the civic universities of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in England and Wales, set up to 

address the industrial and societal needs ignored by the elite universities 

(Rothblatt, 1988) not to replicate them, owe much more in their early formation 

to this Utilitarian  social contract than the ideals of Oxford or Berlin (Martin, 

2012). They shared their intellectual roots with the ancient universities of 

Scotland  (Phillipson, 1988), the German Technische Hochschule and the 

French Ecole Polytechnique (Martin, 2012: 546) in what might be termed a 
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European technical tradition in which universities are central to the 

industrialization of a nation (Tapper and Salter, 1978). It was the Civics, as 

they became known that had early involvement in research and development 

with local industry and thereby became central to the birth of many new 

science-based industries in the early twentieth century (Rosenberg and Nelson, 

1994; Mowery et al., 2004; Martin, 2012). It has been argued that Colleges of 

Advanced Technology (CATs) in England and the óoldô new universities set up 

in campus locations in the 1960s and 1970s were also set up in this technical 

tradition (Tight, 2009), although these new UK universities were also 

consequent of an expansion in social sciences.     

A technical tradition in the UK should not be confused with technical 

education per se. Indeed, pains were made in the post war settlement in HE in 

the UK to make a distinction between technology in university and technical 

education outside universities in technical colleges (University Grants 

Committee (UGC), 1950). The creation of polytechnics in the 1960s and 1970s 

in the UK was to accommodate an expansion of technical and predominantly 

vocational education first and foremost. Of course, this is not to deny that the 

policy was in some ways a challenge to established universities in England to 

improve access and accommodate better the expanding needs for HE 

(Shattock, 2012). Nonetheless, the polytechnics along with central institutions 

in Scotland were fundamentally designed as teaching institutions with an 

unspecified and modest future potential for research (Shattock, 2012).    

It is the Ivory Tower and Humboldtian traditions that dominate in the 

current narrative of the traditional university (Barnett, 2011), a domination that 

is underpinned by two enduring myths (Martin, 2012). The first enduring myth 
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is the notion of academic independence and freedom, both in the governance of 

the university with freedom from the State and in academic freedom or 

freedom of inquiry by staff and students. This freedom was as illusory 

contemporaneously in both Berlin and Oxford (Martin, 2012) and certainly 

remains illusory given that as soon as universities became dependent on State 

funding their independence and autonomy has been a matter for negotiation 

and compromise (Shattock, 2012). The second myth concerns research. In the 

UK it is historically accurate to associate research in universities with the 

Civics borne in the technical tradition, because it was the Civics rather than the 

elite universities of Oxford and Cambridge that were among the first to provide 

some of the research drivers in their respective regions and areas of expertise 

(Martin, 2012).  However, research as central to the narrative of the traditional 

university is a Humboldt rather than a technical university or Ivory Tower 

legacy and universities formed in the UK under slightly different traditions 

have nonetheless adopted it in a form of academic drift. Academic drift in this 

sense is the way some institutions, particularly new ones creep into areas that 

are traditionally the preserve of the óacademicô (Neave, 1979; Tight, 2009; 

Barnett, 2011). It is also a drift that has been expedient in the face of 

government policy.  

 The commissioning and funding of research in universities in the UK 

was conducted under the long-established Haldane principle, outlined in the 

Haldane Report in 1918 as one in which the primacy of the decision-making 

should be academic-led and autonomous. It was under the Haldane Principle 

that a number of Research Councils were subsequently established, starting 

with the Medical Research Council (MRC). In the early 1970s government 
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policy toward research started to change, partly due to tensions between the 

Research Councils and government departments, particularly the Medical 

Research Council (MRC) and the Department of Health in the commissioning 

of research (McLachlan, 1978: 17) and partly due to financial pressures on 

research funding (Shattock, 2012). The Rothschild Review (1971) set up to 

examine the most effective arrangements for organising and supporting pure 

and applied scientific research and post-graduate training, in this constrained 

financial environment, was uncompromising in its view that óhowever 

distinguished, intelligent and practical scientists may be, they cannot be so well 

qualified to decide what the needs of the nation are, and their priorities, as 

those responsible for ensuring that those needs are metô (Rothschild, 1971: 

para.8, 4). The re-direction of some 25 per cent of funding to individual 

government departments proved ineffective, as budgets were progressively 

eroded throughout the 1970s.  

Dissatisfaction with the lack of accountability across the Research 

Councils, individual government departments and within universities, 

eventually led to increasing calls for accountability and measurement exercises, 

that were subsequently introduced in the early 1980s (Tight, 2009; Shattock, 

2012). The ócustomer-contractor principleô in Rothschild (1971) presaged 

much of the subsequent accountability agenda in research funding in the 

Thatcher and subsequent governments (Tight, 2009; Shattock, 2012), although 

arrangements in the beginning were perhaps a little more open-ended than 

Rothschild had originally envisaged (Kogan and Henkel, 1983).  However, 

these research assessment exercises that have been carried out every few years 

since the mid 1980s have been the main driver behind the progressively greater 



 

 65 

selectivity and concentration in research funding, as well as an increasing 

challenge to the accountability for research funding under the Haldane 

principle.   

For much of the twentieth century, research was in fact a parallel role to 

the dissemination of knowledge for most universities in the UK (Robbins, 

1963) and not every academic actively engaged in pure research or even 

applied research (Shattock, 2012). Post Rothschild (1971) in particular, the 

competition for research funding became both a primary and necessary means 

for universities to differentiate (Lucas, 2006). This helped to cement research 

as integral to the narrative of the university in the UK.  The university that is 

most associated with this narrative of the traditional university is the pre-1992 

so called óresearch-intensiveô university, particularly, although not exclusively, 

in England (Tight, 2009; Barnett, 2011). 

3.1.2 The ómodernô university  

At various times in the expansion of HE in the UK there have been ómodernô 

universities. At any one time, the nineteenth century University of London and 

civic universities of the industrial cities, then the university colleges and CATs 

that acquired university status between 1948 and the 1960s and the campus 

universities such as Essex and Warwick, were new and modern.  

However, the universities most associated with the term modern in the 

UK are the former polytechnics and HE colleges that have been given 

university status, first in 1992 and then subsequently through the 2000s (The 

Guardian HE Network, 2013), including in Scotland the former central 

institutions that transitioned through CAT status to university status in 1992.  
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Polytechnics were originally largely teaching institutions similar to the 

Fachhochschulen in Germany and the liberal arts colleges in the USA (Martin, 

2012), and to some extent the grandes écoles in France, although the latter 

were much more elite in scope and positioning than the polytechnics in the UK.   

The term óacademic driftô is particularly associated with polytechnics as they 

attempted to incorporate research into their missions (Pratt and Burgess, 1974) 

but this is in itself predicated on the notion of what is the preserve of a 

traditional university, which in turn is based on myths of academic freedom 

and research.  

Polytechnics in the UK were decoupled from these myths at their 

inception. Firstly, polytechnics in England and their equivalent in Scotland 

were firmly placed in local authority control, at least until the removal of the 

binary divide (Tight, 2009) when they in effect transferred from local authority 

control to State control. The CATs at inception had also been under local 

authority control, but unlike the colleges that became designated as 

polytechnics, the CATs were soon funded direct from central government 

(Shattock, 2012). Whilst the freedom from State control of traditional 

universities may be illusory (Martin, 2012) unlike the pre-1992 universities, the 

former polytechnics have never had a chance to profit from that illusion, since 

they were tightly controlled within historically less generous local authority 

budgets and benefitted less in terms of research and teaching income in the 

post-1992 funding framework. Secondly, polytechnics were designed to be an 

alternative sector to universities, responding to the need for more vocational 

education (Crosland, Woolwich Speech, 1965) and as such were predominantly 

to be teaching institutions. They may not have fulfilled their science and 



 

 67 

engineering vocational destiny at the time of their óupgradeô to university status 

in 1992 but they remained teaching-intensive institutions (Pratt, 1999). 

The academic drift of the polytechnics (Pratt and Burgess, 1974; Neave, 

1978; 1979) despite commentary at the time concerning the adoption of a 

research mission (Pratt and Burgess, 1974) was more about the ensuing 

dominance of the liberal arts in their curriculum and the failure of their 

scientific vocational teaching mission.  This was significantly different from 

the focus on research that characterized the academic drift of the pre-1992 

universities. Consequently ómodernô has now come to refer exclusively to the 

former polytechnics and in a way that marks out ómodernô and óformer 

polytechnicô or ópost-1992ô óteaching-intensiveô as opposite to ótraditionalô 

óresearch-intensiveô universities. This is also the case in Scotland where the 

binary divide at the time was less pronounced and where there was a distinctive 

democratic tradition (Paterson, 1997). Academic drift seems to have reached its 

limit in the modern university, evidenced by the repeated resurrection of the 

idea of the polytechnic as distinct from the university (IPPR, 2013) and in 

continued and entrenched differentiation between pre and post 1992 

universities (Shattock, 2012).  

3.1.3 The óenterpriseô university 

Both the narrative of the traditional and the modern university are evident in 

government policy discourse, but there is also a third narrative of the 

university, that of the neo-liberal or óenterpriseô university (Barnett, 2011; 

Holmwood, 2011), which is recognisable and some would say dominates 

(Bridgman, 2007).  
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Neoliberalism is óin the first instance a theory of political economic 

practices that proposes that human wellbeing can be best advanced by 

liberating entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 

characterised by strong private property rights, free markets and free tradeô 

(Harvey, 2005: 2). Neoliberalism values market exchange and holds that óthe 

social good will be maximised by maximising the reach and frequency of 

market transactions, and it seeks to bring all human action into the domain of 

the marketô (Harvey, 2005: 3-4). This political settlement has not been 

confined to political parties of the Right, but has been a feature of the last 

Labour governments and the current Coalition government in the UK. It is an 

approach in political economic terms that prioritises and develops a knowledge 

economy, i.e. an economy that is more strongly dependent on knowledge 

production, distribution and use than ever before and which is considered vital 

to the competitiveness of nation-states, particularly in the developed world 

(Olssen and Peters, 2005). Universities have been subject to the neo-liberal 

political settlement that has led to progressive ómarketisationô of the sector or 

the application of the economic theory of the market to the provision of HE in 

a way that seems unstoppable (Brown, 2011). Universities are also the 

vanguard of the knowledge economy and have a highly significant role in óthe 

development of the know-how societyô (Shattock, 2009: 184) where there is 

ó[é] an economic imperative is to make sure that scientific knowledge is used 

by business to create wealthô (HM Treasury, 2004: 69). This is the neo-liberal 

construction of the university as one of enterprise (Bridgman, 2007). 

The enterprise university is an amalgam of two other contemporary 

narratives of the university, the so-called entrepreneurial university and the 



 

 69 

corporate university (Slaughter and Leslie; 1997; Chiapello and Fairclough, 

2002; Shattock, 2009; Barnett, 2011) both of which are predicated on a neo-

liberal political settlement.   

It was Etzkowitz and others (2000; 2003a; 2003b)
 
who in the early 

1980s first articulated the idea of the entrepreneurial university. The 

entrepreneurial university is evident anecdotally in the mission statements of 

universities and industry-wide competitions such as the Entrepreneurial 

University of the Year, as well as in policy (DfES, 2004; BIS, 2011; Willetts, 

2012). Despite its apparent ubiquity and whilst contemporaneous, this narrative 

of the university is hard to pin down and means different things to different 

people (Shattock, 2005; Barnett, 2011) although there is agreement that it is a 

neo-liberal construct (Bridgman, 2007; Philpott et al., 2011).   

For Etzkowitz it is consequent of the requirements of the knowledge 

economy as óan independent and influential actorô (2003a: 295), where the 

interaction of university-industry-government is óthe key to improving the 

conditions for innovation in a knowledge-based societyô through the metaphor 

of the Triple Helix with óeach institutional sphere maintaining its special 

features and unique identity whilst also taking the role of the otherô (Etzkowitz, 

2003a: 302-3). For others it encompasses all activity from research 

commercialization to executive education that has the capacity to generate 

economic rents (Philpott et al., 2011) to being entrepreneurial as a cultural state 

(Shattock, 2009).  The enterprise university is seen as apparently a natural, 

logical and processional outcome of neo-liberalism (Clark, 1998: Etzkowitz, 

2003b; Shattock, 2009). The narrative of the enterprise university is apparently 

ubiquitous (Bridgman, 2007; Barnett, 2011) however its resonance in terms of 
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narrative fidelity and probability (Eco, 1981) is not (Barnett, 2011; Holmwood, 

2011; Collini, 2012).  

3.1.4 The ótrueô university  

The narrative of the university that has resonance (Eco, 1981; Fisher, 1984; 

Fenton and Langley, 2011) having both internal coherence and consistency, or 

probability, and corresponding to the readerôs sense of values and 

understanding of the world, or fidelity (Fisher, 1984; Fenton and Langley, 

2011), is the narrative of the traditional university. It is this narrative of the 

university that reverberates or sounds as ótrueô (Brown, 1990; Barnett, 2011; 

Holmwood, 2011; Collini, 2012) particularly in the face of the neo-liberal 

enterprise university. It is its echo of a reified golden age, which includes the 

Ivory Tower and Humboldtian ideals of academic freedom and research 

(Barnett, 2011; Martin, 2012) that powerfully cements its resonance and 

ensures that it endures (Erkama and Vaara, 2010).  

In contrast the modern university is resourced from a different technical 

education tradition (Martin, 2012). The narrative of the ótrueô university 

thereby encompasses all of those pre-1992 universities in Scottôs classification 

(1994), some to a lesser extent than others, but excludes the former 

polytechnics. The enterprise university is resourced from a relatively recent 

neo-liberal political economic settlement (Harvey, 2005; Olssen and Peters, 

2005; Barnett, 2011) and óposes a direct challenge to freedom and autonomyô 

(Bridgman, 2007: 487) of the narrative of the traditional university.  The 

traditional university and the enterprise university have long been at odds 

(Shattock, 1994; Scott, 1995, Olssen and Peters, 2005; Diefenbach, 2009; 

Brown, 2011; Barnett, 2011; Holmwood, 2011; Collini, 2012) and could be 
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categorised as dichotomously resonant (Olssen and Peters, 2005; Diefenbach, 

2009; Brown, 2011; Barnett, 2011; Holmwood, 2011; Collini, 2012).  

This ótrueô narrative should not be mistaken for an accurate description 

of the complexity within pre-1992 universities or even an explanation of what 

is apparently missing from post-1992 universities (Shattock, 2012). It would be 

more accurate to say that research-intensive as opposed to teaching-intensive 

universities combine the traditions of Oxbridge and Humboldt with the 

technical tradition of the civic institutions and thereby operate as 

ómultiversitiesô (Kerr, 1963). The multiversity is not without tension, not least 

because of an inherent eagerness to serve society and to in turn criticize it 

(Kerr, 1994: 14). It is also accurate to say that post-1992 universities also hold 

pockets of excellence in research, alongside their predominantly teaching 

missions (Shattock, 2012). However, it is the research-intensive pre-1992 

universities in the UK despite their status as multiversities (Kerr, 1963) and for 

most their technical and civic roots that are seen to embody the ótrueô narrative 

of the university (Barnett, 2011). This ótrueô narrative of the university, based 

on the two mythological positions in relation to academic freedom and the 

centrality of research, has primacy and is deeply embedded.  

3.1.5 Summary 

The HE sector in the UK today is a diverse one, since there are many different 

types of institution operating as universities (Scott, 1994; Tight, 2009), a 

diversity that has always been present in different forms, as the university has 

evolved (Martin, 2012).  The different types are often categorized based on 

their origin in an esoteric classification that is subtly maintained and adeptly 

negotiated within the sector itself, not least by individual Mission groups that 
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represent different university ótypesô in the UK and formed in response to the 

removal of the binary divide.  A wider narrative of the university, expressed in 

terms of whether a university is traditional or modern prevails publicly and is 

widely available (Guardian HE Network, 2013) as is the neo-liberal enterprise 

university, a third and more recent narrative. However, it is only the narrative 

of the traditional university that is both available and distinctly resonant as the 

ótrueô narrative of the university, a result of its relation to the past and the 

mythical golden age it reifies (Barnett, 2011; Martin, 2012). It is a narrative 

that has a particular English elite rather than Scottish democratic flavour 

despite the incorporation of a European technical tradition. 

 The two other prevalent narratives of the university ï the modern and 

the enterprise university - are uncoupled from the traditional university 

narrative but for different reasons. The current narrative of the modern 

university is based on a different technical education tradition that initially had 

no place for the myths of academic freedom and research on which the 

narrative of the traditional university is predicated.  Any drift toward the 

narrative of the traditional university is therefore shallow-rooted.   The 

relatively recent narrative of the enterprise university is widely available, 

particularly in policy discourse and draws from a neoliberal political economic 

settlement that promotes the knowledge economy. As it relies on a requirement 

for greater accountability and impact in university research (Bridgman, 2007) 

including research commercialization in support of private economic 

development (Philpott et al., 2011) it fails to privilege academic freedom and 

autonomy while apparently suppressing it. As a result, the two narratives of the 

traditional university and the enterprise university are dichotomously resonant 
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(Shattock, 1994; Scott, 1995, Olssen and Peters, 2005; Diefenbach, 2009; 

Brown, 2011; Barnett, 2011; Holmwood, 2011; Collini, 2012). This is because 

there is a particular and central tension in relation to research (Bridgman, 2007; 

Barnett, 2011).  

Within the research-intensive pre-1992 universities in particular, 

strategy as an intertextual narrative draws upon two widely available and 

essentially dichotomous narratives of the university. 

3.2 Autonomous public actors 

As well as having different and essentially dichotomously resonant narratives 

of the university in HE in the UK, there are also equally powerful autonomous 

and usually public actors illustrated in Figure 3, each with practiced access to 

the narrative of the university (Shattock, 2012). Given the devolution of HE in 

the UK the focus here is on the autonomous public actors within HE in 

England, although there are public bodies in the HE policy nexus that also 

represent Scottish and Welsh universities.  

Figure 3 Public voices in HE in England 
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3.2.1 The HE lobby 

There are many powerful universities in HE in the UK and as discussed many 

of these universities have been established for some time and even the 

relatively recent ónewô ótraditionalô universities of the 1960s are now 50 years 

old. In that time universities have remained on the whole institutionally 

autonomous, although their freedom to make their own policy is bounded 

within a nexus of the individual university and their lobby groups, and the State 

and the machinery of government (Shattock, 2012). Some universities have 

more freedom than others, due to their relative independence in terms of State 

funding and in turn the Stateôs relative dependence on compliance from 

particular universities, in government policy.  It is in this nexus that 

government policy is both publicly and privately expressed and negotiated 

(Shattock, 2012). Since the early 1990s universities have increasingly 

collectively lobbied in policy, both informally and formally (Shattock, 2012). 

The Committee of Vice Chancellors and Principals (CVCP) was for many 

years the key body that represented universities in their dealings with the 

government and is one such lobby group. The polytechnics in contrast had their 

own committee that was called the Committee of Directors of Polytechnics 

(CDP). With the abolition of the binary divide in 1992, the CVCP and CDP 

were combined into a larger CVCP or what many considered óan unwieldy 

groupô (Tight, 2009: 131). Restyled in 2004 as Universities UK (UUK) it 

attempts to represent all universities but has long struggled to articulate the 

common interests of its members in a collective voice (Tight, 2009).  Currently 

it is comprised of 134 members, i.e. the majority of universities, including 112 

that are classified as órecognised bodies with degree awarding powersô by BIS 
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(2012), some designated as individual colleges and some as university colleges. 

UUK seeks to be óthe definitive voiceô for universities in the UK and 

acknowledges óas a fundamental principleô that the ódiversity and autonomy of 

the UKôs HE sector are critical to its successô (UUK, 2013). It continues to 

have óseparate entrée into the policy processô (Shattock, 2012: 2) but has been 

superseded in that process by the increasingly professionalized university 

mission groups formed at various times since 1992, especially the Russell 

Group and the 1994 Group (Shattock, 2012). These two groups represent 

nearly all of the pre-1992 universities.  

The Russell Group came into being in response to the expansion of the 

CVCP and as a proxy for the disquiet of the pre-1992 universities, with the 

expansion of the sector through the abolition of the binary divide in 1992. It 

started as óan informal grouping of the vice-chancellors of Oxford, Cambridge, 

the main London colleges and the big ócivicsôô and early justifications for its 

creation were framed as the need to create an elite sector able to compete 

globally (Scott, 1995: 52). However, this framing should not be used to hide 

the desire at the time to collaborate to protect the mutual self-interest of the 

pre-1992 universities in the new landscape post 1992 (Shattock, 2012). Such 

influence it was felt was difficult to achieve in the expanded CVCP (Shattock, 

2012: 97). Not long after the formation of the Russell Group, another grouping 

of pre-1992 universities, the 1994 Group, comprised of former CATs and 

campus universities, as well as St Andrews, Durham and Leicester, came 

together under a similarly differentiating rationale, to consult and inform policy 

collectively.  
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For early commentators this óclubô strategy, epitomised by the 

formation of the Russell Group and the 1994 Group, was óunlikely to be robust 

enough to institutionalize a university elite without State interventionô (Scott, 

1995: 52). With the benefit of hindsight it could be argued that without the 

statutory intervention expected by Scott (1995), the university elite has been 

institutionalized nonetheless. The Russell Group in particular is a highly 

successful and professionalized lobbying organisation for 24 research 

universities in the UK, whose Director General, Dr Wendy Piatt, was 

previously Deputy Director in the Prime Ministerôs Strategy Unit in the last 

Labour government and a former Head of Education at the Institute of Public 

Policy research (IPPR). In April 2012 four universities switched from the 1994 

Group to the Russell Group - Durham, Exeter, Queen Mary (University of 

London) and York ï reducing the 1994 group to eleven members and raising 

questions about its long-term sustainability (The Guardian HE Network, 2012).  

The creation of the Russell Group and the 1994 Group was closely 

followed by similar groupings of the former polytechnics. The first was the 

creation of the Group of Modern Universities in 1997 (re-named the Million+, 

in 2007) and is currently conceived as a óthink-tankô promoting collaboration 

between universities and business and representing 27 largely business-

focussed universities. The second was the creation of the Alliance Group of a 

group of previously non-aligned universities that were mainly but not 

exclusively former polytechnics, and self-styled as innovative and 

entrepreneurial universities focussed on collaboration with industry.  

The formation of self-selected groups of universities and the Russell 

Group in particular, as mission or lobbying groups had three significant 
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corollaries. Firstly, without overplaying the unity in the loosely coupled pre 

1992 CVCP, it can be argued that the essential unity of a collective university 

voice in the post 1992 structure was undermined (Tight, 2009: 131). Secondly, 

it established a symbolic and public binary divide at the very moment of its 

actual abolition, ossifying a classification of UK universities to a pre-1992 

position. Prior to 1992 any differences between universities were less public 

(Scott, 1994), post 1992 the differences were maintained and amplified (The 

Guardian HE Network, 2013). Thirdly, in support of the existing lobbying at 

the intersection between policy-makers and universities in private, it introduced 

professionalized and persistent lobbying supported by a more conscious and 

consistent framing in public. Individual universities and individual academics 

that sit on the various committees and working groups continue to supplement 

this professional lobbying. However, even here, their association with mission 

groups frames engagement in the policy process.   

The universities themselves are not the only lobbyists in the policy 

nexus, for instance there are many industry representatives on university 

Boards of Governors, similarly there have been periodic State-sponsored policy 

fillips for greater engagement between universities and industry from the 

Rothschildôs Report (1970) through to the more recent Wilson Review (2012).  

These links are formalised in the founding principles of some of the university 

mission groups.  As part of a broader and long-standing attempt by industry to 

influence policy in HE (Barnett, 2011), the link between industry and 

universities was formalised in 1986 with the creation of the lobby group: the 

Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE). As a result of the Wilson 

Review (2012) into industry and university collaboration, CIHE recently 
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reformed as the National Centre for Universities and Business (NCUB) with 

much the same remit. Outside CIHE, industry has influence as a major sponsor 

and recipient of university research.  

3.2.2 The government  

The basic structure of political responsibility and accountability for HE in 

government was established a relatively long time ago (1962-64). There is a 

department responsible for higher education, the evolution of which since 1992 

is illustrated in Figure 4 and discussed below.   

Figure 4 Breakdown of Departments responsible for HE 1992-2012 

 

What is remarkable is the relative continuity in this departmental 

structure until the mid 1990s and then again between 1995 and 2005. Changes 

were evident during the latter days of the Major administration (1995-1997) 

and throughout a series of changes in quick succession to roles and 

responsibilities in the last Labour Government (2005-2010). This was not the 
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norm. This continuity is replicated in the longevity of Permanent Secretaries 

the most senior civil servants within the respective departments supporting the 

development and implementation of policy (Shattock, 2012).  This longevity 

has not, however, been characteristic of appointments for individual Secretaries 

of State, apart from Sir Keith Joseph (1981-86), David Blunkett (1997-2001) 

and the current incumbent Vince Cable (2010-), most have lasted less than 

three years.  

The current department responsible for HE is the Department of 

Business, Innovation and Skills (2009) formed out of the merger of the short-

lived Department of Universities and Skills (DUIS) and the Department of 

Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform (BERR). BIS has taken over the 

main the functions of the former Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), as 

well as the parts of the universities, science and innovation remit previously 

held by the Department for Education and Skills (DFES) and Office for 

Science and Technology (OST). In addition to individual departments such as 

BIS, in recent years the Treasury has played a large and significant role in HE 

policy (Shattock, 2012). Universities are sensitive to the Treasury and the 

periodic Comprehensive Spending Reviews (CSR) because universities remain 

dependent on that public funding and for many years public spending on HE 

has grown progressively ahead of the growth in GDP, making the sector 

particularly beholden to Treasury ógenerosityô (Shattock, 2012).  

The government distributes public money to universities through two 

bodies. The first is the Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE), with equivalents in the devolved governments of the UK. HEFCE 

distributes funds for teaching in universities and one part of the research grant. 
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The second comprises the seven Research Councils, which make a more 

specific distribution of the second part of the research grant. This separation of 

research funding comprises what is known a system of ódual-supportô for 

research (Figure 5)
2
.  

Figure 5 The current quasi-government bodies that distribute research 

funds to HE (from Research Innovation Network, September 2010) 

 

HEFCE became the governmentôs funding lever of choice in 1992 (its 

equivalents in the devolved Scotland and Wales were established at a later 

date). Prior to that as part of a planned economy model, the government 

worked through the University Grants Committee (UGC). Established in 1918, 

the UGC had a notoriously fractious relationship with the Thatcher 

governments in the 1980s (Tight, 2009). It was eventually wound up in 1989 

                                                 
2
 Source is Research Information Network. Figures used are from 2009.  
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and its powers transferred to the short-lived Universities Funding Council that 

was soon superseded by the current funding body, HEFCE. In this way HEFCE 

gained primacy in the allocation of funding, but apparently to a much tighter 

government remit and direction than the UGC (Scott, 1995; Shattock, 2012). 

Since its inception, HEFCE has had five Chief Executives, drawn largely from 

senior management within academia and policy circles. The current chairman 

(appointed 25
th
 July 2013) is Professor Madeleine Atkins CBE, formerly Vice-

Chancellor of Coventry, succeeding Sir Alan Langlands, a previous Vice-

Chancellor of Dundee University and former Chief Executive of the NHS, who 

in turn succeeded Professor David Eastwood in 2009. Sir Alan Langlands has 

since become Vice Chancellor of the University of Leeds, just as Professor 

Eastwood subsequently became Vice Chancellor of the University of 

Birmingham in 2009. This epitomises the órevolving doorô that has long existed 

between Whitehall and the university common room and which has long been a 

feature of HE in the UK (Dodd et al., 1952; Shattock, 2012).  

Research councils have been a part of the structure of UK HE since the 

turn of the twentieth century, starting first with the Medical Research Council 

and expanding over the years to the seven subject-discipline councils that exist 

today
3
, as already discussed, part of the dual system of funding of research in 

the UK. In its subject area, each research council funds basic research, 

including doctoral studentships. The majority of research funding is allocated 

on a competitive bid basis. Research Councils UK (RCUK) created in 2002 is a 

strategic partnership of the UK Research Councils in the form of a non-

statutory secretariat and is responsible for their co-ordination. RCUKôs remit is 

                                                 
3
 Details of individual remit available at http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/about/aboutrcs/ 
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óto work together more effectively to enhance the overall impact and 

effectiveness of their research, training and innovation activities, contributing 

to the delivery of the Governmentôs objectives for science and innovationô 

(RCUK, 2013).  

As well as informal discussions in the nexus of policy (Shattock, 2012) 

there are some formal and public policy consultations and public statements.  

The direction of government policy is usually expressed in official publications 

such as Green Papers, a form of consultative policy document and White 

Papers that tend to set out details of policy often prior to legislation. These 

papers, alongside legislative Bills of Parliament, are known as Command 

Papers. In addition, there are a number of sessional select committees in the 

UK parliament that meet on a regular basis to scrutinize spending, policies and 

administration. Supplementary to these sessional committees are those set up 

on an ad-hoc basis with a specific remit and deadline to investigate a key issue. 

These committees are populated with the representatives of the lobbying 

agencies outlined above, together with leading members of the various quasi-

government bodies that distribute funding, amongst others (Shattock, 2012). 

The financial arrangements for the sector are periodically reviewed, usually as 

part of the broader CSR of government expenditure and scrutiny by the Public 

Accounts Committee (PAC) (Shattock, 2012) and also reported publicly and 

periodically by the quasi-government bodies that distribute funds. Responses to 

government expression of policy outlined above are provided by the various 

lobby groups and other interested parties, including the quasi-government 

bodies such as HEFCE and the Research Councils. This is often made in 

scheduled consultation periods or as part of their on-going lobbying efforts and 
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positioning in policy discussion.  In this way the HE sector has an established 

pattern and public expression of policy where the boundaries between 

government and other interested parties, notably the universities and their 

mission groups, together with industry bodies, are blurred. In contrast, there is 

a limited role for the public in the political system of HE in the UK apart from 

participation in the broader political system. Service on local university boards 

of governors is usually restricted to alumni and other local dignitaries or 

industrial heavyweights, a feature that is bemoaned by some commentators 

(Holmwood, 2011).  

3.2.3 Summary 

There are many equally powerful, autonomous and public actors shaping 

policy and university strategy in HE in the UK. These actors are interdependent 

and operate within the nexus of policy, in private and in public. Policy and 

strategy take place in the blurred boundary between the setting and the 

organisation. Private and public expression of policy operates to set patterns, 

involving Command Papers, spending reviews and sponsored consultations 

that has not changed in decades, outside the professionalization of lobbying in 

university or mission groups following the removal of the binary divide in 

1992 and the increase in volume of submissions and counter submissions. This 

professionalization, has, however added a more conscious and consistent 

framing in public alongside the perennial discussions between policy-makers 

and universities in private.  
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3.3 Public policy and on-going reform 

In the last three decades, universities have faced significant reform (Tight, 

2009) driven from Westminster and impacting throughout the UKôs HE 

system.  This is not to underestimate some of the potentially disruptive 

consequences of recent changes within the sector, for example the complete 

transfer of the cost of student funding from the taxpayer to the student in 

England (Browne Review, 2011), the reduction in capital funding for research 

in the UK (Treasury, 2010; 2013), the threat of open access to the business 

models of academic publishing (Finch 2012) or the removal of the cap on 

undergraduate student numbers announced recently in the Chancellor of the 

Exchequerôs Autumn Statement (BIS, 2013).  Instead, what is argued is that 

earlier changes were as significant at the time, such as the removal of the 

binary divide in 1992 and the embedding of the Research Assessment 

throughout the 1990s, as those that the sector is currently facing. This is an 

argument that is made against the tendency in the current debates within HE to 

emphasise current changes as of a different order and scale (Brown, 2011; 

Holmwood, 2011). Nonetheless, universities have maintained óconsiderable 

continuities of practiceô through many recent periods of significant reform  

(Tight, 2009: 3). 

3.3.1 Public policy and reform 

Existing research has tended to chronicle a remarkable consistency in public 

policy since the Thatcher governments of the 1980s (Tight, 2009; Barnett, 

2011). It is argued that policy has been built within a neo-liberal paradigm 

regardless of the political flavour of the government, such that the current 



 

 85 

Coalition government in the UK is in many ways intensifying the direction of 

travel established by the Labour governments of the previous thirteen years, 

which in turn accepted the Thatcherite neo-liberal settlement (Barnett, 2011; 

Shattock, 2012).  

In a neo-liberal political economy, policy seeks to structurally reform 

the public sector into markets and promote the apparent exit of the State 

(Brown, 2011; Kirkpatrick et al., 2005).  Reform is predicated on the need to 

face up to inevitable and particular changes in the global economy (Steger, 

2005) and is often accelerated as a consequence of limitations in State 

resource.  This policy is both justified and underpinned by measures to 

improve accountability in respect of organisations that are publicly funded 

(Diefenbach, 2009; Shattock, 2012). Universities have faced the neo-liberal 

reform agenda or ómarketisationô (Williams, 1995; Brown, 2011) for some time  

(Olssen and Peters, 2005), the funding of increasingly mass participation 

(Silver, 1983: 183) in HE by the individual student rather than through general 

taxation, measures to support and empower student choice, the increasing 

selectivity and accountability in research funding, and in the argument for a 

greater contribution by universities to innovation and growth in the economy.  

3.3.1.1 Marketisation  

The seminal reports into HE since 1945 were each designed to shape the 

structure of HE in years to come (Tight, 2009). The Robbins Report (1963) 

was framed in anticipation of a necessary expansion in HE given the increasing 

numbers of those reaching the standard for university entry in the post-war 

baby boom. The Robbins Report (1963) embodied a post-war consensus for 

State support of all those qualified by ability and attainment to pursue HE 
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enshrined in the Anderson Report (1960) that created mandatory grants for 

undergraduate students.  Subsequent policy related to periodic expansions of 

HE was forced to wrestle publicly and privately (Shattock, 2012) within this 

established principle.   

The Dearing Report (1997) was produced out of one such wrestling 

match (Scott, 1995: 22) and was designed in a significantly different political 

climate to Robbins. By the mid 1990s the political consensus that supported 

increasing participation in HE was ólog jammedô when it came to how to fund 

any further expansion in financially straightened times (Shattock, 2012: 161). 

In its subsequent recommendation, to shift a greater proportion of costs onto 

students, the cross-party nominated Dearing Committee (1997) made an 

unsurprising break with Robbins (Tight, 2009), given that its rationale was to 

secure a funding settlement for universities and break the logjam. However, it 

was only in 2006 with the £3,000 top-up fees and provision for poorer students 

that something resembling Dearingôs proposals was finally introduced (THES, 

2007).  

The Browne Review (2010) was similar in aim to Dearing in that it 

sought to solve the issue of funding of universities and reported to a new 

government and one that also faced financial restraint, in the case of Browne, it 

was the Coalition Government intent on responding to the post-2008 financial 

crisis with dramatic public spending cuts. The Browne proposal to the transfer 

of almost the entire cost of the tuition from the State to the student was a 

politically expedient solution because it enabled a 40 per cent ócutô to BIS by 

moving the cost of undergraduate student funding to a different balance sheet 

under the label óstudent loansô, although that did not prevent vocal opposition 
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(Edwards, 2010).  Browne (2010) also proposed to establish a free market in 

which there was to be no limit on fees set by universities, provided they also 

offered bursaries and support to disadvantaged students. Given that the 

Treasury was still required to underwrite student loans, the policy eventually 

implemented by the Coalition government (2011) compromised on Browne by 

maintaining student number controls, alongside a recommended fee of around 

£7,000 and a maximum fee limit set at £9,000 (Shattock, 2012).  

The sectorôs subsequent and predictable unwillingness (Thompson and 

Bekhradnia, 2011) to self-rank fees between £7,500 and £9,000 subsequently 

led to the usual disincentives for breaching number controls and new additional 

incentives, the so called ócore and marginô approach, to force more meaningful 

differentiation. It is likely too that the fillip provided to private HE providers 

by the governmentôs decision to allow their students to access to State-backed 

student loans was in part to ócreatively disruptô the sector, given its marked 

unwillingness to differentiate through fees (Thompson and Bekhradnia, 2012, 

2013). The proposal by David Willetts announced by the Chancellor George 

Osborne in the Autumn Statement (December, 2013) to totally remove the cap 

on student numbers, funded initially by the sale of the student loan book, is 

another step toward marketisation. It is however considered to be an 

economically unsustainable one according to the Institute of Fiscal Studies  

(Crawford, et al., 2014). Further, it is likely to lead to the resurrection of the 

original Browne (2010) proposals for an unlimited fee regime by the elite 

universities, especially given their vocal opposition to increasing student 

numbers and need to generate additional income. The effect remains the 

transfer of the cost of undergraduate education from the State to the taxpayer 
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and the attempt to place óstudents at the heart of the systemô (Browne, 2010: 

25) but as óconsumersô apparently exercising free choice in a functioning 

market (Brown, 2011).  

Research policy was also relatively stable in the UK before 1985 

(Shattock, 2012) despite financial pressures and the early signs of an appetite 

for selectivity in research policy evident in the Rothschild Report (1970). This 

was largely because the funding for teaching and research was considered to be 

coterminous, notably expressed in the Robbins report as ócomplementary and 

overlapping activitiesô (1963: 557). However, the idea of every institution 

conducting research of equal value was inimical to a successfully performing 

market (Kogan and Hanney, 2000). The Thatcher governments were the first to 

strongly pursue the need for greater selectivity and greater accountability in 

research funding with the identification of an unaccountable black hole of 

£635m in 1984 in the UGC block grant that was notionally allocated to 

research (Shattock, 2012). This started with Cabinet Office in their review of 

government funded research in the early 1980s and was accelerated by UGCôs 

decision in 1985 to both account for research funding and seek to prioritise it to 

increase research quality (Shattock, 2012). The mechanism set up in the mid 

1980s to drive selectivity in research, the Research Assessment Exercise, 

(RAE) and repeated at varying intervals (1992, 1996, 2001, 2008 and 2014) 

ever since, was designed to increase competition within and between 

universities (Henkel, 2000; Lucas, 2006), and through selectivity, rather than 

administrative design, to lead to the concentration of research in larger 

academic groupings (Shattock, 2012: 169). The current incarnation the 

Research Evaluation Framework (REF) that reports in 2014 has placed a much 
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stronger emphasis on the impact of research (Rebora and Turri, 2013) than 

previous exercises. However, the idea of impact from research featured in the 

review of the RAE (2001) by Sir Gareth Roberts (2003) and within a review of 

university and industry collaboration, the following year (Lambert, 2003).  The 

latest impact agenda in REF has led to an increased administrative burden 

(THE, 2013) in an exercise that was already considered burdensome (Rebora 

and Turri, 2013). However, it is difficult to see how the need for accountability 

could be achieved without administration, burdensome or not.  

RAE has had a number of paradoxical effects as a measure of research 

excellence. Its existence has tended to dramatically influence the choice of 

research fields, topics and methodological paradigms within universities in 

general (Henkel, 1999; Huisman et al., 2007; McNay, 2007) leading to 

increasingly mono-disciplinary (Fagerberg et al., 2012; Rafols et al., 2012) and 

mainstream (Martin and Whitley, 2010) research, with strong preference 

shown for research that was more likely to lead to publication suitable for RAE 

submission (Hopwood, 2008). RAE has also become a proxy measure of 

institutional reputation, affecting an institutionôs ability to attract funding 

(Brinn et al., 2001) and academic staff (Broadbent, 2010) that in turn 

influences its future RAE or REF performance.  This virtuous circle is to be 

expected, although RAE has also not been a level playing field (Butler, 2010) 

given that it makes a significant allowance for research environment and 

esteem in its measurement (Rebora and Turri, 2013). There is also the degree 

by which the system can be ógamedô (Talib and Steele, 2000; Talib, 2003; 

Otley, 2010; Parker, 2011) that favours established research-intensive 
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universities and larger research groups and departments. This may be 

intentional. 

The impact of the RAE as a symbol of the need for greater 

accountability and the surveillance of academic life has been much discussed.  

As mentioned previously, for many it is a policy that undermines the Haldane 

principle (1918) where the commissioning of research is the preserve of the 

academic acting autonomously, on which research excellence is predicated  

(Smith et al., 2011). However, it is worth noting that the function of the 

periodic assessment and the yearly allocation of research funds could not be 

carried out without the independent and voluntary support of the wider 

research community in the sector. It is academics that sit on the various panels 

adjudicating research bids and form part of the commissioning process, as well 

as the development of research foci in association with Government policy and 

consultations.  Similarly, there is acknowledgement that academics have been 

able to game the RAE system to their benefit, either at an institutional level or 

individually in instrumental publication strategies or through networks that 

support research assessment (Hopwood, 2008). Therefore, the apparent loss of 

academic autonomy (Deem et al., 2007) can be overstated. The undoubted 

detrimental effects here are as likely to emerge between individual academics, 

as between institutions, advantages would tend to favour academics in 

research-intensive pre-1992 universities.  

Ideologically synchronous with marketisation, although not its 

exclusive preserve (Neave, 1988) 1988), is the policy that seeks to make public 

organisations in receipt of public funding publicly accountable (Olssen and 

Peters, 2005), although this has been a particular priority in HE in the UK. 
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There are three reasons that this has been the case. Firstly, universities have 

been a relatively easy target, given the centralization of funds and their 

controlled and measureable distribution. Secondly, since 1981 universities have 

had to compete for any above inflation rises with other Government 

departments, they have been vulnerable to the need to account for funds that 

represent significant increases in comparison to other areas (Shattock, 2012: 

188). Thirdly, the autonomy exercised by universities in the allocation of 

funding has long been perceived as a threat to the government policy of 

marketisation, and therefore attempts to bring the activities within universities 

to account, would be welcomed (Shattock, 2012).   

This need for accountability has led to the introduction of measures to 

assess performance in many areas of university activity alongside the 

corresponding centralizing and corporatized structures and processes that 

enable this measurement (Henkel, 2000; Olssen and Peters, 2005; Tight, 2009; 

Martin and Whitley, 2010; Barnett, 2011). Accountability through ócontrols, 

regulation and performance measurementô has been óthe Trojan horse which 

[é] has imposed restrictions on institutional [and individual academic] 

autonomyô further encasing HE  óin the framework of Government 

bureaucracyô (Shattock, 2012: 210).  

The increasing management and surveillance of individual academic 

performance (Barnett, 2011) have had an important impact on the academic 

working environment, individual academic autonomy and identity (Deem et al., 

2007; Martin and Whitley, 2010).  RAE in particular has triggered óthe 

substantial changes in the management of the research function in universities 

and in academic professional cultureô (Henkel, 2000: 116). This is likely to 
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change significantly again with the Coalition government announcement (BIS, 

2012) that it is seeking to implement the recommendations of the Finch Review 

(2012) for all publicly funded research to be óopen accessô and in particular the 

preferred option in Finch that requires the author to pay a publishing fee to 

cover the costs of publication including peer review, the so-called ógoldô option 

(Mabe and Price, 2012). The debate is on-going, not least within parliament 

itself (Curry, 2013) given the highly critical report from the BIS select 

committee (BIS, 2013)
4
 but the intention of the Secretary of State is clear in his 

desire for ógreater transparency to ensure a better deal for the taxpayersô 

(Willetts, 2013). It is too early to say what compromises will be reached in 

implementation, although public reaction, for example from the Russell Group, 

has been negative (Russell Group, 2012) and concerns have been expressed in 

academe about the bypassing of existing practices that ensure rigour (Clarke et 

al., 2012).  

3.3.1.2 University as economic actor 

The requirement that universities support economic development more broadly 

(Shattock, 2012) and the knowledge economy in particular (Etzkowitz, 2003a) 

as part of the neo-liberal political economy, feature prominently in the policy 

discourse (Bridgman, 2007). For instance, as well as undoing the post-war 

consensus about the funding of HE (Tight, 2009: 86), which was breaking 

down at that time anyway, Dearing also required that óHE should be much 

more integrated with the wider society, especially the economy, than it has 

beenô (Barnett, 1999: 296).  This integration extends to the provision of a 

highly educated workforce fit for industry, but is particularly concerned with 
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research outputs that can be monetized (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997). Thus, if 

academic research has value then not only can it stand up óto the rigors of 

competition for limited fundsô (Olssen and Peters, 2005: 328) but it can also 

óincrease responsiveness, flexibility and rates of innovationô in the broader 

economy (Marginson, 1997: 5). It is the research-intensive universities that are 

particularly implicated in this role, given the centrality of research and its 

commercialization to the knowledge economy (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997).   

The university support of the knowledge economy is often viewed in 

conflicting optimistic or pessimistic terms (Martin, 2012). For some this 

support is an opportunity for the university to takes its rightful and central role 

in the knowledge economy (Clarke, 2004; Etzkowitz, 2004; Shattock, 2005). 

Representing óa normative change in scienceô (Etzkowitz, 1998: 824), the 

university is only held back by the óinertiaô of the óloosely-coupledô traditional 

university (Clarke, 2004: 170). For others the fundamental shift in the 

intellectual commons of the university is identified, as a significant threat to 

publicly funded basic research (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Barnett, 2003; 

2011). There is evidence of a problem of support to the knowledge economy 

within universities, at individual academic level (Ambos et al., 2008), 

organisational level (Rothaermel, et al., 2007; Perkman, et al., 2013) and even 

departmental level (Rasmussen et al., 2014), which has often been attributed to 

this conflict. However, each thesis underestimates the complex, intricate and 

often successful relationship between publicly funded research in universities 

and innovation in the economy more broadly (Mazzucato, 2014; Hewitt-

Dundas, 2012; Perkman, et al., 2013).   In the UK this relationship has been 

built on a more balanced view of knowledge as a potential source of both 
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competitive advantage and public good (Rasmussen et al., 2006: 531; Martin, 

2012) that has not historically been an existential threat to the university or 

basic research (Martin, 2012).  

3.3.1.3 Funding ócrisesô 

The structure of funding for HE in the UK had been relatively settled for a 

number of years (Tight, 2009) until the recent changes in undergraduate 

student funding. The government, in the form of funding council grants has 

historically provided the majority of funding for teaching and research in 

universities, in the dual support system (Figure 5, p. 80). Tuition fees paid 

directly by the student, based on domicile and type of course, have 

progressively supplemented this income since the early 1980s. Similarly, 

universities have received research income from non-government sources, as 

well as supplementary income from rental and other commercial activities. In 

2013, universities were still dependent on limited sources of income, not least 

government funding (Figure 6). 

Figure 6 Sources of funding to HE, in England (HESA, 2014) 
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Universities have developed additional income from international 

student recruitment, postgraduate education, income generated from external 

organisations, through corporate education, consultancy and knowledge 

transfer outside first (research) and second stream (teaching) funding provided 

by the government, in order to maintain standards and provide capital for 

growth (Marginson and Considine, 2000; Shattock 2003; 2009). This non-

government income, historically classified as third-stream income, however 

still only accounts for just over 30 per cent of the sectorôs total income. As a 

result universities continue to be sensitive to funding crises in the broader 

public sector finances and any policies that seek to restrict government annual 

and structural deficit. 

There have been two recognised and well-chronicled funding crises in 

HE in the UK in the institutional memory of the sector, at least among senior 

academics and which stand out in contrast to the significant improvement in 

both the amount and stability of funding since the late 1990s. The first was the 

cuts in university funding during Thatcherôs first government (1979-83) that 

was part of general Thatcherite attempt at retrenchment and re-structuring of 

public finances. In its role and in response, the UGC attempted to restructure 

the sector based on a more standardized unit cost between universities, to 

prioritize science and technology in the national economic interest and to start 

to focus research funding to a select number of institutions (Shattock, 2012). 

This subsequently caused major crises in the funding of some universities in 

particular and widespread destabilization in others. The second was during the 

Major government (1992-1997), when the combination of increasing student 

numbers and fiscal constraint in the face of recession led to a further funding 
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crisis in the sector  (Tight, 2009; Shattock, 2012). By 1995, public funding per 

student had fallen from a baseline start of 100 in 1976 to 60 in 1995, with two 

significantly steep declines in 1981-1984 and again in 1989-1995 (NCIHE, 

1997 (Dearing Report), chart 3.16). The National Committee of Inquiry into 

Higher Education (NCIHE) which became known as the Dearing Committee, 

was for some a CVCP success, given the reluctance of the political parties to 

examine how expansion in student numbers could be funded (Shattock, 2012: 

133).   Since the dramatic changes in the early 1980s, periodic public sector 

financial constraints have more often been used to provide a clear rationale for 

selectivity in research funding in terms of strategic areas and in its use to 

industry or widening participation targets (Tight, 2009; Shattock, 2012) rather 

than de-stabilize the system as a whole.   

Since 1997, not only has funding been relatively settled for a number of years, 

it has also been a relatively generous and growing settlement in HE funding, 

particularly in research between 2002 and 2012 (Figure 7) designed to support 

innovation (Shattock, 2012. There was an increase through the introduction of 

variable tuition fees post-Dearing, and a strong upturn in international student 

recruitment, particularly postgraduate students, that has disproportionately 

benefited some of the leading universities (UUK, 2009).   
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Figure 7 HE funding for research 2002-03 to 2011-12 (BIS, 2013)  

 

It has been argued that this generous settlement has been significantly 

disturbed by financial constraints as a consequence of the financial crisis of 

2008, and its aftermath in the Coalition Governmentôs fiscal tightening 

(Shattock, 2012) in an óage of austerityô, a so-called third crisis in funding.   

Between them the last Labour Government (2007-10) and the new Coalition 

Government (2010-) announced cuts to the HE budget totalling £1.2bn, to be 

implemented between 2010 and 2013. This was consolidated in the 

Comprehensive Spending Review (October 2010) that added a further £2.9bn 

cuts to the sector (Richardson, 2010). Additional cuts of £1.2bn have been 

made in the block grant between 2012 and 2013, representing a further cut of 

15 per cent (Figure 7). These cuts have to some extent been alleviated by the 

relative stability in the non-capital budget for research albeit in cash rather than 

real terms, although this has had an impact (Figure 8). 

  


