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Abstract
Academic freedom is essential for higher education and research. The ethos of the aca-
demic profession and the ability to exercise it depend not only on autonomy from external 
influences, such as political control, but also on individual and collegial autonomy within 
higher education institutions (HEIs). This study provides new and in-depth insights into 
how norms within the internal decision-making processes of HEIs affect the freedom of 
academic teachers and researchers to exercise their academic ethos. We explore how mem-
bers of the academic profession perceive their professional ethos and respond to compet-
ing values within their organisations. Empirically, the study is based on semi-structured 
interviews with academic teachers and researchers, using a comparative design that high-
lights differences in internal decision-making processes in Sweden. A key finding is that 
the organisational design of HEIs affects the content and status of individual academic 
ethos within the institution. Furthermore, at the organisational level, our respondents are 
confronted with the complexity and variation of competing norm systems. As a result, they 
develop patterns of resistance, such as collegial pockets within line-managed organisa-
tions. The study contributes to the theoretical literature on academic professionalism by 
refining and empirically operationalising the concept of competing organisational ethoses 
within higher education institutions. Building on the foundational typologies developed 
by scholars of academic professionalism and organisational sociology, we provide a nu-
anced framework that distinguishes between academic, public sector, and market ethoses 
along four analytical dimensions: values, role perception, organisational form, and control.

Keywords  University governance · Collegiality · Academic ethos · Academic freedom · 
Higher education institutions · Managerialism · Institutional autonomy · Public sector 
ethos · Market ethos
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Introduction

Academic freedom is part of a set of norms that help make democracy work (Ginsburg, 
2022; cf. Pelke, 2023). For liberal societies, it is important that their academic institu-
tions operate at arm’s length from politics and other external interests (UNESCO, 1997; 
Jonsson Cornell & Marcusson, 2022), and academic freedom requires scope for profes-
sional autonomy (Karran et al., 2017; Nokkola & Bladh, 2014; Ahlbäck Öberg, 2023). 
In this article, academic freedom is understood not primarily as an individual legal right, 
but as a collective and institutional condition for professional judgement in research and 
higher education. More specifically, we conceptualise academic freedom as the capacity of 
the academic profession to exercise collegial control over core academic activities, such 
as research priorities, course content, and quality assessment, free from undue political, 
administrative, or market-based interference. In many contemporary higher education sys-
tems, universities are also expected to engage in broader societal missions, including inno-
vation, regional development, and collaboration with external actors. While such activities 
may be particularly visible in some disciplinary fields, the present study focuses on how 
governance arrangements shape professional judgement and collegial decision-making in 
research and teaching.

Essential parts of the academic professions’ ethos are captured by Merton’s (1942) 
principles of communality (communism), universalism, disinterestedness, and organised 
scepticism (CUDOS). The ability to act in accordance with the academic ethos depends 
on organisational factors such as institutional safeguards, finances and management ide-
als (Clark, 1983; Deem et al., 2007; Kallio et al., 2016; Macfarlane, 2024). The internal 
decision-making processes of higher education institutions (HEIs) can support or hinder 
the academic profession and its ethos. More specifically, collegiality or collegial decision-
making strengthens the profession’s ability to adhere to its own ethos (Waters, 1989; Sahlin 
& Eriksson-Zetterquist, 2023b). However, today, the academic ethos and its operational 
condition – collegiality – are likely to face competition from other norm systems and organ-
isational ideals (Kallio et al., 2016; Sahlin & Eriksson-Zetterquist, 2023b; van Cloete et al., 
2023), such as the generic management ideals of private firms. Furthermore, in certain con-
texts, HEIs and academic professionals may also be subject to political steering (see, e.g., 
Kok et al., 2010; Gornitzka et al., 2017; Musselin, 2018; Sahlin & Eriksson-Zetterquist, 
2023a, b).

This study investigates institutional and professional autonomy and their relationship 
with the academic ethos – the professional code representing the profession’s main norms of 
operation and self-restriction (Waters, 1989). Based on in-depth interviews with academics 
at Swedish higher education institutions, the study addresses two key questions: (1) How 
do members of the academic profession perceive their ability to uphold their professional 
ethos? and (2) How do they respond to competing values within their organisation? The 
study employs a comparative design, including Swedish HEIs with different internal gov-
ernance organisations (Ahlbäck Öberg & Boberg, 2023), which are likely to differ in their 
level of support for the academic ethos.

Swedish HEIs are formally central government agencies (Karran et al., 2017; Nokkola 
& Bladh, 2014; Ahlbäck Öberg & Boberg, 2024), which makes them likely targets for both 
political steering and for any management trends in public organisations, including private 
sector management ideals that were introduced to the public sector in the New Public Man-
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agement (NPM) era (Hood, 1991). Swedish HEIs are likely to be characterised by com-
peting professional codes, including: academic, public sector, and market ethos, albeit to 
varying degrees.

This study contributes by empirically demonstrating how organisational design condi-
tions the lived content of the academic ethos, and by elaborating how informal collegial 
practices operate as compensatory mechanisms in line-managed environments. Further-
more, we refine the concept of competing ethoses by linking it to four analytical dimen-
sions and by analysing how external political and resource pressures are channelled through 
organisational structures.

The article is organised as follows. First, we introduce the academic ethos and its two 
main competitors, the public sector ethos and the market ethos. Next, we present our ana-
lytical framework. The methods section then presents the research design and case study. 
The empirical findings are then presented, followed by a discussion and our conclusions.

Theory

An ethos represents a combination of ‘collective intentions’ underpinned by ‘tacit rules’ 
that regulate the behaviour of a given group (Turner, 2010). The identifiable components 
of an ethos mean it can be studied. Previous research has described the link between ethos 
and organisational settings; each organisation has a ‘shared reality’ that influences its mem-
bers’ beliefs about expected behaviour. Standards of moral behaviour and professionalism 
involve the interaction between organisations and their members (Morgan, 2006). This sec-
tion outlines the defining features and operational definitions of the three competing etho-
ses: the academic, the public sector and the market ethoses.

Characteristics of the academic ethos

The formation of an academic ethos is a social process based on collegiality and critical 
participation in the common search for ascertained knowledge (Rüegg, 1986). It is linked to 
the notion of academic citizenship, whereby service to students, colleagues, the institution, 
the discipline or profession, and the public, is an inherent part of faculty roles and duties 
(Denis et al., 2023). As noted above, the core values and principles of the academic ethos are 
closely linked to Merton’s (1942) norms of science. Communalism: the idea that the fruits 
of research should be considered public knowledge, and that sharing academic ideas and 
materials should be part of the collective academic effort to promote human progress. Uni-
versalism: the idea that scientific contributions should not be limited by race, nationalism, 
religion, social status or other irrelevant criteria. Disinterestedness: the idea that a research-
er’s personal interests are secondary to a general interest in knowledge. This means that 
academics should set aside egotistical and monetary motives to uphold intellectual integrity 
in the pursuit of truth. Organised scepticism: the idea that results and conclusions are not 
final and should be scrutinised (Macfarlane, 2024).

Although Merton’s norms have subsequently been criticised as idealised, they nevertheless 
represent an influential formulation of the academic as detached, methodical, and committed 
to searching for truth rather than personal glorification (Macfarlane & Cheng, 2008). The 
CUDOS principles also apply to educational tasks and, aligning with the Humboldtian ideal, 
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should be taught and practised by teachers and students alike (Östling, 2018). To uphold 
these values, power must be vested in a self-governing profession that limits its own claims to 
power by serving not particular actors but all, i.e., society in its broadest, most inclusive sense. 
Thus, this internally powerful profession abstains from any direct claim to political power and 
offers knowledge in this sense ‘irresponsibly’ and with disinterest (Panofsky, 2010).

Challenges for public sector values and marketisation

The professional ethos of academic teachers and researchers faces challenges from 
competing ethoses (Clark, 1983). Clark argues that to understand higher education, 
one must analyse the different ethoses that characterise its participants. These ethoses 
influence the governance of universities, as well as their internal culture and identity. In 
publicly funded universities, the first challenge stems from public sector values. These 
include the principles and practices of a classical Weberian rational bureaucracy, such as 
maintaining a clear distinction between public and private property, and treating people 
fairly and impartially (du Gay, 2000). In contemporary democracies, transparency, 
accountability and efficiency have been added to this definition. This definition 
encompasses both employment conditions and behavioural norms. Public servants are 
expected to carry out their role with dedication and with a commitment to the public 
service, and its core values for the benefit of society. Public service is a public-law 
service relationship, and its purpose is to serve the political will unless the political 
majority breaks constitutional rules. In a democracy, elected leaders – the government – 
can exercise legitimate authority to restrict both research and teaching autonomy. Thus, 
the political authority’s ideas about what is desirable can turn HEIs into an arena for the 
realisation of political agendas. A second challenge to the academic ethos comes from 
the marketisation of HEIs. A market ethos requires HEIs and academic professionals 
to seek the knowledge that is in demand in the marketplace. Education is viewed as a 
commodity, with students as ‘customers’ and the university as a ‘producer’. This ethos 
is entrepreneurial, goal-orientated and directed to ‘what pays off’ (Hall, 2012; Agevall & 
Olofsson, 2020). It is important to note that competition within the academic profession 
– understood as epistemic competition over ideas, methods, and interpretations through 
peer review and scholarly debate – is analytically distinct from market-based competition 
as a governance logic, which operates through resource allocation, performance metrics, 
and organisational steering.1

The tensions between the academic, public sector and market ethoses resonate with 
Freidson’s (2001) classic distinction between three forms of occupational control: the 
professional, bureaucratic and market logics. Each logic privileges a different basis of 
authority – peer judgement, hierarchical supervision or consumer demand – and these 
differences closely mirror the normative commitments embedded in the three ethoses 
identified here. In our analysis, these logics materialise as competing organisational 
ideals that shape what is valued, who is authorised to decide, and how academic work 
is evaluated.

1  It should be emphasised that the distinction between epistemic and organisational competition is used here 
as an analytical distinction rather than as a claim that these dynamics occur separately in empirical practice.
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The Significance of Internal Organisational Structure

While ethos refers to normative commitments, each ethos also implies a preferred 
organisational mode that structures how these commitments can be enacted. Thus, a 
key difference between the different ethoses lies in their respective organisational ideals 
(see Clark, 1983). Organisations that perform non-routine, innovative, and knowledge-
intensive tasks benefit from flat, collegial and non-bureaucratic structures. The academic 
ethos therefore relies on collegiality as its core form of governance. This model is 
designed to structurally safeguard academic freedom by preventing political, ideological 
or private business organisations from dictating decisions about the core activities of 
universities. Collegial structures serve to ‘both to deny an authority system and to limit 
its strength’ (Lazega, 2001, p. 269). Thus, an academic ethos presupposes a division 
of power between line management (top-down) and collegial governance (bottom-up) 
within academic institutions.

Historically, the separation of top-down line management and bottom-up collegial gov-
ernance in HEIs has been taken for granted, and has sometimes been enshrined in legisla-
tion. This has been analysed in different national contexts, including the UK (Deem, 1998; 
Tapper & Palfreyman, 2010), the US (Birnbaum, 2004), and continental Europe (de Boer & 
Stensaker, 2007). Collegiality, as a form of governance, works by continuously developing 
the profession’s shared understanding of what constitutes good scientific practice, and how 
this should shape research, education, and collaboration (Sahlin & Eriksson-Zetterquist, 
2016a, 2023b). According to Bennett (1998), collegiality is based on a professional com-
munity that is maintained through active collegial modes of working, such as peer review 
and seminars.

In contrast to the ideal of academic self-governance in collegial bodies, line organisa-
tions are associated with the public sector ethos and the market ethos. The former is gov-
erned by democratic principles of power distribution and the latter is guided by the ongoing 
process of supply and demand. The role of line management is to ensure internal compli-
ance with (public) finance, employment and other centrally decided policy goals. This is 
fundamentally different from the collegial ideal: managers are not peers, but rather general-
ists or specialists who work with top-down implementation.

The prevalence of an academic ethos is thus closely linked to the internal organisation 
of HEIs. The core elements of any ethos can be summarised in terms of four dimensions: 
norms and values; role perception and mission; the ideal organisational mode; and 
power and control (Barnett, 1990; Freidson, 2001; cf. Shore & Wright, 2000; see 
Table  1). Conflicts between ethoses could occur along all four of these dimensions. 
While we would expect some elements of all three ethoses to be present in modern 
universities, it is an empirical question how and when they come into competition with 
each other. Even in line-managed bureaucratic institutions, ‘pockets of collegiality’ 
(Lazega, 2001) or ‘islands of collegiality’ (Sahlin & Eriksson-Zetterquist 2016b), can 
emerge when smaller groups self-organise to uphold collegial norms. Furthermore, 
regardless of the ethos permitted by the internal organisation of a HEI, external 
pressures may challenge the individuals’ ability to uphold an academic ethos, e.g., 
insufficient resources.
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Table 1  The academic, public sector and market ethos, and their organisational characteristics
Academic ethos Public sector ethos Market ethos

Norms and values Academic norms, CUDOS: 
communalism,universalism, 
disinterestedness and organ-
ised scepticism.

Democratic norms 
and the rule of law: 
fair procedure, 
accountability, 
transparency, 
impartiality, legality.

The needs of the 
organisation, the 
brand, costumers’ 
(students’) 
preferences.

- What values are deemed 
important by the individu-
al and what is prioritised 
by the organisation?

Academic freedom is core 
principle.

Democracy is core 
principle.

Competition is 
core principle.

Role and mission
- What does the individual 
consider to be their main 
role and mission (purpose) 
as an academic?

To be free to seek, and to 
provide, knowledge to soci-
ety (universally defined).

To seek and provide the 
knowledge that demo-
cratic leaders demand.

To seek and 
provide useful 
knowledge, to 
compete in the 
international 
knowledge 
production market.

- To whom or what are 
they loyal? / Who is the 
principal?

Loyalty to academic ideals Loyalty to the princi-
pal, defined as e.g., the 
government, the people, 
or ‘the taxpayers’.

Loyalty to ‘cus-
tomers’ (students) 
or ‘shareholders’ 
(the government).

Organisational mode Collegial Line  Line
- How is the internal work 
organised?

Collegial bodies exist and 
have decision-making pow-
ers (formal and/or informal).

Line-decided standards, goals and/or proce-
dures limit room for manoeuvre, e.g., focus 
areas of research excellence, course content 
requirements.

- How are decisions made 
about day-to-day activities 
(such as research focus, 
course content)?

Individual and collegial 
freedom to decide one’s 
own research focus, course 
content etc.

Top-down decision-making structures 
involved in decisions about day-to-day 
activities, e.g., teacher allocation and course 
management planned by the administrator 
rather than the collegium.

 Power allocation and 
control mechanisms
- How is quality and/or 
performance evaluated or 
‘measured’?

Members of the profession 
(e.g., peer review) decide on 
quality.

Top-down performance/
quality review standards.

Competition, 
customer 
satisfaction, top-
down performance 
reviews.

- Who controls (internal) 
resource allocation? 

Collegial control, the aca-
demic profession decides on 
the allocation of resources.

Internal university 
policy, management 
decides.

Market demand 
for research 
and educa-tion 
controls the 
allocation of 
resources. 

 - Who owns the ideas and 
results of research?

The individual (and 
humanity) owns ideas.

Ideas are owned by 
society.

The HEI owns 
the ideas of its 
employees.
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Analytical Framework

The framework used in this article employs ideal-typical constructs in the Weberian sense. 
Ideal types are not intended as empirical descriptions of organisational reality but as analyti-
cal models that allow us to examine how different institutional logics interact and gener-
ate tensions in practice. The concepts of academic, public sector, and market ethos should 
thus be understood as heuristic tools for analysing governance arrangements rather than 
as claims about empirically distinct organisational forms. Based on the theoretical under-
standing of ethos outlined above, Table  1 below presents the analytical framework that 
guides the empirical analysis, illustrating the core differences of the academic, public and 
market ethoses, organised around four dimensions. The four dimensions derive from classic 
sociological theories of professions (Barnett, 1990; Freidson, 2001) and reflect the organ-
isational arenas where ethos becomes observable: values, roles, modes of organising, and 
control. These dimensions also mirror the concrete dilemmas academics face in their day-
to-day work. Table 1 operationalises the distinguishing features of each ethos across these 
arenas. Within each dimension, analytical questions are posed to guide the analysis. The 
questions in the first dimension capture the prevailing professional and organisational norms 
and priorities. The second dimension concerns individual role perceptions. The third dimen-
sion concerns the organisational mode of day-to-day activities. The questions in the fourth 
dimension focus on the decision-making power over crucial aspects of academic work, such 
as quality and performance reviews, and resource allocation. Thus, the main focus of our 
analytical framework is on the conditions for upholding an academic ethos that stem from 
the internal structure of HEIs. However, these conditions also depend on external factors, 
such as resource allocation and various policy objectives, set by the state. The analysis will 
therefore also address issues of institutional autonomy, i.e., as independence from the state.2

Methodology

Research Design 

To investigate how members of the academic profession perceive their ability to uphold 
their professional ethos, we conducted in-depth interviews with respondents from HEIs with 
different institutional structures. While all Swedish public universities operate under the 
same legal framework, their formal reliance on collegial decision-making varies consider-
ably. Research has shown that old universities still formally maintain decentralised colle-
gial decision-making, whereas new universities have a strong element of line management. 
Specialised higher education institutions have no collegial decision-making bodies, and 
university colleges lack decentralised collegial decision-making (Ahlbäck Öberg & Boberg, 

2  According to von Humboldt, the successful development of knowledge depends on a university having 
clear boundaries that separate it from its surroundings. This meant that academic teachers and researchers, 
as well as the institutions they represented should have no ties to political power. They should carry out 
their activities in “solitude and freedom”. This idea is expressed in von Humboldt’s most famous statement 
on educational policy, a short memorandum entitled (in English translation) “On the Internal and External 
Organisation of the Higher Scientific Institutions in Berlin” (von Humboldt, 1810/1960). The idea of separat-
ing the internal and external conditions of academic freedom is still prevalent in contemporary discourse, 
where academic freedom is divided into institutional autonomy and individual academic freedom.

1 3
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2023).3 Using this categorisation to maximise institutional variation, we selected respon-
dents from six HEIs representing distinct governance models:

i. Old university I (collegial governance),
ii. Old university II (strong collegial governance),
iii. New university (with weakened collegial governance and a strong element of line 
management),
iv. Specialised higher education institution (no collegial governance; strong line 
management),
v. Large university college (mainly line management, with one centralised collegial 
board),
vi. Small university college (weak collegial governance).4

This design uses known variations in formal collegiality as an analytical backdrop to our 
interview study, which aims to identify the informal scope of collegial decision-making 
within these institutions.

To reduce the influence of factors other than institutional structure on the ability to 
exercise one’s professional ethos, such as academic field, position, and job security, we 
selected interviewees who had job security (permanent positions of at least senior lecturer) 
and who were from the same field (social sciences).5 Three (in one case four) respondents 
were selected from each of the six institutions, for a total of 19 interviews. The inclusion 
of a fourth respondent from one of the institutions was not based on analytical consider-
ations but resulted from the recruitment process, where an additional interview was con-
ducted after multiple potential participants had initially been contacted. All interviews were 
retained in the analysis, as they did not alter the overall analytical patterns identified across 
institutions. Including three to four respondents per HEI allowed us to identify recurring 
within-institution patterns while still enabling meaningful comparisons across governance 
models. This enabled us to capture shared (or diverging) perceptions of academic ethos and 
its challenges, both within and across the Swedish HEIs. Even though the sample comprises 
a limited number of interviews, analytical saturation was achieved. Because each HEI cate-
gory included several respondents with comparable positions and disciplinary backgrounds, 
recurring patterns emerged early, and later interviews within the same institution type did 
not add new insights but confirmed the existing ones. This suggests that the key variations 
across governance models were fully captured.

Based on our analytical framework, the interview guide (see Supplementary Material) 
included questions about the following:

3 In the Swedish system, “new university” indicates that the HEI reached university status after 1977. A spe-
cialised higher education institution (Fachhochschule in German) is an HEI responsible for higher education 
and research in a specialised field (Fach).
4 To maintain the confidentiality as much as possible, we have not provided information about which uni-
versities were included in the study. Instead, we have labelled them based on their main characteristics (old 
university, new university, specialised higher education institution, university college). In the analysis, quotes 
are connected to each respondent by their label (e.g., “IP1”, “IP2” etc.), and some basic information about 
each respondent can be found in the list of references.
5  We have not specified the social science discipline because these subjects tend to be grouped together in the 
same department at the smaller universities, making identification of respondents a risk.
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	● Personal academic background
	● Role perceptions and ethos
	● Teaching and research practices
	● Outreach
	● Perceived scope of academic freedom

The guide included specific questions such as “Who has the (formal) power to decide on 
X in your workplace?”, as well as open-ended questions such as “What, in your opinion, 
constitutes good quality in teaching?”. We also included interview questions concerning the 
ownership of ideas and research results which intended to explore respondents’ perceptions 
of intellectual authority and responsibility in academic work (rather than the legal regula-
tion of intellectual property). As we did not expect the respondents to have a ready answer 
regarding their professional ethos, our questions aimed to identify its different aspects. The 
interviews were semi-structured and follow-up questions (not part of the interview guide) 
were asked to probe further when the respondents gave particularly interesting answers in 
relation to our main areas of inquiry.

The interviews took place between August and December 2023, either via Zoom or in 
person, and lasted for an average of one hour. The mode of interview (Zoom or in person) 
did not appear to affect the depth or character of responses. The interviews were recorded 
and transcribed in two rounds: first using Whisper.ai, then by one of the authors after lis-
tening to the recordings. A coding scheme was then constructed in which each dimension 
was operationalised as a different theme. That is, the coding scheme was explicitly derived 
from the four dimensions of our analytical framework, ensuring coherence between theory 
and empirical analysis. To ensure inter-coder reliability, the coding was carried out in two 
stages. First, one of the authors coded all the interview transcripts thematically. Secondly, 
each coded interview was read through by someone other than the initial coder to re-confirm 
all coding. As the interviews are complex and the analytical framework requires qualitative 
assessment of statements, this strategy of reconfirming the coding was employed to ensure 
consistency in the application of codes across the material. 

Case Description and Context

When it comes to analysing the ethos of academic staff in higher education institutions, 
Sweden is an excellent case study. Sweden is a small country where higher education is 
predominantly publicly funded. As the focus is on public sector HEIs any reform activity by 
the Swedish government in this policy sector affects all the institutions included. Swedish 
HEIs are formally part of the national government organisation, with the same legal person-
ality and conditions as other central government agencies. Consequently, compared to other 
mature democracies, Sweden provides limited support for HEIs institutional autonomy 
(Karran et al., 2017; Bennetot Pruvot et al., 2023; Ahlbäck Öberg, 2024). In this context, 
universities and the academic profession are often defined in the same terms as other parts 
of the democratically controlled public services, despite the fact that the ethos of the public 
servants is different to that of the academic profession.

Despite being a part of the central government organisation, since 2011 Swedish uni-
versities have enjoyed a relatively high degree of freedom in organising their internal oper-
ations, including choosing their management model and deciding when to use collegial 

1 3

Page 9 of 24     65 



S. A. Öberg et al.

decision-making processes. Some have used this opportunity to adopt collegial designs that 
support the academic profession and its ethos, while others have adopted the management 
models typical of modern formal organisations that support market-oriented, private sector-
inspired management (Ahlbäck Öberg & Boberg, 2023; Boberg, 2022).

It should also be noted that free research depends on adequate funding, and financial auton-
omy is a key factor in international comparisons of academic freedom and autonomy (see e.g., 
Bennetot Pruvot et al., 2023). The Swedish Government Commission Inquiry on Governance 
and Resources found that direct institutional funding of research for Swedish HEIs has decreased 
overall in relation to external research funding over time, from 68% in 1981 to 44% in 2017. 
Several analysts consider the Swedish level of external funding to be high by international stan-
dards (Styr- och resursutredningen, 2019, p. 264f), which is a relevant aspect for our study.

In the Swedish higher education system, all universities and higher education institu-
tions operate under the same legal framework and are formally assigned the dual mission 
of education and research. In line with the Humboldtian ideal embedded in this framework, 
there is no formal distinction in academic ethos between research-intensive universities 
and teaching-oriented institutions. Variations between institutions are therefore analytically 
understood in this study not as differences in professional ethos, but as differences in organ-
isational and governance conditions under which the same academic ethos is enacted.

Results

This section presents the results of our interview-based study. It reports the findings related 
to the analytical framework (see Table 1), as well as findings that emerged during the empir-
ical work such as external conditions and challenges to the academic ethos. Quotes are used 
to illustrate these findings. 

Academic Ethos at the Individual Level: Professional Values, Roles, and Loyalties

This section discusses the first two dimensions of the analytical framework. Overall, the 
interviewees express values that align with the academic ethos. Their mission, which is often 
described as seeking and disseminating knowledge, reflects the CUDOS ideal. Themes of 
academic freedom and professional integrity recur, with respondents distancing themselves 
from the logic of both the public sector (serving political goals) and the market (serving 
students as customers) ethoses.

Several of our interviewees state that their role and duty is to seek new knowledge and 
share it with society at large. A typical example is found in the following quote:

I feel that I have a mission, a greater purpose, and a mission from a larger societal 
perspective. To stand for academic knowledge, academic competence, to stand for 
evidence. (IP3)

This role involves standing up for science, or more specifically, the way in which the aca-
demic profession seeks knowledge. As one interviewee notes, this requires the integrity to 
self-regulate one’s pursuit of new knowledge (IP18). Interviewees express the view that 
academic scholars should seek new knowledge, but leave its potential use or application to 
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others. This stance refutes both the public sector ethos and the market ethos. Furthermore, 
they believe that academic scholars should not serve political actors or political agendas. 
Our respondents value high-quality education and seek to provide it as teachers. They defend 
their right to evaluate the quality of education within the profession, and they distance them-
selves from the market ethos’s notion of students as consumers of higher education. They 
also reject the idea that higher education is primarily a political instrument of employment 
policy, which would be consistent with the public sector ethos.

While the academic ethos is generally widely accepted among our respondents, there is 
variation how unambiguous they believe this ethos to be. Although the academic ethos is 
strong at an individual level, competing norms are expressed by academics working in uni-
versity colleges and the specialised higher education institution. Some of the interviewees 
in this group discuss their role and mission in complex terms, expressing norms and values 
associated with the public sector ethos. Examples of this include identifying ‘the taxpayers’ 
(IP10) as their principal and identifying oneself as a public servant bound by public law and 
procedures, given that universities are central government agencies (IP11; IP12). Awareness 
of ‘belonging to the state [national government]’ (IP11) creates a sense of responsibility in 
one of the interviewees. The complexity of managing the competing values is acknowl-
edged by another interviewee, who states that the researchers’ own ideological convictions 
can undermine their independence from political influence:

…if it is control that is [compatible with] what you find important, then it is less prob-
lematic. I wish to keep it on a level of principle and find it wrong. I do not believe that 
one should control universities. But I find it to be a complicated issue. (IP4)

Some interviewees respond to questions about their mission or principal by describing their 
perceived obligations to external financing institutions and students respectively. In this 
type of argument, student interests and satisfaction are presented as important forms of con-
sumer feedback, associated with the market ethos (IP1; IP7; IP10; IP19). Some interviewees 
identify funding bodies outside of the higher education institutions are identified by some 
interviewees as parties with legitimate demands on performance and output. We interpret 
this logic as stemming from the contractual nature of approved research applications.

Taken together, these findings correspond to the first two dimensions of our analytical 
framework, namely norms and values, and role perception. While the academic ethos is 
strongly articulated at the individual level, the interviews also reveal how elements of pub-
lic sector and market ethoses are selectively incorporated into academics’ role perceptions, 
particularly in more line-managed institutions across institutional contexts.

Organisational Conditions – Governance, Working Methods and Control

This section addresses the organisational dimensions of our analytical framework, focusing 
on organisational mode and power allocation. The findings illustrate how internal gover-
nance structures shape the conditions under which different ethoses are enacted in everyday 
academic work. Hence, so far we have presented an overview of an ethos predominantly ori-
ented towards the academic profession at the individual level. As we now turn to the organ-
isational dimension of this analysis, the pattern observed at the individual level analysis 
becomes more pronounced in terms of how internal processes align with different ethoses, 
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and how they affect the academic profession. Those who strike a balance between compet-
ing norms in their workplaces recognise the risks of organising universities in a way that 
distributes power away from the academic profession.

Organisational Form and Professional Practice: From Collegiality to Line Management

At the organisational level, many interviewees describe centralised decision-making struc-
tures, standardised administrative systems, and communication protocols that are shaped by 
a managerial logic. These factors are associated with the market ethos, where organisational 
branding and control take precedence over professional autonomy. Centralised curricula, 
support systems perceived as controlling, and the administrative management of teaching 
assignments all illustrate the weakening of collegial structures. Examples of standardised 
course formats and branding that align with corporate values demonstrate how academic 
judgement is subordinated to organisational goals.

In terms of our analytical framework, these accounts illustrate how shifts in organisational 
mode – from collegial governance to line management – reconfigure the balance between 
academic, public sector, and market ethoses, particularly with regard to decision-making 
over core academic activities such as teaching content, curricula, and research priorities.

Many universities ‘offer’ standardised formats for curricula and course evaluations, and 
such systems are perceived as limiting professional autonomy. Describing a line organisa-
tion where curricula and course objectives are controlled formats, one interviewee from a 
small university college concludes that it is ‘rather rigid stuff’ (IP17). Furthermore, these 
‘support systems’ also serve as tools for the top-down control of content. When discussing 
mandatory formatting, one interviewee identifies an additional type of control:

IP10: No, content, I do not feel that someone controls what we write. [But] it is for-
matted precisely how to write. One needs to follow… some kind of language that is 
clunky. [And in doing this] one needs to be in contact with someone in administration. 
There it can be this type of power…‘this is how to do this’. Almost like lawyers. […]

Interviewer: So, in the end all curricula look the same?

IP10: Yes, right, standardised.

Administrative systems and centralised formatting are not only described as tedious or stan-
dardised, but are also perceived as undermining, or even disregarding, the quality and the 
professional competence of academic teachers. One interviewee described a teaching plan-
ning system in which teaching posts were filled regardless of the teacher’s area of expertise. 
The system effectively fails to match courses with appropriate teachers, thus lacking legiti-
macy among academic professionals:

I believe that it counteracts quality. […] It is a very NPM-ish system, really. It is 
similar to a logistics system at Volvo or something. […] My critique is that they are 
given the role of Tetris players. They play a game to solve a puzzle, but it is not based 
on competence. (IP16)
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This quote clearly shows that the values associated with a market ethos conflict directly with 
those of an academic ethos.

Management at the central level employs various branding strategies. One interviewee 
describes how advertising is centralised and formatted to portray the organisation as one 
that values its relationships with private companies (IP8). Some interviewees find it difficult 
to adhere to the academic norm of communicating their research findings, as the central 
communication departments of some universities make editorial decisions based on market-
oriented values: ‘When researchers wish to communicate their findings the answer can be 
“No, that is not of interest to our presumptive students”’ (IP9). Communication officers 
paint a strategic picture of the organisation, omitting certain areas. The examples of the 
pushy communications department come from a university college. Old universities are also 
reported to have attempted to ‘support’ academics in communication, with one interviewee 
being given a card with instructions on how to interact with journalists. However, as they 
found these instructions irrelevant, they ‘laughed at it and threw it away’ (IP12).

Another interviewee, who works in an old university and has a distinct personal academic 
ethos, describes how the preconditions for the profession have changed as the autonomy of 
universities is challenged by what can be interpreted as a combination of public sector and 
market ethos. These changes are made in reference to the ‘taxpayer argument’ and through 
a hands-on mentality that the interviewee associates with the growth of the higher education 
sector, as well as with the large number of students, staff, and bureaucrats involved. In the 
interviewee’s university, managerial ideals associated with the market ethos have perme-
ated internal processes, centralising decisions about communications, human resources, and 
IT in a way that is perceived as limiting the profession’s room for action. This interviewee 
describes how collegial bodies are becoming increasingly conformist, which runs counter 
to the highly decentralised organisation that is the ideal. According to this interviewee, 
some members of the academic profession embrace an organisational design that centralises 
power and equates the receiving of external research funding with quality (IP13).

Quality Assessment and Control: Balancing Professional Judgement and Performance 
Metrics

While some respondents view performance metrics (e.g., publications, citations) as legiti-
mate quality assurance tools, others describe them as managerial tools that focus on pro-
ductivity rather than scholarly merit. These systems often reward activity or ambition over 
actual research quality. Similar tensions emerge in comments on teaching evaluation. The 
locus of control – whether it lies with academic peers or institutional management – marks 
the boundary between these ethoses.

What is valued and by whom is central to the dimension of work assessment in our 
framework. In our interviews, this theme emerged in several examples of research and 
higher education evaluation experienced by our interviewees. Starting with evaluation of 
research processes, the use of internal systems that use quantitative indicators to assess per-
formance seems to be a common feature. The validity of these systems is perceived in differ-
ent ways. One narrative portrays quantitative indicators, such as the number of publications 
in high-ranking journals, as a legitimate means of measuring research quality. This narrative 
is put forward by interviewees from old universities and is based on the idea that ranking 
and peer review are the academic profession’s way of ensuring quality. Internal manage-
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rial performance measurement is viewed as adopting valid measures from academia (IP1; 
IP2; IP12). In contrast, other interviewees are more critical of the use of indicators such as 
bibliometrics. They describe them as a poor substitute for professional judgement (IP18), or 
state that ‘these bibliometric things, they have won […] my impression is that because we 
can’t agree on what high quality is, they take precedence’ (IP14).

Interviewees from university colleges and the specialised higher education institution 
offer a third perspective on these types of performance measures, describing them as pri-
marily focused on productivity or quantity without linking them to the academic profession. 
These narratives describe the assessment tools in more general, managerial, terms associ-
ated with a market ethos (IP4; IP6; IP10). One small university college has its own system 
of awarding points for activities such as research applications to external funding bodies. 
These points determine the internal distribution of funding (IP17). This internal system 
is based on ambition rather than actual accomplishments or quality, and can be seen as 
reflecting a market ethos. A fourth narrative emerges when an interviewee states that their 
organisation uses performance indicators and links them to rewards, but acknowledges that 
they may be irrelevant in practice (IP7). Another view is that academics are insensitive to 
the nature of the incentives that these systems represent (IP3).

Interviewees describe various methods of evaluating teaching and education, such as 
student evaluations and processes involving managerial supervision (IP6) or peer review 
are regular features (IP1; IP3). As shown above, some of these systems involve top-down 
control of content, which is compatible with the public sector or market ethos, but not with 
the academic one. In contrast, some interviewees explicitly discuss their own professional 
judgement as being key to the evaluating teaching (IP1; IP12). Significantly, those work-
ing in old universities are much more likely than those working in other types of HEIs to 
describe how they can rely on collegial processes, or their own professional judgement, 
when evaluating their teaching performance.

These findings speak directly to the control dimension of our analytical framework, high-
lighting tensions between peer-based professional judgement and top-down performance 
management systems. Whether evaluation practices support or undermine the academic 
ethos depends on the locus of control – collegial or managerial – through which quality and 
performance are assessed.

Collegial Resistance and Informal Collegiality

Our selection of HEIs was guided by variations in organisational design, particularly the 
formal balance between line management and collegial governance. So far, our findings 
support the suspicion that this type of context co-varies with the type of institutional ethos 
cultivated. The content and status of the academic ethos are described differently in differ-
ent HEIs. For instance, an interviewee from an older, highly collegial university emphasised 
the importance of exercising professional judgement, even when it is ‘uncomfortable’. With 
reference to quality in teaching, the interviewee states that ‘not all that is good is in demand’ 
(IP13). However, professional practices can still evolve to uphold such values in settings 
where the organisational design poses a challenge to the norms associated with an academic 
ethos. Two key findings from our interviews illustrate how such professional practices oper-
ate; the existence of collegial pockets and the reproduction of informal collegiality.
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In line-managed HEIs, an informal collegiality can be cultivated independently of the 
formal, top-down organisation. Despite lacking decision-making power, this collegiality 
mobilises meetings to discuss teaching and research content. These meetings bring together 
the whole [sub]discipline at a given HEI and determine the direction of the activities. The 
following quote from a strongly line-managed institution illustrates this way of working in 
a system that is not designed for collegial governance:

I think that in order to persevere in a system that may not always be built for what we 
want to do, you have to find ways […] to adapt and give that little bit extra, and quite 
a lot extra, to do the kind of work that you want to do both in terms of teaching and 
research. I think academia…. in that way of looking at academia, […] may not suit 
everyone and it may not be something that everyone wants, or it may have to be a little 
bit special to cope and continue in that kind of environment. But then you have to like 
your work very much, and I do. It is important to have the internal drive to cope in a 
system that may not always work with you, but may work against you. (IP7)

The interviewee believes that, for academic activities to be of high quality and legitimate, 
the collegium must be active, even if the formal organisation does not grant it organisational 
decision-making power. This reflects a parallel world to the formal organisation – a collegial 
pocket operating within a line-managed organisation. Similar statements have been made by 
other line-managed HEIs:

[W]e have work teams, for example, when you work with the different programmes. 
We often work with course development, but then we talk in much smaller groups. 
The collegial work is among… between teachers who are in courses. It’s very col-
legial. And in research, of course. […] I’ve been involved in a project that has been 
more or less externally funded and there you’re pretty much left alone. There’s no-one 
interfering with what I do in research. (IP16)

We asked the latter interviewee to describe who was responsible for designing the course 
evaluations. At their HEI, course evaluation design was handled centrally. However, the 
interviewee did not find this useful for course development, so they created their own course 
evaluation:

[…] I do my own course evaluation for me to open and develop the course. I share 
it with the teachers who have also been in the course. That’s what we do now in this 
Masters programme. The usual things that are done automatically [centrally mandated 
course evaluations] are done, but our own course development we do like no one else. 
[…] You could say that a parallel system has been created there too. On the one hand 
we have this, and we do as we have been told, but in reality, we do it in a different way. 
It’s a bit like Eastern Europe. […] It’s a parallel system. (IP16)

The quote is a typical example of how some of the academic teachers we interviewed – in 
line-managed HEIs – are trying to re-establish or reclaim the right to professional judge-
ment in their core activities. In this particular case, this is achieved by addressing what is 
formally required and by incorporating an evaluative element that is necessary to provide 
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the information required by the profession to develop the course. The latter approach is 
referred to as working “in your own bubble”. In other words, you comply with the centrally 
required measures, but beyond that you do as you please:

You have to be able to be in bubbles with good people. If you can be in those bubbles, 
then the job works very well. For me it has, so I think I’m lucky. We’ve had these 
bubbles, but it’s a bit of an al-Qaeda system. We work in our cells […]. Then we’re 
back to this thing where we’ve landed in a parallel system. We say yes to things and 
then we do what we want. Some of us. (IP16)

The personal dependency of these collegial pockets is evident in in several interviews (e.g., 
IP2; IP3; IP15; IP19). In the absence of a formal collegial structure, the informal way of 
working has to be supported by the group of academic teachers and researchers involved 
in the subject. However, a senior interviewee from a more collegial university pointed out 
that collegiality is increasingly being weakened in favour of a more individualistic norm:

We have to show that we, we are a collective. We stand for certain things and we 
express a resistance. We are not like any other central government agency. It’s not like 
the MSB [the Civil Contingencies Agency] or the Transport Agency or whatever it is. 
It’s something else. […] I think there are quite a few people today who don’t really 
see that point. They’re in some kind of knowledge factory and they’re working to… 
to be as [personally] successful as possible. (IP3)

The existence of the collegial pockets within line-managed universities depends on the pres-
ence of colleagues who have been socialised into collegiality through their PhD training, 
often at another HEI. The reproduction of the collegial way of working depends on the 
presence of people with this academic training and who are not simply moulded by a more 
top-down managerial approach. This is important for all colleagues, as well as those with 
management responsibilities:

Interviewer: How do you get these good people, those who understand the academic 
work? What are the conditions for bringing up such people in your organisation?

IP2: I think, for example [our head of department] he wasn’t brought up in a line-
managed organisation, he was brought up in a collegial structure […].

The issue of how to convey the importance of collegial work and governance to future 
generations was raised by interviewees from both older (more collegial) and younger (more 
line-managed) HEIs (IP3; IP8; IP13; IP14; IP16; IP19). One interviewee expressed this in 
very concrete terms:

Now, I think I [may be sticking my neck out], and I know this […] that we still have 
some of the collegial bodies, or quite a few for that matter. But I also see that this is 
very much about the formal organisation, but also about the culture and the informal 
norm. […] We met the generation when we arrived [to the Ph.D. programme], who 
carried this old ethos with them, which of course had its sides. Not least the fact that 
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you could behave however you wanted, if you had a professorship anyway. But I 
don’t think you encounter it in the same way, that you are trained into something 
else [today]. And this independence is an important norm, which should not only be 
regulated by formal institutions, but must also be present again in this way, to be able 
to be difficult. I would say that this is a huge change. It’s probably very difficult to 
be. If I seriously perceive that this has to be severely criticised because it is not up to 
standard, then it is [more] difficult [to convey that today]. (IP13)

The finding that a collegial mode of organising work requires instruction and/or teaching is 
an important finding for many reasons. Firstly, it aligns with Sahlin and Eriksson-Zetterqui-
st’s suggestion that collegiality does not emerge on its own and is subject to fierce competi-
tion from more trendy managerial ideas (2016b). Secondly, while peer review and collegial 
working practices are integral to the modus operandi of the academic community, this also 
means that the importance of collegial decision-making should also be explicitly articulated 
during the professional training of academic teachers and researchers.

Within our analytical framework, these practices can be understood as informal reas-
sertions of the academic ethos in organisational contexts dominated by public sector or 
market-oriented modes of governance. The emergence of collegial pockets illustrates how 
professional norms are actively reproduced through everyday practices, even when formal 
organisational structures do not support collegial decision-making.

External Pressures

The conditions for maintaining an academic ethos, as discussed in the previous sections, are 
primarily considered from an organisational perspective. However, our interviews revealed 
that some of the key challenges to maintaining an academic ethos stem from external condi-
tions. These external conditions are ‘channelled’ through the internal organisations and thus 
interact with the pre-existing internal conditions. In this section, we address the two main 
challenges arising from external conditions that emerged in our interviews: politicisation 
and resource allocation.

Politicisation – Political Steering and Meta-objectives

In line with the academic ethos embraced by our interviewees, the dominant idea is that 
the political steering of universities is illegitimate. However, the interviews also contain 
many examples of politicisation, whereby a set of political objectives are imposed on the 
academic profession.6 These goals are similar, interviewees talk about meta-objectives such 
as democracy, equality and sustainability, which form part of the government’s steering of 
all Swedish central government agencies. Implementing these objectives is therefore in line 
with the ethos of the public sector.

6  For example, in the first chapter of the Swedish Higher Education Act (Swedish Code of Statutes 1992:1434) 
there has been a stacking of policy objectives over time. These include collaboration for mutual exchange 
with the surrounding community, Student influence, Sustainable development, Gender equality, Internation-
alisation, Promote and widen recruitment to HE and Lifelong learning. All of these objectives place high 
demands on local working processes, action plans and reporting of results to the government (Ahlbäck Öberg 
& Boberg, 2024).
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These objectives are prioritised in internal processes regardless of the organisational 
design – they are advocated by both university management in line organisations and col-
legial bodies. Political steering signals are adopted by university management and ‘trickle 
down’ through the organisation (IP4). One interviewee discusses how ‘activist managers’ 
push policies from the top down (IP3). Most examples of this type of steering come from 
interviewees in university colleges and the specialised higher education institution, and 
relate to education. This includes details such as the curriculum of individual courses being 
controlled from above and reviewed in advance or controlled ex post for content covering 
the meta-objectives (IP5; IP7; IP8; IP11).

There are evaluations [implemented] from above asking how do you ensure that you 
cover sustainable development or democracy or equality and so on. Every programme 
every year and then one needs to think about where do we do this? How are we mak-
ing sure that our students get this in a course […] and then we need to update the cur-
ricula. […] It comes from above. (IP7)

Sometimes, collegial bodies push meta-objectives (IP4), meaning that the profession itself 
embraces political goals and enforces these objectives, overruling individual colleagues.

Recognising the risk of becoming, or at least being perceived as, a political instrument, 
one interviewee emphasises the importance of upholding academic professional norms 
(IP9). Another interviewee describes their response to a top-down initiative to encourage 
academic teachers to change their curricula: ‘[it had] a political aim. […] very eager to 
manifest the mission of the college to promote equality, democracy and above all sustain-
ability. Visibly and in writing in the curricula. […] It met some resistance but mostly silent 
resistance’ (IP11). A third response is to adapt to the meta-objectives (IP7).

The specialised higher education institution appears to be more active in aligning with 
other types of political goals, linking research and higher education with labour market 
policies and the strength of regional markets. While these internal goals are framed as con-
tributions to society, they do not align with the academic ethos in a general sense. Instead, 
they narrowly define the society in question, confining it to a limited geographical area and 
to specific problems faced by private companies or industries (IP6; IP7; cf. IP19). In these 
examples, the ethos of the public sector aligns with that of the market, thereby limiting the 
academic freedom of this organisation.

These external pressures interact with the internal organisational conditions outlined in 
our analytical framework, shaping how competing ethoses are prioritised and enacted within 
higher education institutions. In this sense, organisational design mediates the impact of politi-
cal steering and resource dependencies on the conditions for upholding an academic ethos.

Resources and Funding Logic

When asked about the factors that most condition their professional lives, our interviewees 
overwhelmingly cited resources as the most important factor, particularly in terms of funding. 
Although Swedish research is largely funded by institutions and foundations outside of the 
universities and university colleges (> 50% of the total research funding), internal decisions are 
made regarding application criteria, funding applications, and the distribution of internal funds.
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All types of HEIs are represented among our interviewees, and they describe how, 
although applications for external funding have to be approved by a manager or head of 
department, in practice, free to decide which projects to apply for funding for. This kind 
of freedom is associated with the academic ethos. None of the researchers experienced any 
controls or obstacles in this respect. However, the freedom to formulate research problems 
is limited by the perception that external funding bodies focus on particular issues or trends, 
meaning that adapting to ‘buzzwords’ has become part of the research process for individual 
researchers. Other restrictions on academic freedom are imposed by HEIs that deliberately 
narrow their research agenda by defining a ‘profile’ or ‘strength’. This type of focus does 
not prevent our interviewees from pursuing research interests outside of their institution’s 
‘profile’, but working within the focus area is understood to be highly valued. According 
to an interviewee from the specialised higher education institution, decisions to have an 
organisation-wide research profile can also affect recruitment, potentially competing with 
the academic ethos of meritocratic recruitment (IP8). Adapting to external demand through 
self-declared profiles is a way of pooling resources in the hope of gaining strength in a 
‘funding market’, a logic associated with the market ethos.

Different approaches can be taken to meet the demands of the external funding institu-
tions. One interviewee from an old university with a strong academic ethos describes a 
strategy of avoiding funding bodies whose demands restrict the freedom of research (IP2). 
In contrast, another interviewee, working in a university college, believes that adapting to 
the specific funding opportunities of their organisation is ‘quite natural’ (IP11). Lack of 
resources and internal resource allocation were identified as factors that have a major impact 
on the ability to practise the academic profession. Teaching is considered to be underfunded. 
Two interviewees from the specialised higher education institution discuss how the univer-
sity does not fund any time for research, which is at odds with their academic ethos, where 
teaching and research are both integral to being an academic (IP7; IP8).

Conclusions

Main Findings

The aim of this study was to analyse how internal decision-making processes within Swed-
ish higher education institutions shape the conditions for upholding an academic ethos 
among university teachers and researchers. Focusing on the interaction between academic, 
public sector, and market ethoses, we examined how members of the academic profession 
perceive their professional role and respond to competing values within their organisations.

Our findings show that the academic ethos remains strong at the individual level across 
institutional contexts. However, organisational design plays a crucial role in shaping how 
this ethos can be enacted in practice. In line-managed higher education institutions, ele-
ments of public sector and market ethoses become more salient, particularly through cen-
tralised administrative systems, standardised procedures, and performance-oriented control 
mechanisms. These organisational arrangements tend to narrow the scope for professional 
judgement and collegial autonomy, even when individual academics continue to endorse 
core academic values.
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Where formal collegial decision-making structures are weak or absent, informal forms of 
collegiality emerge as compensatory mechanisms. These “collegial pockets” create spaces 
for professional deliberation and judgement within otherwise hierarchical organisations. 
However, our findings also show that such informal practices are fragile and heavily depen-
dent on professional socialisation, particularly during doctoral training, underscoring the 
importance of intergenerational transmission of collegial norms.

Implications for Academic Freedom and Governance

Beyond internal organisational arrangements, our study highlights the significance of exter-
nal pressures for the academic ethos. Political steering through meta-objectives such as 
democracy, equality, and sustainability was perceived as constraining professional auton-
omy, particularly in education. Importantly, these objectives are sometimes internalised and 
enforced by collegial bodies themselves, illustrating how a public sector ethos may override 
academic judgement even within formally collegial structures.

Resource dependency constitutes another major concern. Reliance on external research 
funding and internal profiling strategies encourages adaptation to funding priorities and 
market-oriented logics, potentially discouraging curiosity-driven research. Together, these 
findings demonstrate how external political and resource pressures are mediated through 
organisational structures, thereby shaping the practical conditions for academic freedom.

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that collegial decision-making – whether for-
mally institutionalised or informally sustained – constitutes a necessary condition for aca-
demic freedom as understood in this study. Without collegial control over core academic 
activities, professional judgement is displaced by administrative or market-based criteria, 
thereby undermining the conditions under which academic freedom can be meaningfully 
exercised.

Theoretical Contribution

This study contributes to the literature on academic professionalism by refining and empiri-
cally operationalising the concept of competing organisational ethoses within higher educa-
tion institutions. Based on foundational typologies developed by Clark (1983) and Freidson 
(2001), and subsequent work on academic governance and professionalism, we advance a 
framework that distinguishes between academic, public sector, and market ethoses across 
four analytical dimensions: values, role perception, organisational form, and control. By 
linking these dimensions to everyday professional experiences, the study bridges macro-
level theories of governance with micro-level accounts of academic work.

Furthermore, we demonstrate that professional ethos is not merely a structural or norma-
tive ideal but is actively reproduced, negotiated, and resisted through everyday practices. 
Informal collegiality emerges as a key mechanism through which academic norms are sus-
tained in line-managed environments. This finding extends existing concepts such as “colle-
gial pockets” and “islands of collegiality” by highlighting their dependence on professional 
socialisation and collective practice. In doing so, the study underscores the importance of 
organisational design and collegial governance for safeguarding academic freedom in con-
temporary higher education institutions.
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The empirical material in this study is drawn from the social sciences. In methodologi-
cal terms, this may be considered a “most-likely case” for the persistence of a professional 
academic ethos, as these fields are generally less directly shaped by commercialisation and 
intellectual property regimes than parts of the applied sciences. If tensions between pro-
fessional autonomy, collegial governance, and competing organisational logics are visible 
even in such contexts, this strengthens the broader analytical relevance of the findings. A 
limitation of the study is that it is based on a single national higher education system, char-
acterised by a shared legal framework and a strong normative commitment to the unity of 
research and higher education. While this institutional context shapes the empirical condi-
tions examined here, the analytical insights generated – particularly regarding the role of 
collegial practices in sustaining professional autonomy – are likely to be relevant in other 
higher education systems facing similar governance reforms. Future research could further 
explore how these mechanisms operate under different legal and institutional arrangements. 

Interviews

1.	 Professor, Old University I, 2023-08-29.
2.	 Professor, Old University I, 2023-08-29.
3.	 Professor, Old University I, 2023-08-30.
4.	 Senior Lecturer, Small University College, 2023-09-22.
5.	 Professor Emeritus, Small University College, 2023-09-11.
6.	 Professor, Specialised Higher Education Institution, 2023-09-26.
7.	 Senior Lecturer, Specialised Higher Education Institution, 2023-09-21.
8.	 Professor, Specialised Higher Education Institution, 2023-09-19.
9.	 Professor, Large University College, 2023-09-01.
10.	 Senior Lecturer, Large University College, 2023-09-01.
11.	 Senior Lecturer, Large University College, 2023-09-01.
12.	 Senior Lecturer, Old University II, 2023-08-21.
13.	 Professor, Old University II, 2023-08-28.
14.	 Senior Lecturer, Old University II, 2023-08-28.
15.	 Professor, New University, 2023-10-09.
16.	 Senior Lecturer, New University, 2023-10-09.
17.	 Senior Lecturer, Small University College, 2023-11-24.
18.	 Senior Lecturer, Old University II, 2023-11-28.
19.	 Professor, New University, 2023-10-17.
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