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Reshaping the identity of the Academic Middle Manager

This paper is part of ongoing research into the roles of academic middle managers

during strategic innovations in Higher Education. It reports on a survey carried out in

2006 among academic middle managers of institutions for Higher Education in the

Netherlands. Its results provide an insight in the identity of the academic middle

managers and the way they handle their management in innovation processes. We

approach these results from the perspective of the challenges that the academic

middle managers are confronted with on a daily basis and the paradoxical situation that

– due to their position – they find themselves in.

Academic middle managers are at a crucial position in the HE-organization. They are

caught in the middle of conflicting positions, processes and interests. Kallenberg (2005)

describes at least four force fields that affect the middle manager. They are (1) the

linking pin between ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ processes; they have (2) to balance

between professionals and administrators; and (3) between the discipline of education

and the discipline of research; and (4) between hierarchy and collegiality.

Over the years their roles has changed considerably. Up to the 1990s, the roles of

heads of departments and academic middle managers were perceived as those of

senior teachers / professors who also happened to engage in routine administrative

processes. Lately, however, external pressure forced academic middle managers to

focus more on the quality of teaching and learning. They are expected to be able to

actually shape strategic innovation. Despite all this, however, the role of academic

middle managers has remained largely unexplored in the literature on educational and

organizational behaviour. Research on what middle managers actually do in

universities has been minimal (Van Hout, 2001). Our research tries to fill in this gap. Its

central question is: Which roles fulfills an Academic Middle Manager in strategic

innovation processes in Higher Education organizations? This paper examines the

identity and position of the Academic Middle Managers in HE-organizations and the

ways in which middle managers are involved in managing the paradoxes and

challenges.

Various authors have described the roles of managers. Examples are Mintzberg

(1973), Quinn & Rohrbauch (1983), Bartlett & Ghoshal (1993), Nonaka & Takeuchi

(1995) and Floyd & Wooldridge (1996). For this research the Competing Values

Framework of Quinn & Rohrbauch (1983) is used. This framework is based on two

dimensions of organizational concepts:

The first dimension approached the matter from an organizational perspective: an

internal focus on the well-being and the development of the people within the

organization versus and external focus on the well-being and the development of

the organization itself.

The second dimension distinguishes between two preferences for structure and

represents the contrast between stability and control on the one hand versus

flexibility and change on the other hand

The combination of the criteria “control versus flexibility” and “internal focus versus

external focus” yields four models, each of which are based on influential models in the
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field of management studies and organization studies. This framework entails the

paradox that organizations should be adaptive as well as flexible while they should also

exhibit a certain amount of both stability and control. Quinn claims that these

oppositions do not exclude each other. Applied to the individual behaviour of

managers, Quinn used the framework to develop eight roles of leadership. He claims

that managers should be able to fulfill all roles in order to be effective. For academic

middle managers this means that they simultaneously understand the need for change,

prepare for change, stimulate change and manage change. An effective middle

manager achieves a proper balance among the four models of the Competing Values

Framework and matches them with the university’s strategic innovation. Quinn’s tool

offers sufficient leads to measure these roles.

Another question is whether these roles can be explained. The answer to this question

leads us to a set of variables that influence the way in which academic middle

managers fulfill their roles. In this exploration, I make a distinction between

organizational and personal variables. Examples of organizational variables are

context, structure and culture. In this study I will investigate the influence of the variable

culture. Examples of personal variables are skills, personal characteristics (Big Five),

etc. In this study I am specifically interested in the variables autonomy and

engagement.

This research is based on the results of a written survey carried out among a random

selection of academic middle managers. Its goal is to get a clear perspective on the

various roles that academic middle managers perceive themselves to fulfill and how

they assess their own influence on strategic innovation processes. Furthermore, this

research is intended to gain insight in the identity of academic middle managers.

The research was carries out among academic middle managers working at 14 Dutch

universities and 44 colleges in The Netherlands. From this group 615 subjects were

randomly selected and they all received a structured questionnaire. The selection

adequately represents the various sizes of the institutions, the type of programmes

they offer, et cetera. 168 subjects returned a filled-out questionnaire (27,3%). The

resulting dataset was analyzed with the help of SPSS, and was tested for normal

distribution, relations between research variables, missing values, and outliers. The

analysis included 155 subjects (25,2%) that set, too, adequately represents each HEinstitution

in The Netherlands. The paper discusses the results of this survey and

elaborates on them.
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