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ABSTRACT
The characteristics of institutional work in higher education change is an understudied topic in research. This article describes 
an institutional change process in higher education by analysing multilevel institutional work. Drawing on the results, the paper 
presents a modified process model on the multilevel institutional work and the related micro–macro linkages. The model de-
scribes how micro-level strategy work connects with organisational strategy, the macro-level development and policy. Based on 
the results, the institutional change in higher education is characterised by the interplay between practice work and boundary 
work in a process, which has special characteristics at different stages. The empirical focus of the study is in the engineering 
and technology education in Finland. Using a theory-informed, mixed-methods single-case study design, this study explores the 
characteristics of multilevel institutional work and transformation mechanisms. The results generate theoretical knowledge on 
the micro–macro linkages of the institutional change process in higher education.

1   |   Introduction

According to institutional theory, organisational survival and 
success are linked to legitimacy (Meyer and Rowan  1977). 
Organisational success depends on the support the organisation 
receives from its different constituencies, and therefore, legiti-
macy can be defined as the congruence of organisational results 
with institutional norms (Arnold et al. 1996). The challenge of 
understanding institutional change has attracted theoretical and 
empirical interest in higher education over the last few decades 
(Brankovic and Cantwell 2022). Political, economic and social 
pressures strive universities towards strategic collaboration 
with stakeholders (Corazza and Saluto 2021; Pekkola et al. 2018; 
Rogers  2019) and universities have adopted new managerial 
models from the business in order to manage the growing de-
mands (Erkkilä 2014; Dobbins 2017; Tahar and Boutellier 2013). 
Studies on organisational change and some of the mechanisms 

to promote it have been conducted (e.g., Bouckenooghe  2010; 
Caldwell et al. 2009; Pettigrew et al. 2001). According to a re-
cent systematic literature review (Khaw et  al.  2023; Patala 
et al. 2017) studies have mainly focused on the role and char-
acteristics of individuals and their change reactions for the suc-
cessfulness of the organisational change (Alfes et al. 2019; Beare 
et al. 2020; Borges and Quintas 2020; Oreg et al. 2011; Oreg and 
Berson 2011; Tyler and De Cremer 2005; Vakola et al. 2013; Walk 
and Handy 2018; Whelan-Berry et al. 2003). However, research 
has not covered the actual transformational mechanisms of in-
stitutional work to induce change in higher education (Seo and 
Creed 2002).

When studying institutional change in higher education, the 
environmental aspects need to be taken into account. How or-
ganisations legitimate actions under conditions of institutional 
change in general is a central yet reasonably little understood 
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question (Patala et al. 2017). The literature on incumbent organ-
isations emphasises the inertia inherent to established organisa-
tions—incumbents easily hold to established practices, change 
slowly and do not adopt new ideas or innovations easily because 
they typically benefit from the status quo—the existing state of 
affairs and therefore have little motivation for changes (DiMaggio 
and Powell 1983; Greenwood and Suddaby 2006). More research 
is needed to examine incumbents' legitimacy-seeking behaviour 
in different fields (Patala et  al.  2017). In general, innovating 
incumbents typically employ a three-step process in inducing 
change: creating saliency for change, mitigating reservations 
against the desired change and institutionalising it (Purtik and 
Arenas  2019). Practices involve shaping-oriented knowledge 
flows, which seek to influence stakeholders in the external en-
vironment (Purtik and Arenas 2019). Adaptation-oriented prac-
tices allow organisations to adapt to the changing institutional 
environment (Rindova and Courtney  2020). Combining both 
types of knowledge is particularly crucial when the institutional 
environment changes (Bogers et al. 2019). As needs for change 
evolve over time (Moeen et  al.  2019; Vargo et  al.  2020), being 
able to shift between adaptation-oriented and shaping-oriented 
knowledge flows seems to be an important dynamic capability 
for organisations (Schweitzer et al. 2022).

Without taking into account the internal responses to external 
legitimation, we cannot fully understand the social formation 
of legitimacy as a dynamic process (Drori and Honing  2013). 
Previous research has overlooked how legitimacy emerges and 
evolves within new organisations (e.g., Drori and Honing 2013), 
particularly from an internal perspective. Neither has prior re-
search specifically examined the evolution of the dynamic rela-
tionship between internal and external legitimacy formation in 
organisations (Drori and Honing 2013). In this paper, I bridge 
this gap by studying how a university as an incumbent organ-
isation manages different interests and induces institutional 
change by strategic institutional work.

Due to national regulation in higher education, the reforms, 
general, discipline specific or university specific, are always at 
some level political (Välimaa 2001). In higher education, politi-
cal decision-making has strong effect on the development of the 
whole higher education system, individual universities and de-
velopment of disciplines. Furthermore, universities affect each 
other by different strategic actions (Stenvall-Virtanen 2023). In 
this study, the ‘change in higher education’ refers to an organisa-
tional level strategic change process in one university. This study 
contributes to the institutional theory and strategy research that 
aims at understanding the characteristics of multilevel institu-
tional work in an institutional incumbent change in general, as 
well as connected transformation mechanisms in higher edu-
cation in particular. This paper also contributes to the theory 
of organisational legitimation by connecting internal and exter-
nal legitimacy and by examining their relationship through ex-
amining institutional work as strategic actions in a competitive 
higher education environment. Central to institutional work is 
the idea of institutional agency and work being integral com-
ponents of legitimacy formation in an organisation (Seo and 
Creed 2002). This paper analyses multilevel institutional work 
in an incumbent change process in higher education by applying 
theoretical approach of dialectical institutional change (Seo and 
Creed 2002) and strategy as practice. In other words, the study 

answers to the question on how the interests and means of in-
fluencing of internal stakeholders affect an institutional change 
process in higher education and how in practice change and le-
gitimacy are induced.

The structure of this paper is the following: First, the theoret-
ical background introduces the existing body of knowledge in 
the field of organisational change and strategy as practice. The 
following section explains the methods, research data and the 
case employed in this study. After this, the results of the study 
are presented and discussed, and finally, the paper concludes by 
evaluating the theoretical and practical value of the findings.

2   |   Theoretical Framework

Organisational change is possible through embedded agency 
and activities of actors who have an interest in particular insti-
tutional arrangements and who leverage resources to create new 
institutions or to transform existing ones (e.g., Fumasoli and 
Huisman  2013). Institutional change is an outcome of the dy-
namic interactions between two institutional by-products: insti-
tutional contradictions and human praxis (Seo and Creed 2002). 
From a dialectical perspective, the accumulation of contradic-
tions creates tensions and provides the seeds for action and in-
stitutional change (Seo and Creed 2002). According to Seo and 
Creed (2002), the potential for an institutional change increases 
if there exists a fundamental misalignment between the exist-
ing social arrangements and the interests of actors because this 
increases the potential of institutional challengers to arise. The 
degree to which an institutional arrangement is misaligned with 
the interests and needs of its members is related to the emer-
gence of praxis by affecting who will arise as change agents (Seo 
and Creed 2002, Figure 1).

According to Seo and Creed (2002) institutional contradictions 
and human action are the key mediating mechanisms linking 
institutional embeddedness and institutional change. The dia-
lectical perspective understands institutional change as a pro-
cess where actors drive their interests (Seo and Creed 2002). The 
accumulation of contradictions in interest-driven stakeholder 
actions within and between institutions induces institutional 
change. Actions lead to new social interactions that, through in-
stitutionalisation and change, become legitimised and accepted 
(Seo and Creed  2002). However, the model for institutional 
change by Seo and Creed  (2002) does not specify the actual 
mechanisms through which multilevel actions in practice en-
hance institutional change (Seo and Creed 2002). The concept of 
institutional work emphasises the relationship between institu-
tions and individuals (Lawrence et al. 2011), and the ways insti-
tutions are affected by action (Lawrence et al. 2009; Lawrence 
and Suddaby  2006). Understanding of individual-institutional 
dynamics and the role of interests and strategic action in change 
in higher education is still an understudied topic (Hasanefendic 
et al. 2017).

There are three institutional pillars, which make and support 
all institutions (Scott 2014) and help to understand institutional 
change. The regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive el-
ements of organisations set boundaries for actions by restrict-
ing the opportunities and alternatives and by increasing the 
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probability of certain types of action and behaviour (DiMaggio 
and Powell 1983). Each institutional pillar provides a different 
basis for institutional work. According to Scott (2014), the reg-
ulative pillar emphasises conformity to regulation, rules and 
legal requirements. Based on this, institutions build internal 
regulatory processes, monitoring and sanctioning. The norma-
tive pillar consists of values, norms and social rules stresses as 
a moral base for institutional work and specifies how things 
should be done and defines legitimate means to pursue valued 
ends, goals and objectives (Scott  2014). The cultural-cognitive 
pillar builds the cognitive frame for organisational behaviour. A 
cultural-cognitive viewpoint builds on the common definition of 
the situation and framework of meanings, roles and structure of 
an organisation (Hanson 2001). Rather than stressing the rein-
forcing obligations (normative approach), the cultural-cognitive 
approach points to the power of templates for certain types of 
actors and their scripts for action (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; 
Scott 2014; Meyer and Rowan 1977).

3   |   Strategy as Practice

Strategy as practice approach focuses on strategic management, 
decision-making, strategy-making and strategy work (Golsorkhi 
et al. 2015; Jarzabkowski et al. 2007; Johnson et al. 2003) at the 
micro-level and analyses what actually takes place in strategy 
formulation, planning and implementation, in other words, in 
those activities that deal with the thinking and doing of strategy 
in an organisation (Golsorkhi et al.  2015; Schatzki 2002). The 
core question is how institutional work and institutional struc-
ture are linked together at organisational level (Schatzki 2002; 
Bourdieu 1990; Giddens 1984; Sztompka 1991). A fourfold typol-
ogy of strategic actions of middle managers analyses different 
types of institutional work and enabling conditions for strate-
gic institutional work by two dichotomies: upward vs. down-
ward activity and integrative vs. divergent activity (Floyd and 
Woolridge  1992). Championing alternatives and synthesising 
information towards the management represent upward forms 

of involvement, while facilitating adaptability and implement-
ing strategy are downward forms (Floyd and Woolridge 1992).

Organisational strategy work spreads out across many levels, 
from the level of individual actions (and actors) to the institu-
tional level; it always takes place in a specific social context 
and is socially structured consisting of individual activities 
(e.g., Jarzabkowski  2005; Whittington  2003; Mantere  2005). 
Strategising is defined as the enactment of organisational 
strategy through organisational member practices (Delmas 
and Toffel 2008; Jarzabkowski and Fenton 2006). Institutional 
work describes the actions of individual and collective ac-
tors aimed at creating, maintaining and changing institu-
tions (Lawrence et  al.  2011; Lawrence and Suddaby  2006; 
Jepperson  1991; Oliver  1992). Action is embedded in insti-
tutional structures, where it simultaneously produces, re-
produces and transforms structures, practices and regimes 
(Greenwood and Suddaby 2006) or new social logics (Suddaby 
and Greenwood  2005). The typology of institutional work by 
Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) is commonly used for analysing 
forms of institutional work in detail in different organisational 
contexts (Canning and O'Dwyer 2016; Gidley and Palmer 2021; 
Henk 2020; Zietsma and Lawrence 2010).

Institutional work can be grouped into three broad categories: 
creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions (Lawrence 
and Suddaby 2006), where ‘creating’ consists of openly politi-
cal institutional work to reconstruct rules, property rights and 
boundaries that define access to material resources (Elsbach 
and Sutton  1992; Fox-Wolfgramm et  al.  1998; Galvin  2002; 
Russo 2001); to construct identities (Lounsbury 2001; Oakes 
et al. 1998), normative networks (Townley 1997; Zilber 2002), 
to change organisational norms (Lawrence et al. 2002; Orsato 
et  al.  2002) and to alter existing abstract meaning systems 
(Hargadon and Douglas  2001; Jones  2001; Kitchener  2002; 
Lounsbury  2001; Orsato et  al.  2002; Woywode  2002). 
Institutional work to ‘maintain’ institutions involves social 
mechanisms that maintain, support and ensure compliance 

FIGURE 1    |    Institutional contradictions, mobilisation for reconstruction and collective action for institutional change (Seo and Creed 2002).
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(Lawrence and Suddaby  2006) through enabling work 
(Leblebici et  al.  1991), policing (Fox-Wolfgramm et  al.  1998; 
Schuler 1996) and deterring (Holm 1995; Townley 1997) and 
mechanisms that reproduce norms and belief systems through 
valorising, demonising and mythologising (Angus 1993) and 
by embedding and routinising (Townley  1997; Zilber  2002). 
Coercive institutional work ‘disrupts’ institutions and involves 
deinstitutionalisation, for example, through defining and re-
defining sets of social concepts (Suchman  1995), redefining 
actors and their relationships (Greenwood and Hinings 1996; 
Lawrence  2004; Lawrence and Suddaby  2006), disconnect-
ing sanctions (Jones  2001; Leblebici et  al.  1991), disassoci-
ating moral foundations (Ahmadjian and Robinson  2001) or 
undermining assumptions and beliefs (Leblebici et  al.  1991; 
Wicks 2001). These forms of institutional work are classified 
as practice work, whereas boundary work represents attempts 
of actors to create, shape and disrupt boundaries between in-
dividuals or groups (Gieryn 1983, 1999). The interplay of prac-
tice and boundary work creates cycles of innovation, conflict, 
stability and destabilisation that induce institutional change 
(Zietsma and Lawrence 2010).

Strategy as practice approach provides an opportunity to anal-
yse how concrete micro-level actions are linked with institu-
tional strategy work (Vaara and Whittington 2012). This link 
has been studied especially in discursive analyses of strategy 
by focusing on the ways in which strategy discourse is used 
to legitimise or resist specific ideas and to promote or protect 
one's own power position (Laine and Vaara 2007; Mantere 
and Vaara  2008). Additional research has been made on 
how strategies become legitimised and naturalised through 
the extensive use of particular discursive practices (Vaara 
et al. 2004). However, many other aspects are less studied, for 
example, institutional complexity and strategic institutional 
work (Smets and Jarzabkowski  2013); the social and organ-
isational practices that constitute strategy and strategising 
(Golsorkhi et al. 2015) and connections between institutional 
work and institutional outcomes and the institutional work it-
self (Lawrence et al. 2013).

Strategising and organisational behaviour in higher educa-
tion is typically seen to be steered by the demands and pres-
sures from the external legal, social and political environment 
(DiMaggio and Powell  1983; Powell and DiMaggio  1991; 
Frølich et al. 2013; Hasanefendic et al. 2017). However, higher 
education institutions also strategically reshape their institu-
tional environment based on internal interests and character-
istics (Stensaker 2006; Fumasoli and Huisman 2013; Gornitzka 
and Stensaker  2014; Pinheiro et  al.  2016; Mampaey  2018; 
Donina and Hasanefendic  2018). In fact, strategic actions of 
higher education institutions affect both the individual organ-
isation and the wider institutional environment (Whatley and 
Castiello-Gutiérrez  2022; Christensen and Gornitzka  2017; 
Frølich et  al.  2013) as universities actively drive change by 
calculated actions that break the existing institutional struc-
tures and chain of decision-making, which gradually leads to 
change (Stenvall-Virtanen 2023). In higher education, there is 
still room for research on legitimisation, practical implemen-
tation of change and the micro–macro linkage of institutional 
work—the actual change process and connected mechanisms 
to induce higher education change by institutional work tend 

to be understudied (Golsorkhi et al. 2015). In this case study, 
presented theoretical aspects of institutional work are used 
to understand the process of institutional change and the 
connected transformation mechanisms in higher education. 
Drawing on the results, the author presents a modified mul-
tilevel process model for the institutional change in higher 
education.

4   |   Research Context and Methods

4.1   |   Case Description

In Finland, the higher education system consists of 13 sci-
ence universities and 23 universities of applied sciences. 
Engineering and technology research and education are 
conducted in nine science universities, which all have their 
unique scope and profile in engineering. The degree educa-
tion at universities is legislated and regulated by the Decree 
and its amendment (Ministry of Education and Culture 2009, 
Universities Act 558/2009). In the legislation, the engi-
neering and technology education in the science universi-
ties is divided into 13 separate sub-fields, and universities 
can offer degrees only in the fields assigned to them in the 
Decree (Ministry of Education and Culture 2009; Opetus- ja 
kulttuuriministeriö 2023).

The University of Turku (UTU) is one of the multidisciplinary 
science universities founded in 1920. UTU is also one of the 
oldest universities in Finland. UTU has eight faculties in the 
fields of education, medicine, social sciences, economics and 
business administration, science, law and technology. The 
university has been educating ICT and biotechnology engi-
neers for over 20 years, but the more extensive offering in the 
field of engineering and technology is quite a recent develop-
ment since only in 2019, and after this, UTU has received ex-
tended educational responsibilities in the field of engineering 
and technology.

First new educational responsibilities included mechanical en-
gineering and materials engineering. After these, the univer-
sity has received additional responsibilities in electrical and 
automation engineering (2021) and industrial engineering and 
management (2023). Along with these educational expansions, 
the university has launched new degree programmes and lever-
aged degree education in the more mature fields of engineering 
education as well. Currently, the university offers nine national 
engineering degree programmes, which are complemented by 
international bachelor's and master's degree programmes.

The case study in this article focuses on the internal interests 
and process of extending and developing the degree education 
in engineering and technology at the University of Turku from 
2016 until the end of 2023. During these years, the organisa-
tion of the engineering and technology education at the uni-
versity has changed a couple of times and the study focuses on 
this development at the multidisciplinary university. In 2016–
2028, the University of Turku educated engineers only in two 
engineering and technology fields: biotechnology and ICT. 
The volume of the education was modest and the education 
was organised in the same faculty with the natural sciences. 
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In 2018, the name of the faculty was changed from the Faculty 
of Mathematics and Natural Sciences to the Faculty of Science 
and Engineering to better take into account the engineering 
fields. In 2020, the university board made the decision to sep-
arate the education into two faculties as the volume of the en-
gineering and technology education had grown significantly. 
The new faculty, Faculty of Technology, started operating at 
the beginning of 2021. After this, all engineering and tech-
nology degree education has been organised in the Faculty of 
Technology.

In the end of 2023, UTU had educational responsibilities in six 
engineering and technology fields.1 The Faculty of Technology 
is one of the largest faculties at the University of Turku with over 
3000° students and 550 staff members. In terms of applicants, 
the University of Turku is currently the most successful univer-
sity in Finland. In the engineering and technology education, 
the student admission rate has grown due to new fields of educa-
tion positioning university as a middle sized among universities 
in engineering and technology in Finland. Due to the institu-
tional change and remarkable impact that UTU has had in the 
field of higher education in engineering in Finland, this strate-
gic change process is an interesting research case and has both 
practical and theoretical significance in the field of institutional 
change in higher education.

This development process has changed the engineering and 
technology research and education environment and organi-
sational structure at the University of Turku. Furthermore, the 
extension process and the establishment of the new faculty have 
changed the disciplinary structure of the engineering and tech-
nology education in Finland and also the higher education pol-
icy regulating higher education (Stenvall-Virtanen 2023). After 
UTU was granted with the new education responsibilities in the 
field of engineering and technology, also other universities have 
applied for and been granted new educational responsibilities in 
the field, which has further changed the disciplinary field. This 
case study addresses the characteristics of the institutional work 
needed to strategically induce the change.

4.2   |   Methods

To answer the research question on how internal actors and their 
interests drive and legitimise institutional change in higher ed-
ucation, a process-oriented approach was adopted to explain the 
temporal order of internal institutional actions. The process ap-
proach is commonly used for example in higher education pol-
icy studies (e.g., Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2021). Furthermore, a 
practice-oriented approach was utilised to examine the process 
in more detail at the level of institutional work (Lawrence and 
Suddaby 2006). A single case study design allows to understand 
in-depth relationship between internal actors and to get a con-
textualised insight on complex phenomena (Welch et al. 2020).

This paper describes the institutional change as an internal pro-
cess of institutional work driven by interests. The administrative 
data used in the study describes the underlying interests and the 
institutional work at different phases of the change process de-
scribing how the change in the university setting was in practice 
induced. In this study, the institutional actions are considered as 

expressions of interests and as end results of institutional sense-
making processes. However, the analysed data did not include 
records of the background discussions or micro-level sensemak-
ing considered as iterative discursive processes through which 
people collectively or individually build opinions or assign 
meaning to issues or events (Weick et al. 2005).

The hermeneutical process of analysing data was an iterative 
process of shifting back and forth between empirical data and 
analysis, until an adequate understanding of interest and insti-
tutional work and its characteristics was reached. In order to 
increase the validity of the analysis, the researcher conducted 
the analysis based on publicly available empirical material. In 
some cases, the empirical data did not provide the researcher 
with adequate information on the action and the underlying in-
terests of the university board. In these points, the researcher 
conducted three fact-checking interviews to clarify the under-
lying interests and the actual process of related actions, which 
aimed at strengthening rigour and minimising potential bias in 
the analysis. The semi-structured fact-checking interviews were 
all done with the vice-rector at the university, who had been 
present in the board meetings.

To communicate the grounds for rigour and trustworthiness of 
the study the researcher's contribution to different aspects of the 
interpretive analysis process were made explicit (Johnson and 
Waterfield 2004) by drafting a codebook on the used codes and 
their meanings in the analysis, featuring definitions and illus-
trative examples of each code. The Codebook is based on deduc-
tive coding starting from the theoretical framework, documents 
the research process and provides a deeper insight into the data 
by verifying the coding (Table A1, Appendix A).

4.3   |   Research Data

The empirical material consists of administrative text docu-
ments outlining the institutional change as an internal process 
in a time frame of 2016–2023. This period was chosen for the 
case study to capture the long-term development process lead-
ing to the institutional change. The research material consists of 
written administrative documents that together depict the inter-
nal institutional actions during different phases of the process 
and include all formal documented administrative material that 
is connected to the extension of the technology and engineering 
education at the University of Turku: for example, memoranda, 
working groups' decision materials and reports, propositions for 
extension of the educational responsibilities of the University of 
Turku. The total number of studied administrative text docu-
ments was 268. The list of written text documents and informa-
tion on the number of documents by document type are given in 
Table 1 below. Semi-structured fact-checking interviews (n = 3) 
were conducted to complete the understanding of the data in 
three institutional actions. All studied documents are public 
or semi-public and accessible by request. These documentary 
sources of data were chosen because they have high validity 
and are accessible data sources. This was viewed as further en-
hancing the study's transparency and replicability (Mackieson 
et al. 2019). The examples of strategic actions presented as em-
pirical evidence, have been retrieved from the data and been 
translated from Finnish to English. In the translations, the 
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original connotations and meanings have been preserved as 
fully as possible.

4.4   |   Data Analysis

A mixed-methods study design was utilised to analyse the re-
search data. The analysis was carried out combining both 
qualitative and quantitative data analysis methods. The analy-
sis was conducted in three phases, starting with a qualitative 
document analysis method (Bowen  2009). Document analysis 

is a systematic procedure for reviewing and evaluating docu-
ments for finding, selecting, appraising (making sense of) and 
synthesising data contained in documents. Document analysis 
thus always involves an iterative process of skimming, thor-
ough examination and interpretation (Bowen 2009) and refers 
to identifying and extracting patterns of meaning in the data 
(Staller 2015). Such a grounded approach was useful for generat-
ing a deep understanding of this particular case.

First, the document analysis method was used to recognise dif-
ferent actors and their institutional actions from the data. The 

TABLE 1    |    The list and number of written text documents by document type.

•	 The Technology Campus Turku establishing and collaboration agreement in 2018 (n = 1)
•	 The Technology Campus Turku annual plans of action in 2019–2023 (n = 5)
•	 The Rector's decision to set up a working group for extending the engineering and technology education at the University of 

Turku in 2019 (n = 1)
•	 The working group for the extension of the engineering and technology education, meeting memoranda including supporting 

documents in 2019 (n = 6)
•	 The mid-term report from the working group in 2019 (n = 1)
•	 The final report from the working group in 2019 (n = 1)
•	 Field specific working groups (5) and their mid-term and final reports in 2019 (n = 17)
•	 A special group for organisational development of the engineering and technology education, meeting memoranda including 

the supporting documents (n = 2)
•	 The final report from the organisation development group to the rector in 2019 (n = 1)
•	 The rectors' decision to set up a steering group for the extension of the engineering and technology education at the University 

of Turku in 2020 (n = 1)
•	 The meeting memoranda of the steering group, including supporting materials (n = 6)
•	 The Faculty Council of Science and Engineering & Mathematics and natural sciences in 2018–2019 (n = 41*)
•	 The mid-term report and final report to the rector from the steering group in 2020 (n = 2)
•	 Rector's statement to the University Board on the progress of the extension of the engineering and technology education at the 

university in 2020 (n = 1)
•	 The University Board's meeting memoranda including supporting materials in 2018–2023 (n = 71**)
•	 The managerial planning documents of the new Faculty of Technology in 2020 (n = 10)
•	 Written proposals for the Ministry of Education and Culture on the extended educational responsibilities of the University of 

Turku in the field of engineering and technology in 2017–2023 (n = 4)
•	 Written statements of the student union and student guilds on the extension of the engineering and technology field and on 

the potential establishment of the new Faculty of Technology in 2020–2023 (n = 17)
•	 Written statements of the departments of the Faculty of Science and Engineering on the extension of the engineering and 

technology field and on the potential establishment of the new Faculty of Technology in 2020 (n = 9)
•	 Written statements of the faculties and independent units at the university on the extension of the engineering and technology 

field and on the potential establishment of the new Faculty of Technology in 2020 (n = 12)
•	 The final report on the interviews of the faculty staff and students on the organisation of the engineering and technology 

education at UTU (external researcher) in 2020 (n = 1)
•	 The final report on the staff and student survey on the organisation of the engineering and technology education at UTU 

(external researcher) in 2020 (n = 1)
•	 Workshop for the management of the new Faculty of Technology, memorandum of the workshop in 2020 (n = 1)
•	 The final report of the university-wide, collaborative online survey on the development of the Faculty of Technology in 2020. 

An online canvas with 7 different themes/topics with a total of 524 individual comments and suggestions from the staff and 
students. (n = 1)

•	 The recruitment of the dean for the new faculty, applications in 2020 (n = 7)
•	 The recruitment of the dean for the new faculty, open interview, interview transcriptions in 2020 (n = 7)
•	 Recruitment decisions, professors and assistant professors at UTU in the engineering and technology field in 2018–2023 

(n = 19)
•	 Cross-studying agreements on teaching collaboration with other universities in 2020–2023 (n = 10)
•	 Establishment decision and meeting memoranda on the advisory group for the establishment of the Food Technology degree 

programme, meeting memoranda including supporting documents (n = 4)
Total number of studied text documents is 268.

Note: *, **The number of documents include only those meeting memoranda which included issues concerning the extension and strategic development of the 
engineering and technology education and have been thoroughly analysed. The total number of documents that was examined during the years 2016–2023 is higher.
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list and description of the key actors are presented in Table B1 
(Appendix  B). Altogether, six different key actors and 523 ac-
tions were recognised. The later phase of document analysis 
involved input from the existing theory and can be described 
as abductive, where ‘a constant movement back and forth be-
tween theory and empirical data was necessary’ (Wodak 2004). 
Actions were categorised as enabling vs. disabling and upward 
vs. downward according to the typology of managerial actions 
presented by Floyd and Woolridge (1992). Additional categorisa-
tions of actions were made by classifying them according to the 
type of institutional work (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006), more 
detailed classifications found in previous research, innovative-
ness (Chesbrough and Appleyard 2007) and the three pillars of 
institutional legitimacy (W. R. Scott  2014). All the character-
istics were described in the codebook, which also presents the 
references to the previous research and examples of each code 
(Table A1, Appendix A).

In the analysis, three watershed moments were recognised from 
the data. These watershed moments are critical points which 
create discontinuity in the process of connected strategic actions 
and in which new institutions and structures typically emerge 
(Hall  2010; Ruonavaara  2006). By recognising the watershed 
moments, three separate episodes in the change process were 
identified.

In the second phase, quantitative methods were used to under-
stand in-depth relations between the actors and their institu-
tional actions. Frequencies of actions by actors and by different 
classifications were calculated and described in Tables C1 and 
C2. Furthermore, a statistical analysis was performed with R 
statistical software (R Core Team  2021). The chi-square and 
Fisher's exact tests were used to determine whether there is a 
statistically significant difference between the actor groups in 
terms of different types of institutional work. The significance 
threshold was set at 0.05.

5   |   Results

In this study, theoretical aspects of the micro–macro linkage 
of institutional work were used to explain the legitimation for-
mation, process of change and the connected transformation 
mechanisms in higher education. This study focused on the 
emergence of legitimacy and the internal process of change, ad-
dressing the characteristics of strategic institutional work. To 
address more closely the characteristics of institutional work 
aiming at inducing change and strategically building legitimacy, 
this study focused on the internal strategic actions that took 
place at the university in different phases of the studied change 
process (in 2016–2023).

5.1   |   Institutional Contradictions as Seeds 
for Institutional Change

In 2016, the engineering and technology education at the 
University of Turku did not meet the industry needs for grad-
uates or manage to secure the positive economic development 
in the region. The engineering and technology education was 
inadequate both in terms of volume and content. At the national 

level, the Ministry of Education and Culture made political de-
cisions, which centralised engineering education to universities 
that already had an extensive volume of education in the field. 
External demands from industry and the existing disciplinary 
structure in higher education led to inter-institutional incompat-
ibilities and functional inefficiency. Situational factors defined 
by the political and disciplinary environment, stakeholder inter-
ests and institutionalised norms and practices conflicted with 
the day-to-day functional needs at the University of Turku and 
paved the way towards change.

In the analysis, different actors and their institutional actions 
were recognised from the data. Altogether, eight different 
key actors and 523 internal institutional actions were found. 
A list and description of actors are presented in Table  B1 
(Appendix B). The number of strategic actions and identified 
watershed moments are presented in Figure 2 below. The ma-
jority of institutional actions throughout the process were in-
cremental. Only 24 (5%) out of 523 actions were classified as 
disruptive. All different stages included disruptive actions, the 
number and role of which are described in more detail in the 
following analysis.

In the initial phase of the change process (2016–2017) the number 
of actions was low and the majority of the actions were enabling 
institutional work targeted to support routines and develop dis-
ciplinary capacity by, for example, increasing the volume of the 
degree education. Regulative actions were used, for example, to 
introduce and create new degree programmes. In terms of the 
number of actions, the main actor was the old faculty. However, 
in 2017, two disruptive upward actions laid the grounds for the 
institutional change: the board of the university approached the 
Ministry suggesting extended educational responsibilities in the 
field of engineering and technology. This proactive strategic ac-
tion marked the first watershed moment in the process. Even 
though the proposal itself was not supported, it disrupted the 
disciplinary boundaries. The university continued strategic in-
cremental development, for example, re-named the responsible 
faculty to the Faculty of Science and Engineering2 signalling 
commitment to the structural development of the discipline at 
the multidisciplinary university.

In 2018, there was a clear, yet small, gradual increase in the 
number of strategic institutional actions intended to build 

FIGURE 2    |    The number of strategic actions and watershed mo-
ments in the institutional change process in 2016–2023.

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 5 4 2 2 7 6 11
3 7 4

22
29

37

108

77

18

34
21 19 17

5 6 4
17

2
11

20
12 11

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Strategic ac�ons at different stages of the internal change process 
(n= 523)

2

4

2

1

2

3

1 1 1

2 2

3

0

1

2

3

4

5

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Strategic disrup�ve ac�ons at diffetent stages of the internal 
change process

Ini�al change                                                                     New Ins�tu�onal Structure 
 2016-2018              Mobilisa�on of actors   2021-2023 
                                                         and collec�ve ac�ons  
                                                                          2019-2020 

Watershed moment 3: 
Establishment of the 
Faculty of Technology 

Watershed moment 2: 
Successfully applying 
for the extended 
educa�onal 
responsibili�es in 
engineering Q1-Q2 
2019 

Watershed moment 1: 
Applica�on for the 
extended educa�onal 
responsibili�es in 
engineering Q1 2017 

 14682273, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/hequ.70047 by D

uodecim
 M

edical Publications L
td, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [06/08/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



8 of 27 Higher Education Quarterly, 2025

internal legitimacy by institutional work targeted to create new 
institutional processes and practices. The main actor was the old 
faculty. In this phase, the number of disruptive actions was the 
highest (n = 6) during the studied timeframe. The faculty made 
one disruptive action xx. Altogether, 5 out of 6 disruptive actions 
were interconnected and marked a clear reflective shift towards 
the institutional change. The actions were done by a new inter-
mediate organisation and were connected to the establishment 
of the regional technology network, consisting of four higher 
education institutions, the City of Turku and the Turku Science 
Park. This agreement on collaboration to enhance the technol-
ogy environment in the region and the introduction of a new 
strategic actor to operate in the interface were both normative 
by nature.

5.2   |   Actor Mobilisation and Institutional Work to 
Proactively Induce Change

In order to demonstrate the micro–macro connections between 
multilevel strategic institutional work, the characteristics of ac-
tions were categorised in frequency tables (Tables  C1 and C2 
in Appendix  C). The non-parametric Chi-square and Fisher's 
exact tests were used to test whether there was a statistically 
significant difference in one or more categories of actions be-
tween the actor groups. Results that yielded p value under 0.05 
were considered statistically significant. According to the per-
formed tests, there were statistically significant differences be-
tween the actors in all four examined research variables. In the 
behavioural influence of the actions the reported p value was 
p < 0.001; in innovativeness the reported p value was p = 0.002; 
in legitimacy p < 0.001 and in the type of institutional work 
p < 0.001. The Contingency Tables and Cross-tabulations with p 
values are presented as Supporting Informaton that is accessible 
by request. The limitations of the data based on the frequency 
distribution did not allow the use of further statistical tests to 
analyse more closely the differences between actors and their 
institutional actions. The main observations below are therefore 
based on descriptions of different types of institutional work, 
frequencies and percentages of actions.

In 2019, the number of legitimacy building internal actions was 
92 in total, which was clearly higher than in previous years. 
The main institutional actor at this was the established work-
ing group at the university, which conducted 60% of all actions. 
At this stage, 86% of institutional work was targeted at creating 
new structures by using regulative actions to propose new de-
gree programmes and educational responsibilities. The actor in 
these actions was the old faculty. However, disruptive regulative 
actions (n = 6) at this stage included the process of renewing the 
application to extend the educational responsibilities in engi-
neering, to which the Ministry this time responded positively. 
This decision was characterised by two disruptive actions that 
disrupted the higher education policy in Finland. Furthermore, 
it was a watershed moment both inside the university and in the 
field of higher education in engineering as it led to extensive 
changes not only at university but also at the disciplinary level 
in Finland.

After the Ministry's formal decision on granting the new edu-
cational responsibilities, the rector of the university appointed a 

working group to make an overall plan for the organisation and 
content of the engineering and technology education. External 
stakeholders, other higher education institutions, industries 
and internal stakeholders were engaged in the institutional 
work. The pedagogical reform was in practice managed and 
implemented by an intermediate organisation, the Technology 
Campus Turku, by building frameworks, standards and defini-
tions for the engineering education and degree structures. These 
were important strategic actions, which started a new phase in 
the institutional change process. The volume of the institutional 
work increased towards the end of the year. The work entailed 
numerous definitional, incremental and mostly normative ac-
tions concerning renewing the logic of action, challenging the 
existing structures, processes and practices and advocating and 
enacting new social arrangements to put decisions into prac-
tice. In the end of 2019, the working group recommended the 
establishment of a new faculty to organise the engineering and 
technology education and research at the university, which was 
characterised by interconnected internally disruptive actions 
(n = 4).

The year 2020 marks an exception in the examined research 
data. The number of institutional actions (237) was 40% more 
than the total in the previous 4 years together. The main actor 
was again an intermediate organisation, an advisory group 
established by the rector, which conducted 44% of all actions. 
At this stage actions were connected to the development of the 
organisational structures at the university and the administra-
tive establishment process of the Faculty of Technology, which 
was characterised by internally disruptive actions (n = 3). The 
old faculty, rectors and the university board played important 
roles in putting the decision into practice and making sure that 
the change proceeded inside the university. Institutional work 
at this stage included also defining standards, rules, processes 
and frameworks for the new organisation. Characteristic was a 
high number of actions connected to argumentation on the rea-
sons why the new faculty was needed. In addition to the work-
ing group, other faculties and units at the university were also 
engaged. A total of 35% of all actions were connected to insti-
tutional work where different actors, students, other faculties 
and units at the university, the rector and the steering group, 
were actively engaged in developing and elaborating categories 
of meanings, frameworks and new forms of practices and collab-
oration to support the formation of the new institution.

When analysing years 2019–2020 together, one notices that 
institutional actions differed from the previous years in a 
sense that the majority of the actions were either normative 
or cultural-cognitive. In 2019, altogether 72% and in 2020 also 
45% of the actions were normative. Furthermore, the number 
of cultural-cognitive actions was the highest (36%) during the 
studied process. In previous years, a clear majority of institu-
tional actions in all actor groups had been regulative. In 2020, 
the institutional work included also disabling cultural-cognitive 
actions. Disabling cultural-cognitive actions by the old faculty 
(n = 13) and by the students (n = 11) were connected to the or-
ganisational development and potential establishment of the 
new faculty. Actions reflected internal tensions, which are oth-
erwise not visible in the formal administrative documents used 
as research data. Especially, the old faculty and students utilised 
discursive resources to maintain the old structures by providing 
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negative examples on the potential establishment of the new 
faculty.

5.3   |   The Institutional Change and Legitimacy 
Formation

The establishment of the Faculty of Technology in the beginning 
of 2021 was the third watershed moment and internally disrup-
tive action at the university, which started the third episode in 
the institutional change process. The research data show that 
after the establishment of the new faculty, the need for the in-
termediate structures, for example, the working groups, dimin-
ished. In 2021, the number of institutional actions for inducing 
change stabilised, showing institutional work but not reaching 
the high peak of actions recorded in 2019–2020. The total num-
ber of institutional actions was only 26% (62) of the volume of 
actions in 2020 (237). Only 21% of all actions were recorded for 
the Technology Campus Turku, whereas 44% of the actions were 
conducted by the new faculty.

The institutional legitimating actions in this phase were typi-
cally normative and incremental. Characteristic of the institu-
tional work in 2021 was the relatively high number of actions 
targeted at constructing normative networks and collaboration 
structures. Other disruptive actions in 2021–2022 concerned 
the application of the extended educational responsibilities in 
engineering and technology, which again disrupted both dis-
ciplinary structures and the internal regimes at the university 
by strengthening the engineering and technology education at 
the multidisciplinary university. The last two years (2022–2023) 
were quite modest in terms of the volume of institutional work 
related to the institutional change—only 10%–25% compared 
with the number of actions in 2020. Actions were characterised 

by normative, incremental work by the new faculty. The data 
did not include any record of disruptive actions during the last 
studied year. In 2023, the university board conducted altogether 
31% of all actions, including incremental, normative actions 
aiming to create and strengthen the disciplinary capacity, defin-
ing resources and frameworks to support the new institutional 
structure.

5.4   |   The Institutionalisation of the New 
Organisational Structure

In the previous sections, the internal institutional change pro-
cess in higher education was analysed as different types of insti-
tutional work to actively induce change by different actors. The 
process was characterised by the interplay between multilevel 
practice work and boundary work (Gieryn 1983, 1999) and was 
mainly induced by incremental actions, which were accompa-
nied by calculated and timely disruptive actions. The process 
included altogether 523 actions out of which 24, that is less than 
5%, were disruptive. Despite the low number of actions, the role 
of disruptive actions seems to be essential in strategically facili-
tating change in higher education.

According to the results, institutional work that legitimates 
and transformation mechanisms that induce change in 
higher education at different stages differ from each other. 
Based on the results, a modified multilevel process model 
for institutional change in higher education was drawn 
(Figure  3). The model describes the transformation mecha-
nisms and characteristics of the institutional work at different 
stages of the change process in higher education. The model 
builds on the process model for change in higher education 
(Stenvall-Virtanen 2023).

FIGURE 3    |    A modified multilevel process model for institutional change in higher education (adapted from Coleman  1990 and 
Stenvall-Virtanen 2023).
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In the initial phase, institutional contradictions, more specif-
ically inter-institutional incompatibilities, operate as seeds 
for change in an incumbent organisation such as a univer-
sity. At the first stage (D1) strategic regulative actions are 
used to gain political legitimacy and deinstitutionalise the 
existing political regime. Micro-level transformation mech-
anisms are targeted upward and break the chain of political 
decision-making; disrupt the disciplinary structures and other 
situational mechanisms that maintain institutionalised dis-
ciplinary structures at macro-level. The actions also include 
enabling work needed to carry on institutional routines, di-
verting resources and creation of new actors or roles to ensure 
institutional development.

At the second stage (D2), internal actors are mobilised and en-
gaged, and the institutional actions to legitimate change are 
normative rather than regulative. The actions create internal 
salience for change. Institutional work typically focuses on 
the defining and construction of rule systems, creation of stan-
dards and defining frameworks and boundaries. Characteristic 
of the transformation mechanisms at this stage is that actions 
are targeted downward to destabilise old processes, practices, 
social arrangements and logics of action at the micro-level. At 
the third stage (D3), the transformation mechanisms are norma-
tive and targeted downward to put administrative rules, regula-
tions and decisions into practice. Institutional work is targeted 
to create and stabilise new institutional actors, structures, pro-
cesses and new social arrangements at the micro-level. Finally, 
regulative institutional work is again utilised to disrupt inter-
organisational relationships to strengthen external legitimacy 
(D4) by transformation mechanisms that further disrupt the 
disciplinary level. The outcome of the change process is a new 
institutionalised structure.

6   |   Discussion

Previous research has shown that higher education institutions 
are affected by their wider institutional environment (Whatley 
and Castiello-Gutiérrez 2022; Christensen and Gornitzka 2017; 
Frølich et  al.  2013). In higher education, institutional change 
develops through external and internal processes by which 
organisations adapt to institutionalised pressures (Powell 
and DiMaggio  1991) and field demands (e.g., Fumasoli and 
Huisman  2013; Stensaker et  al.  2014; Pinheiro et  al.  2017; 
Mampaey 2018; Hasanefendic and Donina 2022). While legiti-
macy is often associated with external endorsement (e.g., W. R. 
Scott 2001) internal actions also play a vital role in legitimacy 
building in change processes. Change in higher education is 
not only accommodation to external pressures—an university 
can also actively drive change by calculated institutional work 
(Stenvall-Virtanen 2023). Even though higher education change 
has been widely studied, previous research has overlooked 
the connections between institutional work and institutional 
change as an outcome of the institutional work itself (Lawrence 
et al. 2013; Golsorkhi et al. 2015). This study has addressed this 
gap by analysing how institutional actions are used to put strat-
egy into practice. More specifically, the results unveil charac-
teristics of institutional work that are driven by interests and 
strategically used to induce and legitimise institutional change 
in higher education.

Strategy as practice approach (Schatzki  2002; Bourdieu  1990; 
Giddens  1984; Sztompka  1991) provides us with tools to anal-
yse how concrete micro-level institutional work links with 
broader institutional practices and strategy work (Laine and 
Vaara 2007; Mantere and Vaara  2008). Organisational change 
is known to occur through institutional work (Lawrence and 
Suddaby  2006), strategic actions and embedded agency (e.g., 
Fumasoli and Huisman  2013; Seo and Creed  2002). However, 
research has not fully covered, for example, strategic institu-
tional work (Smets and Jarzabkowski  2013) or the social and 
organisational practices that constitute strategy and strategis-
ing (Golsorkhi et al. 2015). The results and the modified mul-
tilevel process model for higher education change presented in 
this study help to understand the process of change by analysing 
characteristics of multilevel institutional work and related trans-
formation mechanisms in higher education.

Inter-institutional incompatibilities, non-adaptability and in-
efficiency can drive both revolutionary and gradual change in 
an organisation (Seo and Creed 2002). Gradual change happens 
through a reflective shift in consciousness or change agents, 
while revolutionary change happens through a reflective shift 
caused by an institutional crisis (Seo and Creed 2002). The re-
sults of this case study confirmed the former type of institutional 
change in the incumbent environment in higher education. 
In this case, the accumulation of institutional contradictions 
provided seeds for the institutional change; inter-institutional 
incompatibilities and situational mechanisms led to the emer-
gence of change agents whose strategic actions introduced a 
gradual reflective shift in consciousness, inducing change and 
mobilising actors without institutional crisis. At the disciplinary 
level in Finnish higher education, the external legitimacy of 
universities is characterised by the interplay between the uni-
versities and the Ministry of Education and Culture (Stenvall-
Virtanen 2023). It has been shown that in higher education, the 
existing political chain of decision-making, the inter-university 
relationships and taken-for-granted disciplinary assumptions 
form inter-university tensions (Stenvall-Virtanen 2023).

Results of this study have furthermore unveiled the character-
istics of institutional work and the actual transformation mech-
anisms at different stages of the internal change process. Based 
on the results of this study, the model for institutional change 
through institutionally embedded agency (Seo and Creed 2002) 
seems to apply reasonably well in the incumbent institutional 
change in higher education. A detailed analysis of the charac-
teristics of the institutional work engendered more knowledge 
on the related transformation mechanisms in higher education.

It is known that incumbent organisations typically employ a 
three-step process in inducing change: creating saliency for 
change, mitigating reservations against the desired change, 
and institutionalising it (Purtik and Arenas 2019). This process 
seems to apply also in organisational-level change in higher 
education. The modified multilevel process model for higher 
education change presented in my study illustrates the causal 
macro–micro relations, where macro-level actions cause micro-
level actions, which in turn engender new actions at the macro-
level or as micro-level institutional work. Transformation 
mechanisms inducing change at different stages have different 
characteristics and micro–macro linkages.
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In the initial phase, macro-level situational factors give rise to 
micro-level managerial regulative actions that deinstitutionalise 
the existing political regime and disrupt the isomorphic disci-
plinary structures. By using types of institutional work found 
in previous research, the most common types of actions were 
categorised as advocacy (Galvin  2002), vesting (Russo  2001) 
and enabling institutional work (Leblebici et  al.  1991). After 
the initial phase, normative micro-level actions destabilise the 
existing internal structures and social arrangements through 
institutional work, which is characterised by advocacy and 
defining (Fox-Wolfgramm et  al.  1998). In addition, forms of 
theorising (Kitchener  2002; Lawrence and Suddaby  2006; 
Orsato et al. 2002; Suddaby et al. 2002) are used to strengthen 
the cultural-cognitive pillar, to build a common definition of 
the situation and framework of meanings and scripts for ac-
tion (DiMaggio and Powell  1983; Hanson  2001; Meyer and 
Rowan 1977; Scott 2008). In this case study, the change process 
was in practice managed by intermediate organisations through 
definitional work (Fox-Wolfgramm et al. 1998), including build-
ing frameworks, standards and definitions for the engineering 
education and degree structures. In 2019–2020, internal actions 
reflected internal tensions, which otherwise are not visible in 
the administrative text documents used as research data. This 
kind of institutional work was based on valorising and demon-
ising (Angus 1993) where discursive resources were targeted to 
maintain the old structures by providing negative examples of 
the potential establishment of the new faculty.

In the third phase, micro-level normative actions stabilise and 
institutionalise new internal processes, practices, social ar-
rangements and structures. Typical types of institutional work 
at this stage were classified by types of institutional work de-
fined in previous research: advocacy, defining and construct-
ing normative networks (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006; Orsato 
et al. 2002). Finally, regulative micro-level actions disrupt inter-
organisational relationships at the macro-level to further induce 
institutional change and to strengthen legitimacy by advocacy 
and defining.

According to the results, the institutional change process in 
higher education is characterised by the interplay between mul-
tilevel practice work and boundary work (Gieryn 1983, 1999). In 
this study, institutional work through advocacy, theorising, vest-
ing and constructing normative networks represented boundary 
work. The change-inducing role of disruptive boundary work 
in the process was decisive, especially in destabilising existing 
isomorphic structures at macro-level and in creating internal 
salience for change at micro-level. Boundary work resulting 
changes at micro-level were typically performed by intermedi-
ary actors.

The results of this study show the characteristics of the multilevel 
institutional work in higher education change. Typical types of 
institutional practice work have in previous research been clas-
sified as creating and maintaining institutions rather than de-
liberately disrupting institutions (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). 
The results of this study confirm that change in higher educa-
tion is indeed induced mostly by gradual change and continuous 
improvement and development. Disruptive institutional work 
recognised in previous research, for example, disassociating 
moral foundations (Ahmadjian and Robinson 2001) or heavily 

undermining assumptions and beliefs (Leblebici et  al.  1991; 
Wicks 2001) does play some role in the change, but the change 
is first and foremost induced by building new institutional prac-
tices, processes and structures to replace the existing ones.

The modified multilevel process model for institutional change 
in higher education presented in this study draws an interest-
ing picture on the micro–macro linkages in higher education 
change and shows how strategy works in practice, how micro-
level institutional work is connected to the organisation level 
strategy work, and how an individual university in practice af-
fects the macro-level development and higher education policy.

7   |   Conclusion

In this paper, I have studied the relationship between internal 
and external legitimacy formation, demonstrated how concrete 
micro-level actions are linked with broader institutionalised 
practices and strategy work, and analysed strategic change-
inducing actions in higher education. This article describes an 
institutional change and legitimacy formation process in higher 
education from an internal perspective by analysing institu-
tional work. The results reveal characteristics of institutional 
work and related transformation mechanisms at different stages 
of the institutional change process.

While the presented modified multilevel process model for insti-
tutional change in higher education is not perhaps widely gen-
eralisable, I believe it offers new insights for scholars examining 
the micro–macro linkages of legitimation and multilevel insti-
tutional work. The results can be utilised in higher education 
management in general and in strategic change processes in 
particular. Knowledge can also be applied in other incumbent 
organisational environments.

The empirical data in the study includes administrative text 
documents in the period of 2016–2023. The analysis of the in-
stitutional actions in different phases of the change in higher 
education describes a gradually proceeding change process 
through incremental actions accompanied by strategic disrup-
tive actions. One limitation of the analysis is that it does not 
offer a fully comprehensive picture of the change process. The 
material utilised in the study does not, for example, reveal ten-
sions between internal actors during the change process, be-
cause these are mostly hidden in the background discussions 
and are not recorded in the formal decision-making and admin-
istrative documents. Another limitation is that the cultural-
cognitive aspect (Scott 1995) of the institutional change process 
remained mostly hidden and can only partly be analysed. A 
deeper analysis of the cultural-cognitive aspect thus remains 
a potential topic for further research in incumbent change in 
higher education.

Retrospective interviews could have provided the analysis with 
additional information on the tensions and the internal sense 
making, but discovering these ex-post would have also created 
possibilities for bias and hindsight. By utilising formal and pub-
licly available administrative documents, the change process 
was described and analysed based on the recorded data, which 
can be verified.
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These limitations of the study do not, however, diminish the 
value of the new knowledge on the characteristics of the mul-
tilevel micro–macro linkages and institutional work in higher 
education change. This single case study reveals interesting 
characteristics of multilevel institutional work needed to induce 
institutional reform and change in incumbent environments, 
such as in higher education, and describes the related transfor-
mation mechanisms and micro–macro linkages that have not 
been discussed in the prior higher education literature.
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	1	UTU has (2023) educational responsibilities in six engineering and 
technology fields: Information and communication technology, 
Biotechnology, Electrical engineering and automation, Industrial en-
gineering and management, Mechanical engineering and Materials 
engineering.

	2	Before 2018 the name of the responsible faculty was the Faculty of 
Natural Science and Mathematics.
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Appendix B

TABLE B1    |    Key actors in the institutional change process at the University of Turku.

Actor Description

Actor 
reference 
number

The Old Faculty In the analysis, the meaning of the old faculty differs in different phases of the process 
due to the organisational development and changes at the University of Turku. Before 

2018, the ‘old faculty’ is used to refer to the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural 
Sciences, which at the time was responsible for conducting research and education 

in the field of engineering and technology. In the beginning of 2018, the name of the 
faculty was changed to the Faculty of Science and Engineering, In the analysis the 

name ‘old faculty’ is used interchangeably to refer both of these former faculties, which 
were responsible for the engineering and technology education before the new faculty 

was established (2021)

1

Rectors of the University of Turku Kalervo Väänänen (Rector) 8/2016–7/2020
Jukka Kola (Rector) 8/2020–12/2023

Actions by the University as the employer and by the vice-rector for partnerships and 
strategic engagement were coded into this category.

2

Board of the University of Turku The Board of the University of Turku is the highest decision-making body at the 
university. As a result of the 2010 University Act, the role of external members 
in Finnish universities has increased. At least 40% of the Board members at the 

universities subject to public law must be external. At UTU, there are 10 members in 
the Board and the board is chaired by Ritva Viljanen, who also has acted as the mayor 
of Vantaa in 2017–2023. Other members of the board represents external stakeholders, 

professors, other staff members and students

3

Technology Campus Turku Technology Campus Turku is a network established in Spring 2018 to enhance the 
development of the technological ecosystem in Turku. The Technology Campus Turku 

was steered by the board of Turku Science Park (currently Business Turku) and a 
steering group, which has members from higher education institutions in Turku, the 
City of Turku and the Turku Science Park through which also the business sector is 
represented in the group. The Technology Campus Turku is led by professor Mika 
Hannula, who started the job in 2018 and who in 2020, also became the vice-rector 

(partnerships and strategic engagement) of the University of Turku. The basic 
operations of the campus are driven by education manager, research manager and 

communication manager, who all have permanent positions in some of the Technology 
Campus Turku partner organisations

4

Students of the University of Turku Students in the analysis represent the students in the Student Union and students in 
the guilds of the responsible faculty for the engineering education. Before 2021, the 
responsible Faculty was the Faculty of Science and Engineering (2018–2020), which 

former name had been the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences (before 2018)

5

Working group for the overall 
planning (2019) and advisory group 
for the technology and engineering 
education extension (2020) at the 
University of Turku

The first working group was appointed for a certain time period (8–12, 2019) by 
the Rector of the University of Turku. Operational work in this group was led by 
the leader of the Technology Campus Turku and later also the vice-rector of the 

university. Members of the working groups represented both university administration, 
responsible faculty for the engineering education and other faculties at the university, 

collaboration universities; business sector and students
The advisory group was appointed for a certain time period (1–12, 2020) by the Rector 
of the University of Turku. Operational work in this group was led by the leader of the 
Technology Campus Turku and later also the vice-rector of the university. Members 
of the working group represented both university administration, responsible faculty 

for the engineering education and other faculties at the university, business sector and 
students

6

The New Faculty of Technology In March 2020, the Board of the University of Turku made a decision of dividing 
the existing faculty (Faculty of Science and Engineering) into two separate faculties 
resulting to the new Faculty of Technology and Faculty of Science in the beginning 

of 2021. The New Faculty became a new institutional actor at the university. The old 
faculty of Science and Engineering is referred as actor 1

7

Other Faculties and units at the 
University of Turku

The other faculties and units were engaged in the change process and were for example 
consulted in the administrative processes and faculty development along the process 

inside a multidisciplinary university of Turku

8
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