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Abstract
Deploying systems-theoretical conceptuality, this paper improves understanding of the 
organisational consequences of the intensified societal engagement of a research university. 
Aligning its work with Luhmannian organisational analysis, it addresses the dynamic inter-
play between two modes of administrative decision-making communication, namely, the 
traditional professional administration and the New-Public-Management-oriented (NPM) 
managerial techniques. Our research observes how the politico-economic conditions of the 
society translate into the university’s decisions concerning an initiative to engage in start-
up entrepreneurship. The article contributes to higher education literature by showing that 
the university’s professional administration is a discrete organisational function internally 
differentiated into specialised administrative branches, each of which operates according to 
a sense-making regime associated with its primary societal system reference, such as edu-
cation, science and the economy. The article also demonstrates the structurally conditioned 
differences in branch-specific temporalisations of the entrepreneurial initiative during 
decision-making. Inspired by the Luhmannian view on temporality, we demonstrate how 
administrative decisions synchronise the varied structural time horizons within the univer-
sity’s professional administration. Focus on temporality in decision-making thus allows us 
to see how the NPM-inspired managerial techniques are operationalised in administrative 
communication at universities. Consequently, the paper argues that university administra-
tion is a complex dynamic entity, which varyingly aligns itself to national policy scripts, 
and only selectively enacts features of a global trend known as NPM.
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Introduction

Since the 1980s, national policies have varyingly enacted features of new public man-
agement (NPM). This has given rise to views according to which the societal anchorage 
of universities in politics and the economy has diminished their organisational auton-
omy (Schimank, 2005), strengthened their administrative hierarchies and weakened 
their collegial self-government (Donina & Paleari, 2019). Accordingly, the political 
and economic environment has been said to have penetrated the internal organisation 
of universities (Bleiklie, et al., 2015), thereby corrupting (Lorenz, 2012), or at least sig-
nificantly shaping it (Bruckmann & Carvalho, 2018). Consequently, the NPM-inspired 
managerial techniques (Ferlie et al., 2008) have been claimed to have blended with tra-
ditional academic administration, resulting in the “neoliberal” university’s expanding 
managerial orientation (Davies, et al., 2006).

Despite these claims, the higher education literature also points out that univer-
sity administration has developed a strong sense of uniqueness and does not directly 
import managerial forms deployed in other types of organisation (Shepherd, 2018). 
Existing administrative structures supplemented with managerial techniques can thus 
be regarded as an organisational filter mediating between universities and their societal 
environments (Fumasoli, et al., 2020; Hasse & Krücken, 2013). Thus, Bruckmann and 
Carvalho (2018) argue that a hybrid model of academic “collegial” administration and 
new managerial orientation has emerged within universities. However, limited atten-
tion has been paid to the different forms of professional administration in organisational 
decision-making. Furthermore, there has been little research regarding how manage-
rial procedures meet the features of more traditional university administration. Thus, 
we assume that traditional administration and NPM-inspired managerial techniques 
are qualitatively different (Hughes, 2003) yet closely related aspects of the universi-
ties’ decision-making processes. Our focus, therefore, is on the subtle ways in which 
the external societal stimuli are observed from the administrative and managerial view-
points and formulated into internally processable problems and eventual resolutions 
communicated within the decision-making process that exposes the dynamic between 
traditional and novel administrative procedures.

To address this topic, we draw upon Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory and concep-
tualise university administration (Baecker, 2010) in terms of its internally differentiated 
branches. We do so to better see how these operate as sensitised to their primary soci-
etal reference problems in education, science, economy and else within functionally dif-
ferentiated society. The administrative decision-making on university degree structures 
and curricula resonates primarily with changes that have taken place in the societal system 
of education (e.g. regarding academic labour markets and expectations for lifelong learn-
ing), while professional research management reflects the altered conditions of scientific 
research (e.g. research funding structures and the economic relevance of science). Further-
more, the branch for communications and community relations is sensitised to the econom-
ics and politics and observes stakeholder views about the university while focusing on pub-
lic relations. To better understand how the developing professional administrative branches 
operationalise managerial techniques, we describe the dynamics in decision-making com-
munication regarding the university’s internally differentiated administrative structures. 
Furthermore, to gain more accurate views on each branch’s structurally conditioned tempo-
ralisations in preparing decision premises that generate further decisions, we also differen-
tiate between chronological and structural notions of time (Luhmann, 1976, 1995, 41–52).
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Our empirical focus is on an initiative according to which a most notable public research 
university in Finland should be more active in advancing start-up entrepreneurship (here-
after “the initiative”), an expectation which was not easily fitted into its traditional admin-
istrative structures. Thus, the chosen case allows analysis of the ways in which managerial 
techniques, such as organisational experimentation (Hansson & Mønsted, 2008), unfold 
regarding the varying structural expectations of the administrative branches of a univer-
sity. Organisational experimentation is a recently adopted technique in the public sector to 
deal with societal complexity and the related multiplicity of temporalisations in the organi-
sational decision-making (Baecker, 2010; Åkerstrøm Andersen, 2020). This controversial 
initiative allows us to describe how the interplay between traditional public administra-
tion and the NPM-inspired managerial procedures became operational in the emergence 
of potentialising forms of organisation (Åkerstrøm Andersen, 2020) that both support the 
university’s third mission performance and affect decisions conditioning teaching and 
research. We therefore formulate our research question as follows: How are the managerial 
techniques and traditional administrative procedures deployed in the processing of a com-
plex initiative in the differentiated administrative structure of a research university?

The structure of the article is thus: In the “Systems-theoretical optics for understand-
ing dynamics in administrative and managerial decision-making” section, we elaborate and 
discuss our theoretical lens, which draws upon systems-theoretical inspiration. In the “Data 
and methods” section, we describe our data and analytical methods, before moving to the 
“Decision-making about the entrepreneurship initiative at the University of Helsinki” sec-
tion where empirical research results are illustrated. Finally, the article ends in the “Con-
clusion” section, which focuses on concluding discussion.

Systems‑theoretical optics for understanding dynamics 
in administrative and managerial decision‑making

In higher education, universities are increasingly considered organisational actors of their 
own right (Hasse & Krücken, 2013) with a particular “organisational dimension” that acts 
as a filter between “exogeneous pressures” and the university’s internal action (Fumasoli 
et al., 2020). Furthermore, it has been claimed that decision-making within universities is 
increasingly formalised (Fumasoli et al., 2020) and that “a hybridism with a combination 
of both collegial and managerial logics” is evolving (Bruckmann & Carvalho, 2018, 643). 
We approach this broad topic by looking at administrative and managerial decision-making 
from the viewpoint of Luhmannian systems theory. Based on this theory, we view the soci-
ety as an all-encompassing social system, which contains subsystems (e.g. economy, law, 
politics, education and science) that observe their unique societal functions and specialised 
communication formats while following temporal logics of their own (Nassehi, 1994). Ter-
ritorial states have developed national systems of higher education as organisational forms 
offering structural couplings of functionally differentiated communication formats with 
global reach (Pfeffer & Stichweh, 2015; Pfeffer, 2013).

Organisations, in turn, typically process decisions via self-referential and self-sus-
taining (autopoietic) communication. This implies a difference between an organisation 
and its internally relevant societal (i.e. intra-societal) environments. An organisation is 
closed in terms of its decision operations as well as in terms of regulation of reflecting 
the premises of those decisions (Luhmann, 2018, 185). Its internally relevant societal 
(i.e. intra-societal) environments, however, include several possible meaning references 



 Higher Education

1 3

that require sensible (sinnhaft) selectivity on what is meaningfully processable within 
an organisation and what is not. University organisations’ decisions primarily concern 
education and science typically reduced to matters of teaching and research, but with 
recently added third mission concerns (e.g. Sørensen, et al., 2019). Ensuing from oscil-
lation between internal self-references and external other references in an organisa-
tion’s operations, the functionally differentiated societal subsystems are thus observed 
as evolving sense-making regimes for processing of meanings that condition significa-
tions in organisational decision-making. This means that a university self-referentially 
constructs its relevant environments through internally structured semantics (Baecker, 
2010) corresponding to the administrative branches for research, education and third 
mission performances.

As underlined by Hasse and Krücken (2013) in their discussion about legitimacy, a pub-
lic university cannot consider irrelevant how its organisational performance is observed by 
other societal subsystems, such as law, politics and the economy. However, these cannot 
directly insert resources into the university’s internal communication, which is a synthesis 
of information, utterance (Mitteilung) and understanding. This unified structure of com-
munication means, first, that every communication selects what information is being pre-
sented. Second, any utterance means selecting the reason for and the way in which some-
thing is said. Finally, understanding distinguishes information from the utterance, which 
Seidl and Becker (2010, 214) explain as follows: wearing a red tie could be understood 
as the utterance of a socialist conviction (i.e. information), but if the red tie is not under-
stood as an utterance at all, or if it is understood containing some other information, a 
completely different kind of communication becomes realised. Understanding is, therefore, 
decisive for the recursive acknowledgment of communication. Furthermore, understand-
ing or misunderstanding refer neither to processes in human mind nor to behavioural con-
sensus among humans, but to an organisational process, which is fundamentally grounded 
in communicative events that are contingent by nature (Schoeneborn, 2011). In organisa-
tional decision-making, agreement on acceptance or refusal of communications can thus be 
of importance as a social construct only, i.e. as a “communicated agreement or supposed 
agreement” (Luhmann, 1996). External references are capable of irritating (i.e. surprising 
or inspiring) a university’s internal processing of meaningful decisions, and only if such 
irritations are viewed as relevant by the organisation, are they (in)formed by the structural 
state of the university.

Inspired by Baecker (2010), we suggest observing how university administration inter-
nally organises the university’s increasingly complex societal entanglements. However, 
we do not attribute neither decision-making nor sense-making to boundedly rational or 
relational human behaviour, as Simon (1997) or Weick et al. (2005; also, Bruckmann and 
Carvalho, 2018) do. Instead, we conceptualise these in terms of a social system’s con-
stant oscillation between self-reference and external reference (Arnoldi, 2010, 33). Thus, 
a university is an operationally closed decision-making system with self-sufficiency in 
deciding its internally deployable decision premises (Luhmann, 2018, 185). As such, it 
interprets the developments in its environment according to its internal state, including 
its previous decisions and premises that may be undecidable as well, such as organisa-
tional cultures and identities (Fumasoli, et al., 2020) that are often based on the notion 
of Bildung (Kantasalmi, 2015; Lenartowicz, 2015; Kleimann, 2019). So, by memorising 
past decisions and oscillating between envisioned futures, the university administration 
and management temporally combines sense-making and decision-making to selectively 
consider the relevance of its external references, which become deployed in these pro-
cesses as de facto internal constructions (cf. Boland, 2008).
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A university, as all social systems, reproduces itself via ongoing communicative events 
that are focused on what was decided and what was not during the process of decision-
making. All such communications convey three dimensions in processing meaning, namely 
factual, social and temporal. Regarding the factual dimension, difference considering the 
topic of communication is made, for instance, in terms of what topic belongs to science 
or higher education and what is above all meaningful in economic communication, such 
as entrepreneurship. In other words, a reference system can be attributed to administrative 
branches that process the meaning of what we will in this paper observe as the initiative. 
The social dimension, in turn, considers “grasping the sociality of meaning as the plurality 
of perspectives of observation” (Baraldi, et al., 2021, 142). This means that the university 
administration’s decision-making needs to consider the motivations of different socially 
established views to contribute to possible significations of the topic at hand. An entrepre-
neurship initiative, which could be considered as irrelevant, for instance, from the view-
point of Bildung, might however motivate members of an organisation to share socially 
constructed expectations about the university’s capacity to promote research-based appli-
cations or enhance employability. Finally, the temporal dimension, which also is inherent 
in organisational decision-making, is expressed in terms of a selection related to two con-
ceptions of the present: first, the continuously passing present, according to which current 
events constantly become the past, and, second, “the durative present”, which holds access 
to the future open (Baraldi et  al., 2021, 142–143). In terms of our current analysis, the 
passing present is observable in administrative decisions reducing alternative futures into 
a one selected option, while the durative present is illustrated by open-ended managerial 
techniques that postpone decisions to experiment with different meaningful solutions.

Following the theoretical perspective explicated above, we show how the factually con-
troversial and originally vague economic initiative for advancing start-up entrepreneurship 
was processed in the specialised administrative branches of the university that each reso-
nated in their sensemaking about the topic with different societal reference systems (Luh-
mann, 1986, 40–42). Parallel with this processing, the university administration was funda-
mentally restructured according to changes in its legislative environment and expectations 
regarding its societal services. Our analysis thus unfolds the ways in which the univer-
sity administration and the NPM-oriented managerial techniques operated alongside each 
other during the studied decision-making process. We also pay attention to the distinctions 
each administrative branch deploys as it processes the entrepreneurship initiative, which 
reflects the altered external expectations about the university’s economic relevance. Fur-
thermore, the branch diversity in administrative sense-making suggests paying attention 
to varying structural temporalisations related to the processing of the initiative and asso-
ciated semantic moves the administrative branches take. For example, the expressions of 
“academic entrepreneurship” and “science-based business” were developed in the restruc-
tured branch of research administration to suit the university’s scientific mission, while the 
notion of “student entrepreneurship”, resonating with that of an educational sense-making 
regime, was related to the inclusion of a mandatory module entitled “working-life period” 
in the degree program’s curricula (Rector’s decision, 22/2016). Analysing sense-making 
and decision-making switches of these kinds, the interplay between the novel managerial 
techniques and more traditional administrative decision-making becomes visible.

Thus, our analysis focuses on the decision-making communication within differentiated 
structures of the university’s professional administration and the ways in which NPM-ori-
ented managerial techniques are deployed when processing the meaning of the initiative, 
reflecting the expectations of the societal subsystem of economy. The initiative itself was 
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controversial in factual terms as it emphasised economic relevance, entrepreneurial spirit 
and start-up skills instead of epistemic or educational ones. Therefore, our analysis shows 
that the traditional university administration with complementary NPM-inspired manage-
rial restructuring viewed the initiative cautiously, but not indifferently, and processed the 
significations in quite unusual ways as regards the social dimension of sense-making. Fur-
thermore, the administrative-managerial operations emphasised the temporal dimension of 
the initiative’s meaning processing as a search for a form, which would allow the coupling 
of innovation-oriented research with entrepreneurship-oriented tertiary schooling. During 
this process, the role of traditional academic leadership, meaning the Rectorate and the 
faculty, was to serve as occasional checkpoints only, in addition to making formally com-
municated decisions dated and archived in the university.

In summary, our systems-theoretical inspiration guides us to assume that the expecta-
tion structures of the functionally differentiated administrative branches resonate differ-
ently with the studied economic initiative. A key to understanding the administrative and 
managerial dynamics present in the case example is to pay attention to the varying tem-
poralisations of the different administrative branches as they process it. We thus observe 
switching between such branch-specific sense-making and decision-making logics to see 
how the administrative and managerial processing of the initiative is temporalised during 
decision-making. As our analysis shows, the dated administrative decisions synchronise 
the structurally conditioned temporalisations across administrative branches while simul-
taneously closing certain options and creating new complexities to be processed in subse-
quent decision-making. Furthermore, the administration supplemented with NPM-inspired 
managerial techniques also occasionally postpones decision-making by deploying experi-
mental organisational development for temporarily stabilising the oscillation between pos-
sible visions of the future.

Data and methods

Traditional public administration, resembling the classic Weberian model of bureaucracy, 
tended to archive decisions and decision-making premises that served organisational mem-
ory. Managerial decision-making, in turn, consists of NPM-inspired techniques, such as 
fact-finding, networking, pre-decisional piloting and stepwise constructed agreements, that 
leave fewer traces to support research on decision-making (Åkerstrøm Andersen & Pors, 
2017). This can be seen in the availability of data for the present analysis, which focuses on 
the University of Helsinki during the 2000s.

We base our analysis on data that includes 26 interviews, some of which comprise more 
than one individual as an interviewee (see Appendix 1). These interviews were dialogic in 
nature (Russell & Kelly, 2002) and they were conducted between the years 1999–2022 in 
the context of multiple successive research projects. Of these interviews, one was made in 
1999, seven in 2000, one in 2005, six in 2012, one in 2016, nine in 2019 and one in 2022. 
During the study, about half of the interviews were connected to the investigated decision-
making process and were thus analysed in detail. The rest of the interviews were used as 
secondary data to get a picture of the evolving context of the university administration and 
activities as well as their recent historical background. Such information was fundamental 
in terms of providing a baseline against which the novelty of the analysed process clearly 
stood out.
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In addition to the interviews, we used more than 100 documents (e.g. strategies, plans, 
memoranda, reports, power point slides, press releases and minutes produced by the Uni-
versity, the Ministry of Education and Culture and the City of Helsinki) that supplemented 
the interviews in detailing the broader context of the studied case example and describ-
ing different phases of the decision-making process under investigation. The criteria for 
and practices of collecting these data, which ensues from our sustained interest in studying 
the University’s commercial engagement since the late 1990s (e.g. Tuunainen, 2001, 2005; 
Tuunainen & Knuuttila, 2009; Tuunainen et al., 2021), was as follows:

1) We interviewed representatives of the Ministry of Education, the Finnish Innovation 
Fund Sitra, the National Technology Agency (Tekes), the Council of Rectors of Finnish 
Universities, the University of Helsinki and the managers of the University of Helsinki’s 
technology transfer company (12 in total) to get an overview of the higher education and 
innovation policy context wherein the studied decision-making process occurred. These 
interviews were supplemented by an extensive set of documents that further specified the 
history of commercial engagement of the University and described its evolving context 
between the late 1990s and 2010s.

2) We also interviewed professional administrators and managers of the University (12 in 
total) who had participated in the decision-making, not to attribute their agency, but to 
reveal the operational logics of the University’s different branches of administration. 
These interviews were conducted to improve our understanding of the complementarities 
of the administrative and managerial operation modes in the decision-making processes. 
Thus, the interviews were designed to collect interpretations about the development 
of the studied initiative and the broader sense-making regimes resonating within each 
branch’s distinctive operational logic.

3) The framing of the interviews in the past tense enabled us to understand the extant 
frames for referencing the initiative by each administrative branch, based on its relevant 
sense-making regime used in decision-making. We stretched our data to cover years 
since the late 1990s onwards, i.e. before the entrepreneurship initiative, to understand 
how the University administration historically operated. This was relevant for us to see 
how the administrative operations unfolded in result of the new university legislation 
of 2010.

4) Because several administrators and managers indicated that they had processed the 
initiative with stakeholders external to the University, we also interviewed these two 
outsiders to have full understanding about the studied developments. Involving outside 
partners in organisational decision-making was particular to the more recently estab-
lished Research Services (RS) and Communications and Community Relations (CCR) 
branches that were oriented towards the University’s third mission and were less tied to 
legislative or administrative regulations (e.g. statutes issued on degree education and 
teaching arrangements) governing the organisation.

5) Because some administrative branches were not engaged in producing and archiving 
dated and filed organisational memoranda and decisions, we also chose to collect a set 
of unofficial documents from our interviewees. With the help of such data, we were able 
to gain a better understanding of the administrative sense-making regimes of different 
branches as well as to identify decisional options that were ruled out during the process. 
Conversely, we checked the University archives and collected any decisions that we 
could find in relation to the process we investigated.
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The systems-theoretical conceptuality guides our analysis of the structurally conditioned 
semantics present in the investigated decision-making processes. We took the sense-mak-
ing regimes of each administrative branch as structural correspondents for environmental 
expectations the branch was set to deal with via interpretative semantics (scientific research 
and innovation, higher education, stakeholder relations etc.) (Besio & Pronzini, 2011), and 
thereby illustrate the ways in which the administrative branches operationalise such inter-
pretations in the form of decisions. Under the methodological guidance described above, 
we thus describe how such sense-making leads the University, first, to decide to establish 
and later to corporatise the student entrepreneurship hub and, second, to renew its degree 
program structures by adding a specific module entitled “working-life period” (Rector’s 
decision, 22/2016) into the curricula. Figure 1 summarises our coding process (Charmaz, 
2006) with reference to the various phases of the analysis.

The main phases of our data analysis are presented in Fig. 1. First, gleaning from the 
methodological insight offered by systems theory, we openly coded (Charmaz, 2006) our 
data to see (1) how the University administratively conceptualised the societal expectations 
present in its environment, (2) how its administrative branches processed the semantics 
corresponding to internally interpreted expectations concerning the initiative and (3) what 
decisions were made according to the structures and semantics of the branches. Second, 
to determine the operation mode of administration at different stages of the decision-mak-
ing, we organised the data categories according to administrative branches. In this phase, 
we observed that occasionally the branches intervened in each other’s operative domains, 
for instance when the University was subject to significant budget cuts, the Financial Ser-
vices (FS) decided to corporatise the hub, thus synchronising the preceding temporalisa-
tions of the hub’s organisational form developed in the branch of CCR with those of the 
FS. Third, we organised the decision-making by the branches into two main categories, 
managerial and administrative. This was to examine how the emergent managerial opera-
tion mode took the lead in advancing the initiative at the University (the  “Managerial 

Fig. 1  Main phases of data analysis
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decision-making mode: from entrepreneurship “buzz” to student entrepreneurship com-
pany” section) and second, how the administrative mode enabled its partial integration into 
the University’s discipline-oriented degree structure (the “Administrative decision-making 
mode: Entering “working-life period” into curricula” section). Consequently, we detected 
switches in administrative responsibilities and temporalisations between different branches 
and interpreted such moves as being characteristic to their dissimilar sense-making regimes 
connected to the systems of higher education, scientific research and stakeholder relations.

Decision‑making about the entrepreneurship initiative 
at the University of Helsinki

During the post-war period, many countries began to pay attention to the role of science, 
technology and higher education for economic growth, and Finland was no exception. 
More recently, in the 1980s and 1990s, new public management, which had its roots in the 
rational choice theory and economic recession of the 1970s, started to shape governmental 
policies (Yliaska, 2015). In Finland, as in many other European countries (Sørensen et al., 
2019), this change led to the gradual development of techniques that have been called man-
agement by results (Kuoppala, 2005). With associated budgeting and steering techniques 
that were gradually implemented and modified by the government during the late 1990s 
and 2000s (Interviews 10, 11, 12, 20), the reform sensitised universities to the NPM-mod-
elled forms of “embedded steering” (Buchinger, 2007, 173). In parallel, rectors of Finnish 
universities who were inspired by the reform policy of the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) initiated a renewal of the university legislation (Uni-
versities Act, 558/2009) in 2005 to “gain independence from the state bureaucracy”, which 
according to the University of Helsinki’s Head of Administration, “was badly adapted to 
the current needs of higher education and research” (Hämäläinen, 2014).

Although many commentators take this movement in politics as a pressure that pen-
etrates universities and forces them to alter their operations, we hold that the universities 
themselves have a role to play in deciding how they observe, process and respond to chang-
ing environmental expectations. When it comes to the University of Helsinki, which is an 
example of European universities established in the early modern period (1640), the pro-
cess of responding to the expectations was affected by its layered organisational identity, 
comprising of a Humboldtian concept of Bildung (Kantasalmi, 2015) and the University’s 
status as Finland’s leading research university (University of Helsinki, 2003) in the League 
of European Research Universities (LERU), an association of the most renowned research 
universities in Europe. The process was also characterised by the fact that, in the late 
1990s, the University was a latecomer in the renewal of its internal administrative struc-
tures and processes as well as slow to respond to the expectations for increasing research 
commercialisation (Tuunainen, 2005; Interviews 1, 2, 3, 16, 17, 18). As these expectations 
coincided with the change in the universities’ legislative status and Finland’s membership 
in the European Union, which opened opportunities for large-scale research funding, the 
University decided, in 2007, to renew its administrative structure and managerial processes 
(Mansikkamäki, 2010, 7–8, 29). In addition, the University adopted “a new management 
system” with more clearly articulated linkages between strategic objectives, leadership 
roles and responsibilities as well as operative results across all organisational levels (Uni-
versity of Helsinki,  2009, 41–42; Interviews 10, 11, 12).
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In this section, we illustrate how the University’s internally differentiated administration 
tackled the external economic initiative of advancing start-up entrepreneurship and how it 
processed it further by using semantic modifications, fact-finding procedures and organisa-
tional experiments, with traditional public administration procedures, including collegial 
preparation and subsequent decision-making. Characteristic of the University’s administra-
tive branches was their resonance with the sense-making regimes of the different societal 
subsystems, such as economy, education, and science, that affected the ways in which they 
eventually tackled the initiative in question. We look, at first, how the novel branches of RS 
and CCR responded to the entrepreneurial expectations by using flexible, future-oriented 
managerial techniques, and focus, after that, on the more established branch of Teaching 
and Learning Services (TLS), which applied traditional public administration procedures, 
detailed in the University’s Administrative Handbook (University of Helsinki, 2011), to 
regulate curricula in the context of the University’s degree reform.

Managerial decision‑making mode: from entrepreneurship “buzz” to student 
entrepreneurship company

The University of Helsinki’s RS started to evolve by the turn of the millennium with a 
focus on commercialising scientific research results and supporting researchers’ efforts to 
acquire external funds. Its focus was on innovation and bureaucratic technicalities of large-
scale projects with collaborative partnerships in economy, especially in relation to EU and 
the then National Technology Agency (Tekes) (Interviews 1, 2, 3). Thus, heightened atten-
tion was paid to the University’s economic partnerships, an orientation accentuated by the 
Government of Finland’s efforts to create “an innovation university” by merging, in 2010, 
three universities into a single organisation later named Aalto University (Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2007). As Aalto was situated in the Helsinki region, it sprouted concerns by alumni 
of the University. Investors were “extremely disturbed” to see that the University was “giv-
ing Aalto a head-start to do things related to start ups” (Interview 22). These views reso-
nated in the newly organised RS, which incorporated, in 2012, the investor sector to par-
ticipate in the preparation of the University’s response to the novel economic expectations. 
Subsequently, a team representing the business world, the City of Helsinki and RS and 
CCR started to discuss the issue (Interviews 4, 6, 22, 23).

Being oriented to research commercialisation, RS took the lead in processing the stim-
uli, in collaboration with the above-mentioned partners and CCR, which was particularly 
sensitive to the development of the University’s stakeholder relations. At the outset of the 
ensuing semantic work, a need to create “a buzz place” with strictly commercial goals of 
advancing “science-based business” in biomedicine was recognised (Interview 4). The City 
of Helsinki’s Economic Development Department shared this aim: “An idea came up that, 
well, as there is a tremendous amount of know-how at the University, and an awful number 
of students, we need entrepreneurship buzz here as well” (Interview 6). Given the Uni-
versity’s identity as a Humboldtian Bildungsuniversität (Niiniluoto, 2011), the concept of 
entrepreneurship sounded harsh and was soon replaced by that of “academic entrepreneur-
ship” (Interview 8, 22) so as to make the initiative more digestible within the University 
with a strong scientific ethos.

Along with this semantic modification, the idea of academic entrepreneurship was intro-
duced to the Advisory Committee of the City of Helsinki and the University, leading to 
the statement according to which the City will establish “a centre for promoting entrepre-
neurship” with the Universities of Helsinki and Aalto (City of Helsinki, 4.10.2012). This 
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announcement, prepared in alignment with the University’s academic leadership, which 
served here as an occasional administrative checkpoint, was considered important within 
the City’s Economic Development Department: “It was an expression of a strong will. It 
was a clear signal to the University that the City of Helsinki was serious” (Interview 6). 
Thus, following the commitment, the Advisory Committee expressed a will that a “centre 
for the creation of student and research-based entrepreneurship” will be established to sup-
port formation of new jobs in “non-traditional” academic fields, such as the humanities 
(Advisory Committee of the City of Helsinki and the University of Helsinki, 20.11.2012).

At the University, “the centre for promoting entrepreneurship” needed further manage-
rial fine-tuning. To enable this, decisional leeway was created by means of fact-finding via a 
student survey ordered from a local think tank. CCR concluded that the entrepreneurial moti-
vation among the students was not so much about “getting rich” but having “an interesting, 
meaningful working life” where one could “change the world” (Interview 7). This ethos con-
tributed to the further transformation of the idea about “academic entrepreneurship” to that of 
a student entrepreneurship hub, a move which created new administrative complexities. Thus, 
to advance the idea about the students’ “value-oriented entrepreneurship”, RS and CCR, in 
collaboration with the city and business life, undertook a fact-finding trip to the USA to learn 
how similar hubs operated in California (Interviews 4, 6, 7, 22). Seeing tangible examples 
fortified the understanding that to process the idea further the managerial technique of organ-
isational experimentation should be adopted. From the investor perspective, the experience 
“opened our eyes”: “Suddenly, everybody thought that starting was much more important 
than finding the correct guidelines at the outset. We must, simply, start proudly doing things 
on the frontier where we do not know what we will encounter” (Interview 22). Thus, the 
decision to use organisational experimentation speeded up the formation of the hub’s concept 
without locking the visions about its future form, only narrowing down their spectrum.

The experimental development was an unconventional managerial technique deployed by 
RS and CCR. The development of the hub, now renamed as “Helsinki Think Company” 
(HTC) and allotted an empty office space by the Properties and Facilities administration 
(Interview 7), thus illustrates how managerial potentialising (Åkerstrøm Andersen, 2020), 
which kept the hub’s organisational form open, operated in the preparation of decision 
premises at the University, which only 3 years earlier was administered a part of the state 
bureaucracy. A central characteristic of this managerial alignment with NPM was to dis-
tribute decision-making capacity to the involved students to avoid HTC becoming directly 
controlled by the University. To facilitate this, student interest in the entrepreneurship hub 
had to be raised and a community of students had to be created around it (Interviews 5, 6, 
7, 13, 14). CCR therefore first recruited a part-time Student Captain to run and develop the 
hub. Second, the problem of the missing student community was solved by establishing a 
student association in connection to HTC so that the students could integrate themselves, 
instead of merely participating in its events (The University of Helsinki’s and the City of 
Helsinki’s agreement on cooperation for entrepreneurship, 2013). Third, instead of direct 
referring to entrepreneurship, the students developing the hub raised motivation among their 
peers by asking if their interlocutors were interested in taking their “academic expertise into 
practice” (Interview 14). Finally, the hub’s experimental development was combined with 
further fact-finding efforts, e.g. interviews, surveys and campus-specific workshops, to tai-
lor activities discipline-wise for varying student cultures. In such ways, CCR was able to 
“lighten” its managerial role and become HTC’s “enabler” only (Interviews 5, 7, 13).

As HTC was set up and running, it remained a part of the CCR administration, which 
managed it with the City using a plan annually agreed with the students responsible for 
HTC’s operation. HTC’s bond with the students was secured by the association, which 
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offered them a community to join and find like-minded company (Interviews 5, 7, 13, 14). 
This arrangement changed in 2015 when severe budget cuts were imposed on Finnish uni-
versities. At the case University, the reduction totalled about 15% of its funding. The sud-
den shock resulted in prompt administrative intervention by the University’s FS with an 
extensive organisational renewal program, including a reduction of 570 employees (Uni-
versity of Helsinki, 2017). The circumstances put HTC’s personnel at risk of dismissal, 
thus endangering its future (Interview 6, 12).

In this situation, the experimental development of the hub quickly switched into hier-
archical decision-making by the University administration. The decision-making respon-
sibility was transferred from CCR to FS, which conceptualised the conditions for HTC’s 
continuity from the perspective of the immediate needs of the University’s finances. Thus, 
supported by top academic leadership and professional administration, it drew upon an 
established decision premise of organising the University’s business-oriented activities by 
using a company form (Helsinki University Holding Ltd., 1992; Interviews 24, 25, 26) and 
decided to wrap up HTC in the form of a limited company (Interviews 6, 12). CCR viewed 
the swap as follows: “The company form was chosen because due to the [budget] cuts, we 
would not have been able to have the students as our temporary [employees]. It was the 
main reason, and it was [Financial Services’] decision” (Interview 6). The organisational 
status of HTC was thus transformed from a service offered by CCR to a private enterprise 
tied to the University by a temporary service contract only. Consequently, it became a ser-
vice operator to provide extra-curricular student entrepreneurship activities to the Univer-
sity based on competitive bidding in the market.

This section has shown how the University’s internally differentiated administrative 
structure observed its societal environment and processed its observations further within 
the organisation. At the beginning, the idea was about research-based start-up entrepre-
neurship in biomedicine but was later turned into a student-led entrepreneurship hub oper-
ating as a limited company outside of the University. During this process, each adminis-
trative branch tackled the initiative from the perspective of its own temporal horizon and 
sense-making regime, meaning, for instance, that CCR was ready for long-term, open-
ended managerial experimentation, while FS decided to use hierarchical decision-making 
power implemented in a restricted timeframe. Also, a characteristic of the case was that at 
the beginning, TLS was not capable of processing the issue at all. We will now examine 
what was required of the University to facilitate its participation in the case example.

Administrative decision‑making mode: entering “working‑life period” into curricula

We showed above how the RS and CCR branches used managerial operation mode to ena-
ble, in temporally flexible ways, possible futures to be integrated with the entrepreneur-
ship initiative representing the third mission of the University. Meanwhile, the TLS branch 
was incapable of addressing the initiative as it did not connect with degree-oriented edu-
cation (Interview 9), which belonged to the decisional competence of the faculties rather 
than that of the University’s central administration. However, this changed as the Univer-
sity’s discipline-based curricula became subjected to updating in 2016 (Rector’s decision, 
22/2016). It enabled the degree-oriented educational administration to form potentialising 
links between HTC’s developing entrepreneurship activities, the curricula administered by 
the faculties and the University’s academic leadership. In this section, we show how HTC 
turned into a potentialising organisation (Åkerstrøm Andersen, 2020) providing educa-
tional services to the University’s degree-oriented education.
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If RS and CCR observed the University’s societal environment in terms of research 
commercialisation and stakeholder relations, TLS focused on the education system and 
fragmentation of work careers that put pressure on students to consider such existential 
questions like “who am I, what do I want, what is important for me, [and] which direction 
should I go in” (Interview 8). The branch also observed that the students had a strong value 
base in their educational choices, e.g. in terms of looking at opportunities to contribute 
to important social, economic and environmental problems of the society. Synchronising 
these observations with the Bologna Process, which advanced competence-based curricula 
in Europe (Schomburg & Teichler, 2011), TLS aimed to increase the students’ capacity 
for self-regulation in a dynamic and uncertain society. Thus, a curricular reform called 
“Big Wheel” was launched in 2015, simultaneously with the reductions in the University’s 
budget (University of Helsinki, 2016; Interviews 8, 9). According to the Bologna Process, 
the University reintroduced bachelor’s degrees to precede master’s degrees and redefined 
their learning outcomes. In view of TLS’ sense-making regime, “the focus was on refresh-
ing the University’s degrees. We went through them to ensure that they were up-to-date” 
(Interview 9).

The Big Wheel reform evolved organically from the preceding administrative obser-
vations and decisions in TLS and the faculties: the students’ employability had been on 
the agenda since the 1990s, especially in terms of recruitment services based on funding 
from the Ministry of Education. Later, these services had evolved into ones that sought 
to develop students’ capacity for self-management and career planning and to meet the 
changing conditions in the academic labour market and work via courses experimentally 
co-organised with teaching staff. Finally, some teachers had considered HTC and its extra-
curricular entrepreneurship activities to be valuable for preparing students for chang-
ing working-life conditions. These events formed the premises of the Rector’s decision 
(22/2016) emphasising the skills needed in “working life” thus including them as manda-
tory requirements in the degree programs (Interviews 8, 9).

This process altered the University’s internal structural conditions and affected HTC’s 
possible roles in the future. From CCR’s perspective, HTC had developed its services so 
that it could “co-operate with the research services and educational [i.e., Teaching and 
Learning Services] administration” (Interview 6). However, the problem with the latter was 
that the hub had no relationship with the faculties’ degree programs. One part of the issue 
was the small scale of the hub’s operations and another that HTC was selective in terms of 
students it served. These reasons were summarised by HTC as follows: “Our strategy in a 
university which has people as many as a small town, was not to take part in the courses. 
The University organised courses on its own and we pursued our activities with the brave 
and eager who wanted to work with us” (Interview 14).

This strategy, however, proved difficult to maintain as teachers used HTC for their 
own purposes, as was noted by the hub: “Some teachers were enthusiastic, interested and 
convinced about the activity, so much that they used our work (…) to compensate for the 
absences [in their degree-oriented courses]” (Interview 5). The situation underlined the 
mismatch between HTC’s extra-curricular entrepreneurial services and the University’s 
degree programs. The issue was difficult to resolve as the hub was located outside the 
strictly regulated educational administration and could not introduce credited courses into 
the curricula. In 2016, the problem was still under consideration, as was observed by HTC: 
“At present, [we] really do not want to have a strong view in either direction as [we] can see 
the pluses and minuses in both” (Interview 5).

The administrative decision to start the Big Wheel reform was made by the Academic 
Affairs Council headed by the Vice-Rector for Education. As the reform was extensive, 
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the council followed traditional principles of the University’s collegial administration (Uni-
versity of Helsinki, 2011) and organised its work into a set of projects commissioned to 
prepare the forthcoming decisions. Once the decisions were drafted, the council submit-
ted them for the Rector’s approval, thereby using the University’s hierarchical decision-
making structure. From the perspective of entrepreneurship, a significant decision was the 
introduction of a compulsory “working-life period” into bachelor’s degrees to increase 
graduates’ working-life competency and capacity in career planning (Interviews 8, 9). The 
key paragraph of the written Rector’s decision (22/2016) read as follows: “All bachelor’s 
degrees include a working-life period and training for expert duties with a total scope of at 
least 10 credits. The scope of training for expert duties is at least 5 credits and the scope of 
working-life period is at least 5 credits.”

Once established, TLS began to design content for the module with teachers and faculty 
education co-ordinators. This was facilitated by an organisational reform of the boundaries 
between central administrative services, faculties and departments. In this situation, TLS’ 
experience in organising career planning for students was made available to the faculties: 
“The career services have very meritoriously produced the [module’s] content (…) [and] 
also consulted education programs about what kinds of content were needed and how it 
could be integrated into other studies” (Interview 9).

The content included reflective sessions in which students elaborated their evolving pro-
fessional expertise and discussed it from the perspective of their career expectations. The 
extra-curricular entrepreneurship education provided by HTC could also be used. Even 
though HTC had formally become a company, its activities could be acknowledged in the 
curricula. However, no clear resolution concerning the relationship between HTC and the 
degree programs was achieved, and the issue was left administratively open: the students 
who participated in the hub’s entrepreneurship programs could apply for credits by request-
ing that their previously acquired competence be accredited. As noted by the HTC: “The 
whole University has taken a step forward because of the Big Wheel reform. It put the 
working-life orientation at the very centre [of education]. Based on it, education co-ordina-
tors of the campuses search for courses that can be included in this [module] and [realise] 
that those guys [in HTC] are doing what is needed” (Interview 14).

This section showed what structural changes implemented in curricula via traditional 
principles of the University’s collegial administration and hierarchical decision-making 
were needed to make TLS capable of tackling the economic initiative, which had become 
the student entrepreneurship hub operating on the periphery of the University. It thus high-
lighted the ways in which the novel modes of professional management, such as experi-
mental organisational development, can be dynamically combined with traditional univer-
sity administration, which rests upon representative collegial preparation and hierarchical 
decision-making by academic leaders. The current university administration thus can be 
regarded as a diversified and flexible entity, which is capable of activating various kinds of 
administrative and managerial modes as well as related sense-making regimes and tempo-
ralisations in different situations, thereby increasing a university’s capacity to couple itself 
with altering societal expectation structures.
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Conclusion

Inspired by a systems-theoretical view of the university (Baecker, 2010) emerging in higher 
education research (Lenartowicz, 2015; Kleimann, 2019), this article improves understand-
ing of the consequences of intensified societal engagement by universities. It shows how 
the politico-economic conditions of the society are observed and interpreted by different 
administration branches, and gradually translated into decisions about an entrepreneur-
ship hub providing extra-curricular education for students. The analysis makes two con-
tributions to the higher education literature and answers the research question about how 
the complex and vague initiative for advancing start-up entrepreneurship was processed 
through administrative and managerial modes of decision-making communication in inter-
nally differentiated professional administration structure of a university.

First, our analysis joins forces and empirically elaborates the “organisational dimen-
sion” Fumasoli et al. (2020) posit as a filter between “exogeneous pressures” and the Uni-
versity’s internal action. In this respect, we show that a university’s professional adminis-
tration is a discrete (Hasse & Krücken, 2013) internal organisational form (Baecker, 2010) 
requiring functionally specified attention so as to facilitate understanding of how decision-
making processes at universities are organised and co-ordinated. By analysing how each 
administrative branch interpreted and translated the external expectations into internally 
processable organisational problems and solutions, the paper also demonstrates how the 
differentiated administration varyingly resonated with its specific societal system refer-
ences, i.e. education, the economy and politics (Krücken & Hasse, 2013). Furthermore, our 
analysis showed that the university administration is historically layered in how it adapts to 
the NPM-inspired managerial techniques that were gradually implemented in the national 
university policy in Finland since 1993 and became used within the University after the 
legislative reform of 2010. Some branches – e.g., TLS – followed traditional public admin-
istration principles, such as careful planning and hierarchical decision-making, while oth-
ers, e.g. CCR more readily implemented the NPM-oriented techniques (Ferlie et al., 2008) 
with more options for temporalisation, including organisational experimentation combined 
with decentralised and flexible decision-making.

Thus, in contrast to Fumasoli et al. (2020), our analysis shows that the university admin-
istration involves complex dynamics that are varyingly aligned with national policy scripts 
enacting selected features of a global trends in NPM (Donina & Paleari, 2019). Instead of 
supporting those studies that emphasise the permeability of the boundaries between poli-
tics, economy and the university (Bleiklie et al., 2015; Lorenz, 2012), the present analysis 
shows how external inspiration becomes interpretatively observed and processed by the 
University’s administrative branches that observe divergent sense-making regimes and 
construct dissimilar temporalisations (Åkerstrøm Andersen & Pors, 2017) when develop-
ing novel organisational forms. Consequently, the emergence of the entrepreneurship hub 
investigated here may be considered a potentialising organisation (Åkerstrøm Andersen, 
2020, 69), which allowed temporarily open-ended experimentation regarding the Univer-
sity’s multiple societal missions and stakeholders thus facilitating stability and change in 
the face of changing society.

Second, the paper poses a theoretical challenge for higher education research 
to understand better the dynamics of a university’s case-sensitive deployment of 
traditional public administration and the NPM-oriented managerial techniques. 
In our view, an adequate analysis of the complexities in administrative decision-
making suggests detailed descriptive recovery of the varied temporalisations of 
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the issues processed. The decisions, including deferred administrative decisions, 
are always made in present by drawing upon variations in an organisation’s mem-
orised pasts and projected futures. Phenomenological sociology is thus needed 
to reconstruct such structurally conditioned past presents (Luhmann, 1976, 1995, 
41–52). Inspired by the Luhmannian conception of time (e.g. Nassehi, 1994; 
Gehring, 2007), we reconstructed the varied temporalisations of the factually con-
troversial economic initiative and illustrated how proper temporal logics of differ-
entiated societal communication formats (e.g. education, science and economy), 
legitimised as unique sense-making regimes (Arnoldi, 2010) of the university’s 
functionally specialised administrative structure, were operationalised during 
decision-making. By so doing, we added novelty to the literature which investi-
gates the complex and multifaceted ways in which university administration inter-
pretatively responds to the external societal expectations (e.g., Krücken & Hasse, 
2013; Fumasoli et al., 2020).

Furthermore, by analysing how different administrative branches of the Univer-
sity made sense of the studied economic initiative, and how they processed it into 
a manageable form, our results elaborate upon those studies that seek to understand 
the change of universities in terms of various interpretative schemes used in admin-
istration. Instead of considering such schemes as constitutive of ideal typical con-
structs, such as organisational archetypes (Bruckmann & Carvalho, 2018), our study 
claims that evolving societal sense-making regimes are structurally coupled in the 
University’s internal organisational observations and decision-making. For instance, 
the entrepreneurship hub hardly would have materialised if the branches of RS and 
CCR had not resonated with the economic sense-making regime and used flexible 
temporalisations that facilitated leeway (see Gehring, 2007) to allow the elaboration 
of the semantics that corresponded to the structural expectations set for the University 
by the national innovation policy, the City of Helsinki, and the local investors. TLS, 
which followed traditional public administration principles, saw the gap between its 
sense-making regime and the economic expectations but was unable to grasp it in 
terms of the degree programs’ curricula, which according to the University’s internal 
decision-making premises (i.e. rules of procedure), was the business of the faculties 
rather than that of the central administration. It was the Rector’s decision that deci-
sively synchronised the various time horizons of individual administrative branches, 
thereby also enabling TLS to contribute to the implementation of entrepreneurial edu-
cation into the University’s degree structures and curricula.

Another hierarchical, but in temporal terms accelerating, intervention occurred in 
the context of the budget cuts implemented by the University. Here, resting upon 
the previously formed organisational decision premises, the financial administration 
decided that the hub will be corporatised as had been done with the University’s 
technology transfer services. Thus, in addition to guaranteeing the continuity of 
the hub’s development, this decision made the hub more independent by it assum-
ing the legal form of a limited company. Theoretically visible here are the subtle 
dynamics of interaction between traditional decision-making, modelled according 
to public bureaucracy, and the NPM-inspired, private sector-oriented principles. As 
empirical research on these dynamics is new and focuses primarily on formal gov-
ernance structures (Bruckmann & Carvalho, 2018; Donina & Paleari, 2019) rather 
than actual, grass-roots decision-making processes by professional managers, an 
important goal of this article is to encourage other researchers to tackle these fine 
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dynamics in theoretically informed ways. To do so, systems-theoretical unfolding 
of temporalisations in administrative decision-making offers an adequate means to 
understand the current complexities about a university’s societal engagements within 
the national systems of higher education and innovation.

Appendix 1: Interview data

Organisational context of the interviewee Interview identifier Date of interview

University’s research services (RS) 1 (three participating interviewees) 20 January 2000
2 (two participating interviewees) 12 September 2000
3 2 April 2012
4 8 March 2019

University’s communications and community 
relations (CCR)

5 11 March 2016
6 8 February 2019
7 1 February 2019

University’s teaching and learning services 
(TLS)

8 4 October 2019
9 18 October 2019

University’s financial services (FS) 10 10 February 2012
University’s top professional administration 11 29 February 2012

12 4 November 2022
Helsinki Think Company (HTC) 13 7 March 2019

14 8 February 2019
External stakeholder organizations (includ-

ing City of Helsinki, Ministry of Education 
and Culture, Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra, 
National Technology Agency (Tekes), Council 
of Rectors of Finnish Universities)

15 23 March 2000
16 7 April 2000
17 23 April 2000
18 26 April 2000
19 12 February 2012
20 18 January 2012
21 13 March 2012
22 5 March 2019
23 2 May 2019

University of Helsinki’s technology transfer 
company

24 (two participating interviewees) 3 March 1999
25 12 January 2000
26 11 April 2005
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