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This article presents a model for analysing dynamics in higher education politics (DHEP).
Theoretically the model draws on the conceptual history of political contingency, agenda-setting
theories and previous research on higher education dynamics. According to the model, sociohistorical complexity can best be analysed along two dimensions: the political situation and
political possibilities. Politics as a situation connotes the idea of an opportune moment when
politics can be changed, and political possibilities concern the different alternatives the actors see
in different situations. Depending on whether the situation is favourable or unfavourable to
change, and on whether the possibilities are politicised or settled, the DHEP model introduces four
types of dynamic: reform, gridlock, consensual change and friction. On the empirical level the
model has been tested and developed in the context of Finnish higher education by means of
interviews and documentary material. It was found, in the Finnish context, that four policy threads
functioned according to each of the dynamics. It appears from the empirical findings that dynamics
in higher education politics are strongly related to changes that are external to the higher education
political system, the changing positions of the actors in different policy threads and the unexpected
nature of the dynamics. The DHEP can also be used to shed light on the effects of the silent,
settled possibilities that may enable or disable other policy threads within a higher education
system.

Dynamics, Higher Education Politics, Contingency, Agenda setting
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Introduction
Earlier research on higher education recognises the lack of theorising about the
larger political whole and the tendency to focus on a single policy (Metcalfe 2008;
Slaughter & Rhoades 2005; c.f. Baumgartner, Green-Pedersen & Jones 2006).
Moreover, the approaches are rather polarised. A review of three influential
higher-education journals reveals the dominance of a more or less descriptive and
heuristic structural approach, whereas the actor, agency and other perspectives
remain somewhat in the shadows (Ursin & Saarinen 2012). An obvious source of
new theories would be political science, but it features surprisingly seldom
(Ferlie, Musselin & Andresani 2008). It would thus seem to be an opportune
moment for opening up new avenues for research. In this article I sketch a model
for analysing dynamics in higher education politics (DHEP) that draws on
previous research on political science and dynamics in this field.

The main focus in DHEP is on attributes of relations rather than of actors. This
emphasis on interrelations or dynamics is not a common approach. Much of the
research in the social sciences, and thus also on higher-education systems, starts
from an analysis of the interests or distinct features of different actors. These are
established and informative focal points, but from the perspective of interrelations
they embed a presupposition of relatively stable characteristics in different
subjects (Emirbayer 1997) and a static view of politics (Palonen 2007). Many
scholars in higher education are aware of this problem. To put it in more practical
terms, institutions in the higher-education system have varying significance in
different reforms, and there are varying views on their importance (Olsen 2007;
Välimaa 2005). There is a plethora of stories related to single-policy processes,
and “different groups make sense of policy in different ways” (Mills 2007, 185).
Ultimately, and paradoxically in terms of interests, policy makers may make
dissonant decisions in different contexts (Kauko 2011). For this reason, focusing
on dynamics could foster a deeper understanding of the complexity of the world.

Some of the basic research in the field of higher education is dual-focused on the
attributes of both actors and relations. For instance, common to Clark’s triangle
and its earlier (e.g., Neave 1992; Frackmann 1992) and more recent (e.g., de Boer,
Enders & Schimanck 2007) additions is the idea of selecting key stakeholders
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(e.g., academia, the state or students) or operational logics (market or managerial)
and comparing them in order to produce an empirically derived description of the
higher-education system. However, critics such as Ferlie et al. (2008, 330) point
out that Clark’s focus on the state–university relationship ignores many other
institutions, whereas Kogan and Hanney (2000, 26) question the presupposition
that the special nature of universities defines the rest of the system (c.f.
Frackmann 1992, 14). In other words, too often the research ideas direct us to take
universities and their interests as a benchmark for the whole system.

The focus on universities also causes a problem with interest definition. For
instance, Olsen (2007) makes a distinction based on whether a university is
governed by internal or environmental factors, and whether the actors have shared
or conflicting norms and objectives (c.f. Saarinen & Välimaa 2006; Saarinen
2007). Any division between internal and external agendas would need a
definition of the interests of the university and its stakeholders. The discussion on
internal and external governance also easily reflects the dichotomy inherent in
top–down and bottom–up models (see Cerych & Sabatier 1986, 254–256; Sabatier
2005). Cerych and Sabatier (1986, 254), for instance, ran into the problem of
complexity when adopting this perspective in their analysis of reforms and their
success or failure. Drawing attention to interaction and its outcomes instead could
avoid the uncomfortable question of interests. Furthermore, an equal focus on all
institutions in the higher-education system could offer a welcome broader
perspective.

Taking into account the criticism of earlier research, the DHEP model focuses on
different institutions in a higher-education system and their relations. Institutions
are assumed to control the behaviour of the people inside them through formal
regulations, social norms or interpretations of reality, depending on the research
tradition (Scott 2008, 47–80). They are also defined in a broad sense, as actors in
themselves, and as encompassing political institutions, ministries, universities,
labour unions, research funders and also, which is more unorthodox, university
stakeholders such as interest organisations (c.f. Mayntz & Scharpf 1995, 47–49).
The model represents a macro-level approach in depicting institutions as the main
actors inside a higher-education system, but also takes into account the policy
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entrepreneurs who are individual actors. In the following I describe the model,
drawing on theories of political science, and trial it empirically in the context of
Finnish higher education.

Theorising dynamics in the context of contingency
Although there has been research on dynamics in higher education, there is as yet
no theoretical backbone facilitating their analysis. This motivated my interest in
developing a model for analysing the dynamics in higher education politics
(DHEP). Before diving into the research I should clarify two points on the
formation of the model.

Firstly, the terms framework, theory and model are sometimes used
interchangeably, but in this article I follow Ostrom (2005, 27–28), who
understands them as being nested: a framework loosely identifies the essential
elements of the research, the theory focuses this view and the theoretical model
helps in making more precise assumptions. I will build the DHEP theoretical
framework drawing on the conceptual history of political contingency and earlier
research on dynamics in higher education. It will then be possible to focus on two
dimensions of contingency. The theories further focusing the perspective relate to
agenda setting, and are especially helpful in drawing out further interpretations of
the two dimensions. Eventually, when connected with the empirical results, the
theoretical insights made it possible to build a more precise model.

Secondly, in practice empirical and theoretical efforts have advanced side-by-side
and the process has been far from linear. In building the theoretical model I draw
on the empirical and theoretical work carried out in conjunction with a research
project in the context of higher education politics in Finland (Kauko 2011). I
conducted1 and analysed 25 interviews with minister-level politicians, highly
ranked ministry officers, university rectors and various stakeholder
representatives (e.g., interest groups, labour unions and research funders), and
analysed a corpus of 132 documents. The empirical and theoretical work
advanced simultaneously, but this article focuses mainly on the theoretical

1

Hannu Simola and/or Risto Rinne were also co-conducting the interviews.
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aspects. For the sake of clarity, in the following I will first present the theoretical
model and only then deal with the empirical results.

Earlier research on dynamics in higher education focuses on the whole picture
comprising the relations among institutions in their temporal and societal frames
(Ferlie et al. 2008, 327; Gornitzka, Maassen, Olsen & Stensaker 2007, 181–183;
Meister-Scheytt & Scheytt 2005; Bleiklie 2000, 54–55). These studies have two
things in common. Firstly, there is a strong historical emphasis with an empirical
basis. The institutions and actors in higher-education systems are bounded by
history. It is virtually impossible to conduct an analysis in a complex situation
without understanding the historical developments, and only an historical
perspective gives access to the dynamics (Clark 2008, 401–402; Pierson 2004, 6–
16; Bleiklie 2000, 71; 2006, 55; Kogan, Bauer, Bleiklie & Henkel 2000, 208; see
Corbett 2005; Scharpf 1997, 27–29). Secondly, the studies do not subscribe to the
dominance of either agency or structure, but focus on interaction. On the agency
side they emphasise the regularities and irregularities in the complexity of
interrelations among institutions and actors. However, the structure also matters in
that changes in the higher-education system are usually initiated by external
impulses (Ferlie et al. 2008; Kogan et al. 2000, 213; see also Mayntz & Scharpf
1995, 45). In sum, one could say that politics is always marked by contingency.
This also forms the basis on which the DHEP theoretical framework was built.

In more practical terms, according to the dynamics approach, the contingency
inherent in politics ensures that a policy reform will always differ from its original
purpose – it is bound to fail. Policy is held hostage to a combination of political,
economic and social factors, which make it impossible to believe in predetermined policy making (Bleiklie, Høstaker & Vabø 2000, 286–307; see
Välimaa & Hoffman 2008).

In order to explain even more clearly what is meant by contingency I will refer to
Palonen’s (2006) vast history project in which he distinguishes three conceptual
clusters on the theme of ‘politics’: prudence and policy, commitment and
contestation, and contingency. Obviously the most interesting from the
perspective of this paper is the contingency cluster, with its situation, possibility
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and play & game dimensions. I will concentrate on the first two, and leave the
third for further analysis: play & game has more to do with concrete politicking,
which takes the focus to the individual level, whereas my focus is on institutions.
On the institutional level the game metaphor could be connected to game theory
(Scharpf 1997), but this would require the best outcomes for each party involved
to be defined, which could once again lead to the problem of defining interests.
Hence, in forming the theoretical framework I suggest that, on the system level,
dynamics in higher education politics is best analysed along these two
dimensions: the political situation and political possibilities.

The two above-mentioned dimensions and the four types of dynamics they enable
are described in the DHEP model depicted in Table 1. In line with the dynamics
approach, the political situation ties the analysis to the historical context, whereas
political possibilities bring out the interrelations among the institutions. I will now
draw on agenda-setting theories in order to focus more closely on these two
dimensions and the four dynamics.
Table 1. A theoretical model for analysing dynamics in higher education politics (DHEP) (Kauko
2011, Table 3)
The political situation
unfavourable to change
The political possibilities are
settled
The political possibilities are
politicised

The political situation is
favourable to change

Friction dynamics

Consensual change dynamics

Gridlock dynamics

Reform dynamics

Favourable and unfavourable political situations
Politics as a situation connotes the idea of an opportune moment, or kairos, when
politics can be changed and when a historical rupture is visible. In order to make a
change the actors have to notice the kairos, or make a radical re-interpretation in
order to form such a moment (Palonen 2006; see Greek Anthology [1918] XVI,
275). I have noticed that many agenda-setting theories emphasising history
recognise the opportune moment when the internal factors of a higher-education
system are in line with the external factors. In order to make this more concrete I
will scrutinise it in terms of three different theories: Sabatier’s (1987) Advocacy
Coalition Framework (ACF), punctuated equilibrium as advocated by
Baumgartner and Jones (2009), and the match model (my naming) developed by
Richardson, Bracco, Callan and Finney (1999). According to my synthesis, these
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agenda-setting theories divide the levels of operation into at least three separate
spheres: external socio-historical developments, and the political system and
subsystem.

The external factors have a lot to do with the socio-historical context, such as
demographical trajectories (Richardson et al. 1999, 196) and the “changing
contexts of policymaking” over time (Baumgartner & Jones 2009, 54). Sabatier
(1993) makes a more precise distinction between external stable factors (e.g.,
natural resources, and ethical and socio-cultural values) and changing events (e.g.,
public opinion). In terms of DHEP, the external factors relate to developments in
the longue durée of history, which are mostly out of reach for the actors.

Both Baumgartner and Jones (2009) and Sabatier (1993) distinguish between a
political subsystem, such as higher education, and the political system.
Baumgartner and Jones (2009) understand the political system to be seemingly
stable, but changing rather rapidly in certain periods of time. Richardson et al.
(1999) see it as part of the “policy environment”, and the subsystem as being
described by the “system design”. Generally speaking, a subsystem focuses on
one policy issue, and I use it as a synonym for the higher-education system, in
other words all the institutions focusing on the politics of higher education. In the
DHEP model I make a distinction between the higher-education system and the
political system. In the Finnish case the latter includes all the institutions in the
Finnish polity and is considered part of the external factors of the former, which
again includes the institutions involved in higher education decision-making.

The three agenda-setting theories have rather similar approaches to the change
inside a subsystem, the key being in the relationship between institutional changes
and external conditions. From a subsystem perspective, according to Sabatier, the
opportune moment may be a reaction to external changes, or then a result of
changes in the institutional structure of the higher-education system (Sabatier
1987; 1993). According to punctuated equilibrium theory, the relative importance
of institutions changes in the long term. Institutions affect the scope of the
agendas in the political system (Baumgartner & Jones 2009, 16). The key
facilitator of change is the interaction between the subsystem and its external
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factors. According to Richardson et al. (1999, 200), the institutional structure can
be brought into line with the external factors, but if this does not happen, change
is almost impossible. Martinez (2002, 368) describes the match model thus: “if
compatibility among and between the policy levels is absent, conflict, frustration,
and gridlock result”. Regarding the change in institutional structure, Sabatier also
holds that the formation of coalitions inside the subsystem, in addition to changes
outside it, can trigger change (Sabatier 1993, 24). To summarise the different
views on constructing DHEP, the political situation for change is embedded in the
institutional structure of the higher-education system and how it is aligned with
the external factors. This also explains why changes in the institutional structure
could indicate the birth or death of a kairos.

The different theories also give some guidance as to the forms the institutional
structure can take. According to Baumgartner and Jones (2009, 32–36),
institutions form policy venues where policy entrepreneurs can act. However,
there may also be monopolies, created to delimit the contestation by emphasising
the complexity, the required professionalism or social unimportance of an issue
(Baumgartner & Jones 2009, 6–7). Then again, Sabatier puts forward the idea of
creating coalitions of ideologically similar enough institutions (Sabatier 1993;
Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier 1993). In other words, the institutional structure also
affects what can be politicised and what kinds of issues make it to the agenda.

The different agenda-setting theories have attracted criticism. Kingdon (2003,
226–227) claims that punctuated equilibrium focuses too much on balance, and
that change dynamics would be a more important factor in explaining decisionmaking. Martinez (2002), in turn, criticises the match model for giving too few
tools with which to consider how the different levels become matched. These are
significant critiques, pointing out that the theories are rather focused on historical
developments and leave the more concrete politics to one side. However, their
contribution in terms of understanding the situational preconditions of change is
vital for the development of a theoretical model of dynamics in higher education
politics.
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In sum, the political situation is a result of interplay between the institutional
framework of the higher-education system, the political system and the sociohistorical context. If the institutional framework within the education system is
not compatible with the external factors, the political situation is unfavourable to
change. In order to make the situation favourable the actors need either to change
the institutional structure or to wait for the external factors to change. (Table 1)
Politicised and settled possibilities
Political possibilities concern the different alternatives the actors see and create in
different situations. Possibilities for action are always present, but it is a question
of active search and use (Palonen 2006, 237). The possibility dimension improves
the theoretical model in taking into account the critique aimed at the situation
dimension, and providing tools that enhance understanding of changing politics.
Possibilities are created through politicisation, the re-interpretation of some issue
as a conflict or the re-organisation of the conflicts at hand (Palonen 2003; 1993).
Removing politicised possibilities, or depoliticising, is very difficult (see Palonen
1993). Within the agenda-setting theories, Kingdon’s (2003) multiple streams
model facilitates the analysis of politicisation. The key question is why some
issues appear on the political agenda, and why some policies become respectable
alternatives, whereas other issues and policies find their way into the dustbin of
history. In analysing the formation of politicisation, multiple streams offer
insights into how politicised possibilities are created that could benefit the DHEP
model.

Thus, the agenda-setting process is explained in terms of three different streams:
problems, politics and policies (Kingdon 2003). According to the approach,
problems are created by different indicators reflecting the magnitude of a
condition, ‘focusing events’ such as disasters or feedback indicating some
problems in the system. When a problem is recognised it assumes the potential to
reach the political agenda. Politics refers to changes in the national mood,
government changes after elections, or changes in the distribution of seats in
parliament, whereas policies deal with the alternatives. Expert communities and
government officers contribute to the “policy primeval soup”, a cornucopia of
solutions. Different alternatives are then selected according to technical, ethical
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and fiscal criteria, as well as to the interests of the public and politicians.
(Kingdon 2003, 197–201) Kingdon’s core theoretical insight into changing the
course of politics is the merging of the three streams, which is the work of policy
entrepreneurs who try to connect two or more of them (Kingdon 2003, 202). If all
three streams are connected, the issue will be fixed on the agenda, that is,
politicised. One of Kingdon’s (2003) inspired ideas is his non-linear approach to
decision-making. In fact, more often policy entrepreneurs seek suitable problems
for their pet proposals rather than alternatives that are invented only after
politicisation has taken place (see Baumgartner & Jones 2009, 19).

Kingdon’s model is of vital help in understanding different forms of politicisation.
However, according to various critics the multiple-streams approach lacks a
strong historical dimension (Baumgartner & Jones 2009, 5; Baumgartner et al.
2006, 963; Zahariadis 1999, 85). Kingdon (2003, 207) discusses the “general
constraints of the system” and goes through some history in the context of a few
policy cases. However, the focus is on the creation of new policy space rather than
giving a consistent perspective on history. Other research points out the apparent
interconnection between the historical formulation of institutions and
politicisation, however. Baumgartner and Jones (2009), for instance, analyse the
role of politicisation (policy images) in the re-formulation of the institutional
structure. The critique supports the solution in DHEP to include both the
historically-oriented-situation dimension and the possibility dimension.

In sum, I understand political possibilities through the concept of politicisation,
but in the DHEP model they may be either settled or politicised (Table 1).
Politicisation means that the actors find or create new possibilities, whereas
settled possibilities refer to routine actions performed according to old practices.

Analysing dynamics by means of a theoretical
model
Within the two dimensions of the political situation and political possibilities the
theoretical model describes four different types of dynamics in education politics,
as Table 1 shows. In order to put some empirical flesh onto the theoretical
skeleton, I exemplify the dynamics through the case of Finnish higher education
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(Kauko 2011). As Table 2 indicates, inherent in the Finnish case are four
independent policy threads, each illustrating one of the dynamics. A policy thread
refers to the historical development of a policy inside higher education politics.

When I was conducting the analysis I first considered the documentary and
interview material. As mentioned in connection with the theoretical framework, I
focused on the relations between the institutions, and identified four central policy
threads representing the major aspects in the dynamics. After re-analysing the
research material in terms of the regularities and irregularities within the policy
threads I was able to build a theoretical model leaning towards agenda-setting
theories. Finally, in order to test my conclusions I searched for conflicting views
in the research material and was able to finalise the interpretation.

Table 2. Dynamics in higher education politics and the Finnish policy threads (Kauko 2011)

The political possibilities are
settled

The political situation is
unfavourable to change
Friction dynamics in the
governance policy thread

The political possibilities are
politicised

Gridlock dynamics in the
regional-policy thread

The political situation is
favourable to change
Consensual change dynamics
in the international policy
thread
Reform dynamics in the
research policy thread

The first of the dynamics is reform, meaning that the political situation favours
change, and that the politicised possibilities support it. The Finnish research
policy thread functions according to this dynamic (Table 2, lower-right cell). The
Finnish political situation has been very favourable to research-policy change with
an emphasis on innovation. A long-term conceptual push for a national innovation
system was responsible for most of the groundwork (see Miettinen 2002), and the
idea was solidified as the system was considered the main reason for Finland’s
emergence from the economic depression of the 1990s.

“That whole period of time had – – [a feeling] after the depression of
the 1990s that everything is possible now. Nokia [Corporation]
started to rise, there were no limits. That is the general atmosphere
how people felt.” (Stakeholder)
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Changes in the institutional structure supported the further emphasis on
innovations. The founding of the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and
Innovation in 1983 enhanced innovation-based funding. More recently the
“superministry” in the form of the Ministry of Employment and Economy,
established in 2008, took a visibly expansive role in innovation policy:

“It seems that there [in the Ministry of Employment and Economy]
is an attempt to harness the whole education policy and science
policy under the innovation policy – –.” (Stakeholder.)

The interviewees also recognised two coalitions of institutions existing in the
institutional structure: the innovation coalition and the basic research coalition.
However, more politicised possibilities were created favouring innovation
activities over basic research. This allowed the policy entrepreneurs to function in
the field of innovation policy. A prime example, according to the interviewees, is
the former Finnish Prime Minister Esko Aho, who led the drafting of a national
innovation strategy in 2008. He had also worked on similar issues on the
European level, and there were certain similarities in the suggested solutions (see
European Commission 2006; Työ- ja elinkeinoministeriö 2008; Finnish
Government 2009).

Secondly, gridlock dynamics happen when there are politicised possibilities but
they prove futile because the political situation does not allow change (Table 2,
lower-left cell). The combination of a political system based on provincial
representation, a regional higher education institutional framework and
international pressure to streamline the structure created an unfavourable political
situation in Finnish higher education. Officers in different ministries had been
politicising possibilities for decades in the so-called “regional development plan”,
the aim of which was to downsize the higher-education system (see Vanttaja &
Ketonen 1995; Ursin, Välimaa & Aittola 2010; 2011). However, these efforts did
not have much effect due to provincial pressure on politicians.

12

“We officers had suggestions for changes and development, which
were blocked by political opposition and thus have not advanced.”
(Officer)

“The idea that we would reduce university teaching [programmes], I
do not see it as possible.” (Politician)

Thirdly, in conditions of consensual change dynamics the political situation
favours change, but without politicisation it happens in a routine manner (Table 2,
upper-right cell). It was apparent in the Finnish research material that the
international policy promoted consensual change. There was shared experience of
a kairos based on “globalisation”. Moreover, the institutional framework has been
moulded to become more receptive to international influences. For instance, the
Ministry of Education and Culture integrated international affairs into its everyday
practices in the 1990s. However, the practical work is done by officials as part of
their duties, and not so much by politicians, stakeholders, or even university
rectors.

“The Ministry of Education [and Culture] has kept in very close
touch with international trends. And many times these ideas and
thoughts have arrived – – through the ministry.” (Rector)

Ministry officers played a relevant part in international activities. However, their
way of working conveyed a pragmatic national attitude, implying settled political
possibilities. (Kauko 2011)

“This kind of Finnish pragmatism carries the idea of ‘why are they
talking about values and ideologies, this is a waste of time – –
shouldn’t we get down to business and see what to do in practice’.”
(Officer)

The pragmatic and selective infiltration of international influences into national
policy making had effects in all other policy threads examined as the abstract
ideas of global competition served as a catalyst for politicisation. The research13

policy reform was strongly affected by perceptions of the importance of
innovation in strengthening national competitiveness. The regional policy thread
was greatly affected by ideas taken from the OECD country review of 2006
(OECD 2009). Moreover, embedded in the governance policy thread, discussed
below, were past politicisations drawing on international influences, such as New
Public Management (NPM) from the mid-1980s. All in all, it seems that the
international environment is a key policy primeval soup (Kingdon 2003), from
which the policy entrepreneurs, in the Finnish case mostly officers, find their
solutions to present in the national political arena.

The fourth type of dynamics is that of friction, which causes inertia as long as the
situation is not favourable to change and there are no politicised possibilities
(Table 2, upper-left cell). In the context of Finnish higher education this was
evident in the governance policy. The political situation owes a lot to the NPM
reforms. An unfavourable situation arose involving incompatibility between the
political and the higher-education system when politico-strategic and budgetary
decision-making were separated in the late 1980s (see Temmes 1996; 1998; Tiili
2008). For instance, budget decisions on the government level are made strictly in
accordance with the sectorial borderlines between the different ministries, and
moving funds over the boundary of any ministry is virtually impossible in the
framework budget. Moreover, the budget is not coordinated with the Government
Programme. One officer criticised this atomistic perspective:

“The drafting of the budget frame cannot start by reading the base
paper page by page. We should first take a day to talk about it [as a
whole]. And when we start on the chapter concerning the Ministry
of Education [and Culture], we should first discuss what we want
from education – – and not start with the numbers.” (Officer)

The same situation applies to the conditional contracting between the Ministry of
Education and Culture and the universities: both sides understand that the other’s
main interest is money, which leaves policy questions secondary in the
management-by-results negotiations. In the interviews, the ministry
representatives saw the universities as not being interested in policy, only in
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money, and the universities detected too much ministry focus on budgetary issues
instead of policies:

“For instance, these common goals we thoroughly prepare here [in
the Ministry of Education and Culture] – – the management of the
universities have seldom anything to say.” (Officer)

“But then they [the Ministry of Education and Culture] announced
almost bluntly that these graduation goals [which are the basis for
funding] are defined in a way that every university could survive. –
– No attention was paid to the level of research in a given area of
education, or in a given university – –.” (Rector)

The friction dynamics due to the separation of budgetary means and political ends
in the governance policy thread restricts other policies. The gridlock in the
regional-policy thread was even tighter. For instance, budgetary pressure to
abolish regional units of universities was understood, but in terms of regional
politics it was impossible to implement. There was a similar friction phenomenon
in research policy, as the heavyweight policy-making body, the Research and
Innovation Council, which is loaded with ministers, rarely had full financial
backing from the government: “It makes decisions on where money should be
channelled, which have sometimes materialised, sometimes not.” (Politician) All
in all, there were no opportunities for forming a holistic view because the budget
and policy discussions did not go on around the same table at the same time.

Two monopolies helped the non-politicisation of the international and government
policy threads. In the former case, the Ministry of Education was mainly
responsible for filtering international trends through its connections with the
OECD and the EU, whereas in the latter the Ministry of Finance had a monopoly
in starting governance reforms, and also in making the first drafts of the budget
frameworks.

It thus seems that the policy threads in the consensual change and friction
dynamics influenced the whole system. On the one hand, the consensual change in
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international policy gave a boost to politicisations in the other policy threads. On
the other hand, the friction in governance policy also stalled other threads. The
empirical results would suggest that the things that are not spoken, that is not
politicised, are actually the most influential.

A new model for higher education research in
contingent contexts

Focusing on the interrelations between institutions seemed to give a good base for
DHEP and the empirical example of Finland. The Finnish case supported the
presuppositions of earlier research on dynamics. It seems from the findings that
dynamics in higher education politics are strongly related to changes that are
external to the higher-education political system, the changing positions of the
institutions or actors in the different policy threads, and the unexpected nature of
the dynamics.

Earlier research identified the external factors of a higher-education system as one
of the main reasons for change (see Kogan et al. 2000; Richardson et al. 1999;
Sabatier 1993). However, the theoretical dimension of the political situation could
facilitate a more accurate conceptualisation of this change. A favourable situation
needs at least three aspects to be coherent: the major trajectories in history, in
other words the socio-historical context; the political system, which has to allow
change; and the institutional structure of the higher-education system, which has
to be receptive to change. According to the DHEP model, changes in each of these
may stimulate or undermine a favourable political situation, a kairos. In addition,
the course of change is determined in terms of either settled or politicised
possibilities.

Treating universities similarly as other institutions in the analysis seemed fruitful,
as suggested in earlier research (see Saarinen & Välimaa 2006; Ferlie et al. 2008;
Frackmann 1992). I made no observations suggesting that the academic role of the
universities could have affected any dynamics in the system. For instance, the
most influential friction dynamics had nothing to do with academic
characteristics. Not taking the uniqueness of universities as a starting point helped
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me to concentrate on multiple institutions, and to give a more holistic view on the
Finnish higher education system.

Previous research focusing on dynamics ignores considerations of architectural
politics and accepts the difference and fluidity in the positions of institutions
(Olsen 2007; Välimaa 2005; Bleiklie et al. 2000). The DHEP model seemed
promising in terms of understanding these changes in positions. The four different
dynamics concerned the same institutions, but their roles were rather different.
For example, whereas the Ministry of Education and Culture was the kingpin in
the consensual relaying of international influences, it was powerless in the more
controversial regional politics. This also implies criticism of the static view on
politics, focusing on the attributes of actors: the same institutions vary in the
weight they carry depending on the dynamics inside the policy thread.

The unexpected nature of politics is recognised in previous research on dynamics
through the overarching idea of contingency. In analytical terms this means that
the changes in the political situation and the politicisation of possibilities lead to
an unexpected outcome. What has not been prominent so far is the analysis of the
silent, restricting aspects of higher education politics. Välimaa (2005), for
instance, examines different politicised and visible conflicts in the course of
Finnish higher education. Most importantly, the DHEP model makes it possible
also to get a grip on the effects of the settled possibilities that may enable or
disable other policy threads.

From my perspective, there are three major projects aimed at the further
development of DHEP: broadening it to include politicking, refining it for use in
comparative education, and analysing dynamics in other areas of politics.
Analysis of politicking could stem from the “play & game” dimension of
contingency (Palonen 2006), focusing on micro-level action based on ethnography
or deep interviews. In terms of comparative research, DHEP has the potential to
overcome the challenge of developing a more history- and society-conscious
comparison (Kauko, Simola, Varjo & Kalalahti 2012; Nóvoa & Yariv-Mashal
2003). Broadening the model to other areas of politics could start with
compulsory education: there are hints of similar dynamics in the Finnish case, for
17

instance (see Simola, Varjo & Rinne 2011; Simola, Rinne, Varjo, Pitkänen &
Kauko 2009). Nevertheless, the most interesting development would be to
improve the model by discovering more dynamics. This will need more empirical
work and remains a future research opportunity to be seized.
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