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Higher education institutions in Europe have undergone remarkable transformations
over the last two to three decades. Of particular importance here are the far-reaching
changes in university governance structures. Changes related to higher education
governance have also attracted the attention of researchers, as these changes have
been broadly discussed and widely studied, quite often in an international compara-
tive and interdisciplinary fashion.1 New Public Management reforms have
challenged the traditional mode of university governance in Europe that was based
on the interplay between strong state regulation and academic self-governance. In its
place, a stronger sense of institutional accountability has now emerged. Various
reasons explain the increased focus on institutional accountability. First, state
regulations are changing as they are now increasingly exercised through target
agreements with universities, in which the allocation of state resources follows
concrete performance indicators. Detailed prescriptions of university behaviour by
direct rules and regulations, on the other hand, play a weaker role in state governance.
Second, intermediary organizations such as accreditation agencies, evaluation bodies,
and university governance boards as well as the media, through ranking lists, increas-
ingly shape the external governance of universities. These organizations do not sub-
stitute state governance however, but constitute an additional governance layer. Third,
and along with these changes, the universities themselves are internally transforming
into organizational actors, by becoming integrated, goal oriented and competitive
entities wherein management and leadership play an ever-important role.2 Con-
ceptualizing the university as an organizational actor is at odds with the traditional
conception of European universities, both in academic writing and in universities’ day-
to-day practices. Up until the past few decades, universities were caught between the
state and academic self-governance and, therefore, traditionally there was not much
legitimate space for organizational management and leadership within universities.
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Both external and internal governance changes were spurred by a series of devel-
opments in national and European policymaking, which have strengthened the
institutional and individual accountability in higher education while weakening
professional self-control. Not surprisingly, these changes have generated a plethora
of unintended consequences, and the criticism of New Public Management reforms
has grown stronger over time, questioning the alleged de-bureaucratization and
related positive spill-over effects on overall performance, university autonomy, and
individual motivation. Numerous critical studies exist on accreditation and evalua-
tion processes that came with the Bologna process, on university leadership and
management, on new regulatory frameworks and the changing role of state therein,
and on related changes within universities that come with such regulatory frame-
works.3 These studies have generated a lot of insights, in particular by comparing
different countries and universities. However, and this is striking, the existing studies
barely address the effects of governance reforms on creativity, even though creativity
is indispensable for conducting high-quality academic research, and high-quality
academic teaching requires creativity as well. Studying creativity in the context of
governance seems to be a veritable ‘obstacle épistémologique’, to make use of a
concept introduced by the French philosopher of science, Gaston Bachelard.4 Not
always entirely consciously, we make assumptions concerning a subject that do not
allow us to fully explore that subject. Studying creativity in the context of governance
is such an ‘obstacle épistémologique’ as we tend to associate creativity with the inner
and unregulated properties of individuals.

At first glance, Robert K. Merton’s posthumously published book, The Travels
and Adventures of Serendipity, confirms this view with regard to science.5 On the basis
of a lot of historical material, Merton, one of the founders of the scientific study of the
science system, together with his co-author Elinor Barber, describes how the gene-
ration of scientific knowledge is characterized by non-linear processes, wherein
surprise, deviation and luck are of paramount importance. Such processes can be
handled only by exceptionally creative individuals. With the title of the book, the two
authors refer to an ancient Persian fairy tale, ‘The Three Princes of Serendip’, to
explain the processes of scientific discovery. During their travels, these three princes
unintentionally deviate from their planned route, and as a result they have to deal
actively and creatively with the unknown and the unexpected challenges encountered
on their way. In this process, the three princes make important discoveries by
accident. Merton and Barber use the travels of the three princes as a metaphor for
scientific discoveries. For science, though, pure creativity does not suffice. It also
needs, as Merton and Barber outline in their book, theoretical expectations and
methodological skills in order to contextualize the unknown and the unexpected. In
the words of Louis Pasteur: ‘Le hasard ne favorise que les esprits préparés’.6

What do these insights into the winding paths of science mean for the relationship
between governance and creativity? Are they really two contradicting requirements
for universities, who are expected to demonstrate both more accountability and more
knowledge creation? Is this relationship a zero-sum game, in which more governance
necessarily means less creativity and vice versa, or can we develop sensible syntheses
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between the two requirements? How should external rules and regulations be
formulated in order to facilitate and not impede creativity? There are certainly no
clear-cut answers to these questions, but they are eminent for the future of academia.

One approach to address these questions is to allow for what organizational
researchers call ‘slack’ in universities.7 In most research, slack has a bad reputation as
it implies wasting of resources within organizations. However, business firms
increasingly make use of slack and deliberately do not use all of their resources
efficiently by allowing their members to engage in activities that do not serve a clear-
cut purpose, and in this manner foster creativity and develop innovative solutions.
However, for universities the opposite seems to be true. Increasing third-party
competition, externally stimulated research networks, performance indicators and
short-term incentive schemes are supposedly straightforward and lead towards a
direction that hardly fosters creativity in research and teaching. Therefore, more
slack would lessen the pressure on universities and their members by allowing for
deviations and winding paths, being well aware of the fact that resources will not
always be used efficiently and at times will even be wasted. Allowing for creativity by
such indirect means implies a high degree of trust between the various governance
actors that is not always given. The discussion of appropriate forms of university
governance with regard to creativity expresses an erosion of trust. This situation
requires serious answers from the academic field.

Against the above backdrop, the HERCulES group within Academia Europaea
took the initiative for a conference on the topic ‘University Governance: Impeding or
FacilitatingCreativity?’. It was realized in collaborationwith the International Centre for
Higher Education Research Kassel (INCHER-Kassel) at the University of Kassel,
Germany and by means of generous support from, and in collaboration with, the
German Volkswagen Foundation (VolkswagenStiftung). This special issue of European
Review is based on papers presented at the conference that took place on 29 and
30 September 2016, at the Royal Palace of Herrenhausen, Hannover. It includes a broad
variety of academic researchers dealing with issues of governance and creativity in
universities as well as practitioners representing the field of higher education leadership.

The first contribution is the opening address by Wilhelm Krull, Secretary General
of the Volkswagen Foundation, where he provides a background for the conference
and sets the scene. He is followed by Ivar Bleiklie, who presents three different per-
spectives on the relation between university governance and creativity, i.e. with
reference to the Medieval University, the Humboldt University and the present time
managerial university. In relation to the latter, Michael Power discusses the recent
requirements in the United Kingdom that universities should demonstrate the social
and economic impact of their research. Performance management is also the topic of
the contribution by Peter Scott, who elaborates on its relationship to new modes of
learning, more open curricula and more distributed patterns of research.

In a second group of contributions, the paper by Francisco Michavila and Jorge
Martinez analyses the relationship between autonomy and excellence in a group of
countries. This in turn is closely related to the discussion of Jean-Claude Thoenig and
Catherine Paradeise on higher education institutions as strategic actors and that of
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Jetta Frost and Fabian Hattke on ways to balance managerial and collegial gover-
nance and thereby create viable university commons. Similarly, Gerhard Casper in
his contribution makes a plea for accountable leadership as well as flexibility on all
levels in a university.

In a third group of contributions, Sandra Ohly provides a review of creativity
research and discusses implications of this body of knowledge for universities, while
Gili Drori presents governance models for academic creativity. They are followed by
Jan De Groof, who argues that creativity among universities is likely to increase with
a larger differentiation among them, and Lauritz B. Holm-Nielsen, who elaborates
on the implications of universities moving from being local to global actors.

Together, the contributions in this Special Issue demonstrate that modern uni-
versity governance may not always facilitate the creativity that is expected to be the
hallmark of universities. In contrast, it may hamper creativity through too short-term
perspectives. It therefore appears important for the future to find ways to handle the
accountability of universities in a way that provides opportunities for them to con-
tribute to a long-term creativity.
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