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Abstract
In recent years, new expectations have been placed on universities, demanding aca-
demic contributions towards solving large-scale, interdisciplinary challenges. This is 
in conflict with existing insights from university governance research, which empha-
sises that scientific communities focus on reproducing disciplinary practices that are 
unsuitable in addressing societal challenges, because the problems associated with 
them are usually large-scale, complex and interdisciplinary. In light of this seeming 
paradox, we revisit the question of how—and on which theoretical grounds—uni-
versities may still be able to develop suitable internal governance mechanisms that 
allow them to address complex societal challenges effectively. Because university 
leaders are usually unable to coerce individual researchers to address such chal-
lenges in their research simply through their bureaucratic powers, we will argue that 
university leaders can, however, leverage individual researchers’ agency to deviate 
from routine and disciplinary practice by developing novel or legitimising existing 
interdisciplinary scripts necessary to deal with such societal problems. Specifically, 
we outline that university managements can create a dual role consisting of the com-
munication of legitimising interdisciplinary research on societal challenges, as well 
as providing for the necessary degree of interdisciplinary coordination by convening 
researchers around these topics.
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Introduction

In the face of urgent large-scale societal challenges (Rittel and Webber 1973; 
Head 2022), universities are increasingly expected to fulfil a new functional role 
within society as problem-solving organisations working on solutions to complex 
societal challenges (Fam et al. 2020; Nowotny et al. 2001).While this social desir-
ability goal is incontrovertible, research suggests that universities may not offer 
an ideal organisational setting because addressing societal challenges tends to 
require a high degree of interdisciplinarity and the involvement of actors from 
multiple backgrounds (Orton and Weick 1990; Elken and Vukasovic 2019; Head 
2022). This can be at odds with the disciplinary pressures of the scientific com-
munities in which most researchers are strongly embedded (Stichweh 1992). 
Moreover, even if individual researchers resist these disciplinary pressures, they 
will often find it hard to trigger a sufficient level of collective and concerted 
action that, in order to address large-scale problems, will be also required (Head 
and Alford 2015; Marchant 2020). This double challenge casts doubt on whether 
universities are, in fact, well-positioned to address large-scale, complex problems 
(Orton and Weick 1990; Gibbons 1994; Krücken and Meier 2006; Hattke et  al. 
2016; Seeber et al. 2015; Hannon et al. 2018; Elken and Vukasovic2019; Horta 
2022). Against this background, we propose that university leaders may gain an 
important dual role that, on the one hand, consists of legitimising interdiscipli-
nary research scripts and, on the other hand, provides for the necessary degree of 
coordination.

To make our argument, we develop a multilevel framework of change agency 
in universities that revisits the interplay between (a) individual researchers, (b) 
the disciplinary scientific communities in which the researchers are embedded, 
and (c) university leaders. In this model, disciplinary communities inhibit the 
emergence of interdisciplinary research scripts under two conditions. Firstly, if 
they are strong enough, they restrict researchers’ actions to that which is fore-
seen and stipulated by disciplinary research scripts (Stichweh 1992; Hattke et al. 
2016; Vereijken et al. 2022). Addressing societal challenges is thus made difficult 
because pressure on disciplinarity delegitimises interdisciplinary scripts (Fini 
et  al. 2021). Secondly, if they are weak because of, for example, the existence 
of overlapping neighbouring disciplinary communities, they create “opportunity 
haziness”, understood as the existence of diverse, partially conflicting scripts 
among which none is dominant enough to provide a commonly accepted and 
obvious framework of reference (Dorado 2005).

This haziness results in incomplete knowledge about viable research oppor-
tunities, standards and practices, and thereby creates impediments to interdisci-
plinary coordination, leaving researchers to engage in dispersed sense-making 
agency without strategic intent. They are thus likely to erratically switch between 
aligning their activities to diverse disciplinary and/or interdisciplinary research 
scripts so that the resulting level of interdisciplinary coordination remains insuffi-
cient to effectively address complex societal challenges. A first important conclu-
sion from this model is thus that although strong disciplinary communities tend 
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to inhibit interdisciplinary research, the mere act of weakening them does not 
necessarily result in an increased capacity to address complex societal challenges.

In the following, we instead propose that the solution to this dilemma lies in the 
effective appreciation of individual researchers’ agency, i.e., their ability and incli-
nation to collectively engage in interdisciplinary work, once pressures exerted by 
overt disciplinarity or opportunity haziness have been overcome. Consequently, uni-
versity leaders can thus play a beneficial dual role in helping to reduce the inhibit-
ing effects of disciplinary pressures and opportunity-hazy settings. On the one hand, 
they can exert leverage using their coordinative abilities by convening researchers 
for interdisciplinary projects that address societal challenges. Departing from sug-
gestions in the existing literature, however, we add that while convening researchers 
is effective in the short run, its effect may be local and temporary unless disciplinary 
mindsets change on a broader scale. Hence, we suggest that, in the long run, univer-
sity leaders should also aim to change the mindsets of existing staff and engage in 
legitimising interdisciplinary research scripts at individual level by communicative 
means; for example, by creating work groups, defining organisational missions and 
goals, or creating commonly accepted, novel narratives. Thus, the third conclusion 
of our model is that although the two mechanisms are largely complementary, a con-
stant orientation towards addressing societal challenges is critically dependent on 
changing individual mindsets. This view underlines the relative importance of com-
municative mechanisms over proactive yet temporary convening processes.

The contribution of our paper is threefold. First, much of the existing litera-
ture has been sceptical about the notion of effective steering by university leaders 
because of their limited leverage in efficiently executing detailed bureaucratic con-
trol (Cohen et al. 1972; Weick 1976; Blaug 1976; Bleiklie et  al. 2015; Orton and 
Weick 1990). Moreover, it highlighted that university leaders are not well-informed 
about suitable activities to address concrete problems, making coercive bureaucracy, 
in the form of establishing concrete interdisciplinary research lines, ineffective 
(Liefner 2003; Hattke et al. 2016). Our approach acknowledges this but still comes 
to a different conclusion: it does not build on the notion of detailed bureaucratic 
control, but instead emphasises opportunities arising from communicative legitima-
tion and proactive convention. Communicative legitimation is a deliberate instance 
of soft governance. However, even convening researchers on interdisciplinary pro-
jects cannot be described as bureaucratic control, because although it may be imple-
mented by incentivising, and even convincing researchers to participate in inter-
nal projects, the concrete definition of the project is still left to researchers. In that 
respect, our approach is in line with the existing literature emphasising the potential 
of soft governance (Courpasson and Clegg 2012; Hales 2002).

Second, our research has an important implication for the role attributed to dis-
ciplinary communities. While recent research has critically reflected on their role as 
gatekeepers delegitimising interdisciplinary research (Fini et al. 2021), we argue that 
weakening them will not in itself solve the issue because this could simply result in 
increased opportunity haziness. In fact, because disciplinary communities are often 
well-suited to solve disciplinary problems of lower complexity (Orton and Weick 
1990), a mere weakening of them may impair not only a university’s capability of 
producing knowledge, but also a fundamental and valuable structural mechanism of 
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academia without necessarily achieving much in terms of increasing a university’s 
ability to address complex societal challenges.

Third, our approach is of practical importance. The de facto increasing presence 
and urgency of complex challenges, as well as their increasing reflection in science 
and innovation policies, places new expectations on universities concerning their 
role and function, from which follows a perceived need for changes in researchers’ 
activities (Donina et al. 2017; Leišytė et al. 2022), and from which follows a need 
to adapt internal governance (Bleiklie and Michelsen 2013) in such a way that the 
aggregate of individual researchers’ actions will enable universities to better fulfil 
their extended function (Donina et al. 2017). By emphasising the role of legitimising 
interdisciplinary research on societal challenges, and providing coordination through 
convening researchers, our approach gives practical guidance for university leaders 
on how to adapt internal governance structures. More specifically, our model sug-
gests that proactive convention is by no means the only approach to effectively pro-
mote change agency (Dorado 2005). Instead, it implies that the effects of pro-active 
convention may remain temporary so that complementary activities in the domain of 
communication will be required to effect lasting change.

While much of the subsequent argument will be built on literature on the Ger-
man university system, we maintain that the fundamental, conceptual implications 
of our argument will apply to other national contexts as well, even if the degrees of 
freedom that specific actors hold in different domains will differ between countries.

Framework of Analysis

Academic routines for problem solving tend to be based primarily on disciplinary 
rather than on specific organisational scripts. These routines are well-suited to solv-
ing smaller types of emergent problems, and reflect the internal logics of broader 
disciplinary communities in a university’s sub-units (Orton and Weick 1990). 
While not exclusive as references, they exert a dominant influence on all research-
ers’ behaviour, thematic preferences and methodological choices (Hattke et al. 2016; 
Vereijken et al. 2022). At the same time, they are ill-equipped to address large-scale 
societal issues that require interdisciplinary coordination, the orchestration of efforts 
across disciplinary boundaries (Lyall and Meagher 2012), a focus on problem solv-
ing (Wickson et al. 2006), and the involvement of a diverse set of stakeholder groups 
(Mitchell et al. 2015; Dentoni and Bitzer 2015; Donina et al. 2017).

While university leaders may appear as natural actors to provide for such interdis-
ciplinary coordination, the extant literature has been quite clear that detailed bureau-
cratic control is usually an ineffective governance mechanism (Cohen et  al. 1972; 
Weick 1976; Mintzberg 1979; Bleiklie et al. 2015; Engwall 2018). The specific ques-
tion of reorienting research towards topics related to complex challenges is unlikely 
to be an exception to this rule (Oliver 1991; cf. Anderson 2008; Hüther and Krücken 
2013) . Instead, we will argue that the key to promoting research on societal chal-
lenges lies in leveraging individual researcher’s agency. Thus, instead of resorting 
to bureaucratic top-down control, effective university leaders will have to convince 
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researchers to develop or at least accept alternative interdisciplinary approaches by 
themselves, as a complement to their ’standard’ disciplinary activities.

Following on from this general premise, we develop a model of embedded, multi-
level agency in university organisations. This model posits that many current rou-
tine interactions of scholars in their disciplinary communities produce a pattern of 
reproductive agency, which currently tends to delegitimise interdisciplinary work 
(Fini et al. 2021). At the same time, overlapping and competing scientific communi-
ties present a notable level of institutional ambiguity that provides a fertile ground 
for transdisciplinary work at their interfaces. As we will demonstrate, this type of 
ambiguous setting provides university management with the option to create room 
for change agency by amplifying institutional ambiguity and, at the same time, pro-
viding referents and legitimacy for interdisciplinary work.

Scientists as Agents Between Continuity and Change

As established in a secular strand of social science literature, human interactions 
give rise to social and cognitive proximity (Boschma 2005), which facilitates the 
emergence of subsequent exchanges along similar routes and among similar actors 
(Giddens 1984). Such interactions are referred to by most authors as reproductive or 
routine agency. Eventually, such routinized, often unexamined repetition of actions 
gives rise to scripts, conventions and norms for future interactions (Giddens 1984; 
Barley 1997; Barley and Tolbert 1997). The accumulation of these may eventually 
translate into hard rules and institutions, or even manifest in organisations aligning 
themselves with overarching institutional requirements (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; 
Greenwood et al. 2002). In this manner, institutional fields and organisational struc-
tures are continuously reconstituted by the continuity of exchanges between the indi-
vidual agents of which they comprise (Lounsbury and Crumley 2007; Leca et  al. 
2009; Weik 2011; Abdelnour et al. 2017).

Despite existing constraints set by institutional fields, we understand academ-
ics as individuals who are capable of strategically motivated, rationally deliberated 
action endowing them with agency. Quite evidently, an academic’s agency does not 
result from adhering to past practice alone but as much from their autonomous per-
spectives on both the present and the future (Emirbayer and Mische 1998; Seo and 
Creed 2002). To an extent, interpersonal interactions will reproduce prior practice, 
as all actions happen "through" existing structures (Abdelnour et al. 2017; Cardinale 
2018; Lok and Willmott 2019). However, they also remain vibrant and dynamic, 
and will unintentionally deviate from existing scripts, as well as by conscious choice 
(Seo and Creed 2002; Leca et al. 2009; Battilana and D’Aunno 2009).

In any case, a departure from established routines and the resulting institu-
tional framework can only take place if individual agents consciously decide 
to depart from past practice, turning towards the future (Emirbayer and Mische 
1998; Leca et al. 2009), regardless of whether they do so with (DiMaggio and 
Powell 1983; Beckert 1999) or without (Bourdieu 1988; Giddens 1984) strate-
gic objectives in mind. Fundamentally, it is therefore necessary to distinguish 
between reproductive routine agency, which is motivated by past practice and 
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its resulting institutions; sense-making agency (Bourdieu 1988; Weick 1995), 
which is triggered by the absence of institutional referents but not by concrete 
ambitions; and genuine strategic agency (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Orton and 
Weick 1990; Beckert 1999; Weik 2011), which is motivated by the active intent 
to change existing organisations and institutions (Dorado 2005; Battilana and 
D’Aunno 2009). Since addressing complex societal problems requires a high 
degree of interdisciplinary coordination to strategically transcend existing disci-
plinary scripts, neither routine nor dispersed sense-making agency will provide 
an adequate basis for effective action. Instead, a focus must be on placed on stra-
tegic change agency and, more specifically, on collective change agency.

Prior research in sociology has shown that the degree to which individual 
agents can exert strategic change agency depends on the diversity of institutional 
referents to which they have access, as well as on the dominance of the prevail-
ing script among those to which they are exposed (Dorado 2005). Beyond the 
organisation-internal/organisation-external dichotomies discussed in much of 
the literature on universities (Hattke et  al. 2016; Doyle and Brady 2018), this 
leads us to acknowledge that the array of institutional referents relevant for spe-
cific organisational sub-units (Orton and Weick 1990) can be complex, diverse 
and constituted from different levels (Frost et al. 2016; Hasanefendic and Donina 
2022). Empirically, individual researchers’ existing exposure and potential to 
access additional institutional referents will manifest itself in the structure of 
their professional social relations (Boschma 2005). If they maintain these rela-
tions solely within their disciplinary community, it is likely that they are primar-
ily exposed to one dominant script and have little capacity to perceive additional 
ones. If they maintain occasional and ephemeral relations to actors from other 
fields and organisational contexts, it is likely that they are at least aware of alter-
native scripts, yet without those developing much practical relevance for them. 
Finally, some of them may cross-disciplinary and organisational boundaries so 
frequently that they can, on a case-to-case basis, actively choose under which 
framework to operate.

Borrowing once more from existing insights in sociology, the resulting organ-
isational fields affecting individual researchers can be described as opportunity-
opaque (dominated by one characteristic, disciplinary script), opportunity-trans-
parent (characterised by different, clearly identifiable scripts among which one 
remains dominant) or opportunity-hazy (characterised by diverse, partially con-
flicting scripts among which none is dominant) (Dorado 2005). Because most 
universities are characterised by the coexistence of different disciplinary scripts, 
they can—as organisations—hardly be opportunity-opaque. Instead, they will be 
either opportunity-transparent or opportunity-hazy.

In the next subsection, we therefore argue that the type of dominant agency 
(routine agency, sense-making agency, strategic-change agency) will depend on 
whether the environment is opportunity-transparent or -hazy, and on whether it 
is dominated by disciplinary vs. interdisciplinary orientation.
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Disciplinary Communities as Guardians of Routine

In the existing literature, scientific communities have been described most vividly 
by Hattke et al.’s (2016) image of "invisible colleges" that transcend organisational 
boundaries and that correspond to the institutional fields of the disciplinary com-
munities to which all academics primarily refer. Within universities, this leads to the 
intersection of inter-organisational, disciplinary and intra-organisational, transdisci-
plinary fields at the level of individual sub-units (Orton and Weick 1990; Bleiklie 
et al. 2015).

These external communities determine central institutional scripts relevant for all 
researchers, from reward systems, to requirements in appointment procedures, from 
established norms of research teaching, to their generic position towards applied sci-
ence—different academic disciplines can provide fundamentally different conditions 
for individual decisions and actions. More indirectly, disciplinary environments cre-
ate specific identities, which in turn impact on many relevant rationales for action, 
with which individual academics try to comply in an effort to build legitimacy 
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983).

Despite their importance of the disciplinary structure, disciplinary communi-
ties differ substantially in their strength (Dorado 2005). In some cases, they define 
clear, visible and close to unavoidable rules, practices and norms for research to 
fulfil disciplinary standards. In this case, the environments created by them can 
be characterised as opportunity-transparent, because from the perspective of an 
individual researcher, there is one single disciplinary script that applies to him or 
her and shapes his or her actions. However, since this script is a disciplinary one, 
the relevant institutional referents support and sustain disciplinary practices, and 
agency will be largely routine-based (Dorado 2005; Engwall 2018). In this situa-
tion, any emergence of change agency is unlikely if the system is left to operate on 
its own terms. Alternatively, weakly developed disciplinary communities may ren-
der a researcher’s environment opportunity-hazy. In such opportunity-hazy univer-
sity environments, the overlap of institutional fields is the norm (Hattke et al. 2016; 
Doyle and Brady 2018) so that in the absence of other options, academics resort 
to dispersed sense-making agency. Outside their established disciplinary field, they 
lack a clear framework of reference and, seeking orientation, try their best to take 
sensible action under conditions of limited information. Under these circumstances, 
strategic coordination becomes difficult, and researchers may erratically switch 
between disciplinary and interdisciplinary scripts because they seek to reconcile dif-
ferent demands on their own, without reference to any authoritative practice.

It is now clear, that both the disciplines of scientific communities and dis-
persed activities of individual researchers are unlikely to bring about the type of 
strategic agency that is required to address—and improve—organisations capac-
ity for addressing more complex societal challenges. If communities discipline is 
strong, research practices are clear but discipline and agency is routine-based. If 
they are weak, disciplinary orientation becomes weaker, but organisational hazi-
ness increases, which in turn prevents a necessary degree of interdisciplinary coor-
dination. In fact, this mechanism explains why simply reducing the influence of the 
disciplines of scientific communities would not as such result in more targeted and 
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concerted interdisciplinary efforts, but rather in dispersed and undirected activities 
of researchers switching erratically between different disciplinary and interdiscipli-
nary scripts. It also explains why—in practice—we often see so little strategic ori-
entation towards interdisciplinarity because there is an obvious need for a third actor 
to solve the dilemma. Individual-level agency and disciplinary community structure 
can bring about only disciplinary scripts based on routine agency or unguided erratic 
switching back and forth between unclear scripts. In the next section, we will argue 
that, despite the prevalent scepticism, university management can indeed solve this 
dilemma.

University Management as Enablers of Change

Although acknowledging that attempts at hierarchical bureaucratic control may 
indeed be ineffective in universities (Orton and Weick 1990; Bleiklie et al. 2015), we 
maintain that a general dysfunctionality of university management does not neces-
sarily follow. Since the discourse on new public management reinvigorated the dis-
cussion on the options and potential modalities of universities and developing them 
"as organisations" (Doyle and Brady 2018; Hüther and Krücken 2018; Kosmützky 
2016; Krücken and Meier 2006), more and more scholars now contend that universi-
ties should be considered complete organisations (Bleiklie 2007; Krücken and Meier 
2006; Seeber et al. 2015) in which central units can and will inevitably assume some 
governing role, and hence a complementary type of agency in shaping the organi-
sations’ development. Although in many countries, researchers are bestowed with 
some level of fundamental de jure autonomy that cannot be revoked at organisa-
tional level, university management has substantial leverage over its sub-units by 
performing a gatekeeper function, deciding on access to resources and consequently 
over the de facto viability of a large share of activities that academics seek to pursue 
within the university’s organisational context (Blümel 2016).

Likewise, it follows from general findings in organisational studies (Courpasson 
and Clegg 2012; Hales 2002) that university management has diverse options to 
deploy “soft” governance approaches like motivation, persuasion and incentivisation 
to legitimise interdisciplinary research and problem-oriented scripts (Bleiklie et al. 
2017; Doyle and Brady 2018). In the extant literature, several dimensions of (the 
practice of) leadership have been identified, based on which universities’ manage-
ment can seek to influence the actions of individual groups of agents (Bolden et al. 
2008). Arguably, all staff within a university are, at least to some extent, susceptible 
to incentives or to directives issued by central leadership (Boitier and Rivière 2016; 
Weiherl and Frost 2016; Doyle and Brady 2018; Frost et al. 2016), and in any case 
have to regularly engage with them as a procedural matter of course.

With both policy makers and their supporting constituencies show a strong lean-
ing towards grand societal challenges and public missions (Boon and Edler 2018; 
Borrás and Edler 2020), universities have been increasingly challenged to develop 
their capacity to respond to those at an organisational level. Also, their ability to do 
so has become more important in defending the value of academic work in the pol-
icy domain (Välikangas and Lewin 2022). Against this background, several authors 
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have assessed and conceptualised universities’ ability to comply with societal 
requirements and the institutional changes that confront them at an organisational 
level (Frost et  al. 2016; Musselin 2021; Whitley 2008). In general, they find that 
many university management teams have begun to respond to these new require-
ments (Blaschke et  al. 2014; Kosmützky 2016; Välikangas and Lewin 2022) and, 
in the process, seek to develop the strategic capabilities of their organisations (Boer 
et al. 2007; Krücken and Meier 2006; Meier 2009).

Specifically, university management has a number of tangible levers of power 
at its disposal with which it can limit or encourage change agency; for example, 
it can withhold or grant access to certain resources (e.g., for larger equipment and 
buildings), to strategic information and strategic projects, and it can deny or approve 
appointments (Blaschke et al. 2014; Bolden et al. 2008; Leiber 2021; Woiwode et al. 
2017). Thus, it can, to no small extent, influence the institutional referents that are 
de facto accessible from within the organisation, and even decide to establish new 
ones if it so chooses (Blaschke et al. 2014; Dentoni and Bitzer 2015; Donina et al. 
2017; Hüther and Krücken 2013; Doyle and Brady 2018; Frost et al. 2016).

By thus partly controlling and shaping institutional referents available to 
researchers under its remit, university management can potentially solve the 
dilemma of the interplay of individual-level and disciplinary structure leading either 
to opportunity-transparent situations dominated by disciplinary routine agency, or 
to opportunity-hazy, sense-making agency, erratically switching between different 
disciplinary and interdisciplinary scripts. Notably, university leaders can function as 
an additional source of structure, which results in environments that are, on the one 
hand, opportunity-transparent and, on the other, will allow for strategic interdiscipli-
nary research. In the next section, we will explain how university management can 
achieve this structure.

Conditions of Continuity and Change

Preconditions for Change Agency

We have made a case that the solution to the dilemma of disincentivisation of stra-
tegic disciplinary research does not lie in the weakening of institutional referents 
created by disciplinary communities, but in the strengthening of institutional ref-
erents associated with interdisciplinary research. We further pointed out that the 
weakening of disciplinary scripts and referents will most likely result in dispersed 
sense-making agency (Beckert 1999; Dorado 2005), which is unlikely to increase 
any organisation’s aggregate capacity to address complex problems (Weik 2011). To 
achieve a sufficient level of mobilisation, the main challenge will be to expose a suf-
ficient share of the collegiate to alternative referents, in a coordinated manner that 
improves its capacities for collective action. In order to increase a university’s ability 
to address larger societal problems at an institutional level, it is essential to encour-
age and trigger not only dispersed but also coordinated collective change agency.

To understand how this could be achieved and which role university manag-
ers’ agency could play in this context, it is necessary to establish in what manner 
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and through which channels individual actors can gain access to either existing or 
novel—but also alternative—institutional referents, which enable and encourage 
them to initiate the large-scale interdisciplinary efforts that are needed to effectively 
address complex challenges. In this regard, two different ways, through which addi-
tional exposure could come about, can be distinguished as follows (cf. also Fig. 1).

Against this background, three main aspects of exposure have to be determined 
to establish an individual researcher’s propensity to develop change agency (Fig. 1): 
first, the ex-ante dominance of their exposure to established disciplinary scripts (in 
terms of its inevitability with regard to career and financing); second, the extent to 
which they are exposed to alternative, already existing but interdisciplinary scripts; 
and, third, the extent to which they are exposed to novel, alternative interdisciplinary 
scripts established locally within the organisation.

The exposure to pre-existing disciplinary and interdisciplinary scripts determines 
whether environments are ex-ante opportunity-hazy or -transparent and whether, 
in the absence of university management action, individual agency will mostly be 
routine-based or rather erratic and sense making. Notably, change agency, at least 
collective change agency, is analytically not possible without management action 
because pre-existing interdisciplinary scripts will either be suppressed where dis-
ciplinary practices are strong, or form an unstable, confusing array where they are 
weak—since no independent structural force exists that would maintain them. This 
opens up the room for university management action. More specifically, university 
management can convene researchers to interdisciplinary projects or legitimise 
interdisciplinary scripts by communicative means. The convening of researchers 
constitutes a short-term centralised measure, typically implemented through the cre-
ation of projects where participation is financially incentivised (for example, where 
management holds control over the budget). Instead, the communicative legitima-
tion of interdisciplinary research is a longer-termed attempt to change researchers’ 
minds and attitudes towards interdisciplinary research. It builds on decentralised, 
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Fig. 1   An agency-centred governance model



1 3

Can University Leaders Effectively Promote Research on Complex…

subsidiary action and relies on self-organisations. Despite these differences, both 
approaches can effectively stabilise pre-existing or nascent interdisciplinary scripts, 
either by centralised convention or decentralised self-organisation. Of course, the 
same strategies can also contribute to creating stable interdisciplinary scripts de 
novo. Both the stabilisation process and the de novo creation will turn an ex-ante 
disciplinary opportunity-transparent into a hybrid disciplinary-interdisciplinary, 
opportunity-transparent environment. Alternatively, it will turn an ex-ante erratic 
opportunity-hazy into an interdisciplinary opportunity-transparent environment.

In either case, the result will be an opportunity-transparent environment, which 
displays some level of directed, collective change agency, and improve individual 
researchers’ acceptance of interdisciplinary research and their capacity for interdis-
ciplinary self-organisation. At an organisational level, these interdisciplinary scripts 
become routinized over time and will result in an increased capacity to address soci-
etal challenges.

Manager’s Options to Change Researchers’ Exposure

As mentioned above, a university’s capacity to address complex challenges will 
improve if the equilibrium of individual researchers’ exposure to different insti-
tutional scripts shifts from one determined by dominant disciplinary scripts or a 
discord of partially perceived different ones, to one in which alternative interdisci-
plinary scripts become clearly discernible as the basis for action. We have already 
mentioned that this can happen in two ways: by convening researchers, or by com-
municatively legitimising interdisciplinary scripts. In concrete terms, the activi-
ties connected to convening scientists and legitimising scripts can be described as 
follows.

In line with Dorado’s (2005: 408) definition of convening as the "establish[ment] 
of collaborative linkages", convening refers to bringing together scientists in pro-
jects in which central management serves as the main coordinator of expenses, and 
in that capacity has authority to direct or at least to participate in specific activities. 
As legitimation, however, we designate activities in which university management 
encourages faculty to partake in interdisciplinary, problem-oriented calls without 
itself assuming a formal role. Nonetheless, its discursive leadership extends beyond 
mere acclamation or advice through the usual hierarchical channels. It would find 
itself expressed in, for example, the set-up of working groups and discussion forums 
on specific topics through which university managers convey ideas not only to deans 
but also to a broader circle of thematically interested colleagues who might subse-
quently be willing to assume responsibility for concrete action. Likewise, univer-
sity management would not simply let such efforts happen but would set up suitable 
reporting structures for remaining aware of changing patterns of behaviour. And 
thus, be able to identify leverage point for further discursive support in the future.

While both can be effective, we have already hinted at differences in the nature 
of their effectiveness, in particular from a time perspective. On the one hand, con-
vening researchers for interdisciplinary projects is a quick and, in the short-term, 
effective mechanism. However, it is unlikely to change attitudes towards interdisci-
plinarity because it only applies to participating researchers, who might fall back to 
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disciplinary scripts once the project ends. To sustain the effects, continuous central 
efforts to organise and maintain interdisciplinary projects with a wide participation 
would remain crucial—if nothing else were to change. On the other hand, commu-
nicative legitimation is likely to take effect more slowly because it is a more indirect 
mechanism, which neither coerces nor incentivises researchers to take part in any 
concrete interdisciplinary action but leaves this to self-organised change. In this case 
researchers become aware of additional institutional referents, but their latent capac-
ity for self-organised change agency will be activated only once concrete oppor-
tunities present themselves frequently enough to affect routines on a broader basis 
(Dorado 2005). In the meantime, the danger of dispersed agency may persist and 
organisations remain hazy with respect to interdisciplinary opportunities over longer 
periods. However, incrementally changing the basis of individual researchers’ sense-
making agency will eventually accumulate in institutional change within and beyond 
the organisation, even without any overarching strategic objective that was ex-ante 
shared by all (Weick 1999; Greenwood et al. 2002; Weik 2011). Thus, if well-tar-
geted communicative efforts are effective in legitimising interdisciplinary scripts in 
broader parts of the collegiate, we conclude that they can have a broader and more 
lasting effect on attitudes towards interdisciplinary research—and the emergence of 
relevant de facto projects.

In practice, both the convening of researchers and the legitimation of interdisci-
plinary scripts are complementary and can be deployed simultaneously. The differ-
ences in the nature of their effects, however, suggests that—beyond the more funda-
mental, considerations above—the urgency of societal challenge may be a relevant 
factor in making choices. Specifically, a perception of urgency may create a need for 
quicker action and the deployment of measures likely to achieve this. Undoubtedly, 
urgency is in itself socially constructed (Wexler 2009) as evidenced, for example, 
by the case of infection control before and during the SARS-COV-2 pandemic (van 
Woezik 2016), or even climate change, which had been neglected for decades before 
it became topical across the board (Dentoni and Bitzer 2015). Nonetheless, it is a 
clearly identifiable characteristic of all problems at any given point in time, and de 
facto lowers funders’ and regulators’ tolerance to wait for universities’ self-organisa-
tion capacities to eventually emerge. More urgent problems require quick reactions, 
which makes the indirect, communicative legitimation of scripts unsuitable in the 
short run so that recourse will have to be taken to intensify convention. At the same 
time, the convening of researchers will continue to remain short-lived with regard 
to impact, and is limited in scope. Thus, communicative legitimation will remain an 
essential parallel effort, even in the case of initial pressing challenges.

Discussion

As we have argued, it is in line with much of the extant literature that suggests that 
the best way to conceptualise universities is as organisations that constitute and 
reconstitute themselves in a dynamic equilibrium between multiple institutional 
fields (Hattke et al. 2016; Doyle and Brady 2018). Arguably, it is therefore less the 
"intensity of coupling" or "distinctiveness" (Orton and Weick 1990) but more the 
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pre-existing diversity of a researcher’s exposure to institutional scripts that deter-
mines their propensity to develop change agency, and their susceptibility to uni-
versity managers’ initiatives. This understanding is consistent with the views of 
Mahoney and Thelen (2010) who conceive of organisational change as the result of 
agency, power, and institutional ambiguity opening up spaces for change.

As we have developed, the observable limits of collective change agency in uni-
versity settings emerge not only from routinization and institutional rigidity that 
prevents individual change agency, but also from researchers’ exposure to alterna-
tive institutional referents that enables it. While Orton and Weick’s (1990) notion of 
adaptability to "signals" clearly implies that researchers’ responsiveness depends on 
a signal’s source, the conceptual implications of this rather generic statement have 
so far not been fully elaborated. As such, we emphasise that it seems problematic 
that the literature on university governance has engaged in surprisingly little discus-
sion on the fundamental principles based on which university managers can encour-
age and prompt individual researchers’ inclination to activate their latent potential 
for change agency. This is particularly surprising, as there is a wealth of preceding 
discussions on this topic in sociology and organisation science (Dorado 2005; Weik 
2011).

At a conceptual level, our model of a multi-level, embedded agency thus pro-
vides a fresh view on long-standing and established theories of university govern-
ance (Cohen et al. 1972; Weick 1976; Elken and Vukasovic 2019). It has enabled 
us to expand on two main forms of agency, beyond bureaucratic control, that uni-
versity management can resort to when trying to promote interdisciplinary research 
addressing societal challenges. These were specifically to convene scientists around 
interdisciplinary research projects and to legitimise disciplinary research, and have 
been implicitly referred to in the literature (Blaschke et  al. 2014; Blümel 2016; 
Doyle and Brady 2018), but so far have not yet been fully integrated in an over-
arching conceptual framework. Qualifying the sceptical views of earlier institutional 
approaches (Cohen et al. 1972; Weick 1976; Orton and Weick 1990), we were able 
to demonstrate that, conceptually, recourse to soft governance (Courpasson and 
Clegg 2012; Hales 2002) does not necessarily imply a loss of effectiveness.

With a view to the most suitable and precise approach, we differ from the propo-
sition raised at times by organisational theorists that complex problems can only be 
suitably addressed by convention (Dorado 2005). Instead, we suggest that—in the 
long run—more lasting change may in fact only be possible through legitimation. 
One important additional argument in this regard is that only substantive changes in 
mind set at different levels of hierarchy will enable changes in future appointment 
procedures and thus ascertain a more structural transformation of the university in 
the long run. However, this does not necessarily contradict established findings in 
general organisational theory. First, the above statement on the paramount, even 
exclusive role of convention for changing routines was made in a context with a 
less pronounced focus on long-term institutionalisation than covered in this article 
(Dorado 2005). Second, it was made for a context in which there was no organisa-
tional frame like that of a university, through which managers can purposefully pro-
vide very defined group of actors with access to very specific institutional referents. 
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We do not dispute that, absent such an organisational framework, convention might 
well be the only solution.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the agency-based view proposed here suggests that universities need 
to strengthen their internal capacity for legitimation and convening scientists around 
interdisciplinary research, by responding to complex challenges and their increasing 
reflection in so-called mission-oriented policies. We maintain that any contribution 
towards solving large and complex societal problems will invariably require some 
active engagement by university management, not necessarily in the research pro-
cess itself. In light of extended political expectations placed on universities, becom-
ing active agents of internal concertation will become crucial for university manag-
ers, not least because of the shifting focus of funding organisations.

That said, we acknowledge that many relevant academic problems will continue 
to be solved in decentralised disciplinary community networks, and that researchers’ 
effectively doing so is the foundation of all complementary endeavours. Hence, we 
emphasise that decision makers should ideally seek to ensure a reorientation towards 
interdisciplinary initiatives, not in a top-down manner but by providing access to 
attractive alternative institutional referents that researchers themselves would be 
interested in engaging with. While it is desirable to see specific research groups and 
universities become more responsive to external referents that originate from the 
policy domain, they should not lose their capacity to develop scientific contributions 
in substance. Since not all relevant problems are complex and interdisciplinary in 
nature, establishing new institutional referents that work against existing ones could 
reduce researchers’ capabilities of dealing with other, equally relevant issues, even if 
this happens through extensive and repeated convention.

Hence, we conclude that even within the domain of soft governance, univer-
sity management should take an enabling and communication-oriented rather than 
overly proactive approach, and make the best possible use of their role as ‘translat-
ing interfaces’, with the ability to convey new institutional referents from the domain 
of external to that of internal governance. In line with the paper’s main tenet, we 
continue to maintain that lasting change can hardly be brought about without indi-
vidual scientists’ voluntary, creative contributions, even if this process may be more 
directed and lengthier. Instead of combatting disciplinary practices, even if dis-
cursively, it can exploit and augment pre-existing institutional ambiguities in and 
between scientific communities by legitimising interdisciplinary problem-solving 
scripts, and thereby widening each individual researcher’s room for agency.

To what extent universities are ready for such an empowering approach, however, 
will depend on the status quo ante, an aspect less fully explored in this paper. Where 
researchers are deeply embedded in dominant disciplinary networks and pressing 
problems, a mere enabling approach may not suffice. Hence, final conclusions on 
best governance options can only be drawn if the status quo ante, with regard to 
researchers’ exposure and means of access to alternative institutional scripts, is 



1 3

Can University Leaders Effectively Promote Research on Complex…

known for a specific organisation. Further research on this will be required in both 
the conceptual and the empirical domain.
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