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Abstract
Given the emerging interest in institutional positioning and to augment the small number of
empirical studies in this field, this paper presents discussion about how Finnish universities of
applied sciences implement their profiling strategies. The analysis is based on an examination
of documents recently submitted by these institutions when reapplying for operating licences.
The paper discusses how institutions refer to their positioning statements when introducing or
responding to changes in their internal or external environments and questions whether
positioning paves the way to strategic actorhood. The results suggest that the universities of
applied sciences that most often refer to profiling statements have built different kinds of
networks to support their positioning activities. Moreover, they have made considerable
structural changes to implement their positioning strategies. The restructuring of human
resource capacity required to execute the positioning strategy is discussed in the reapplication
documents, albeit with a lesser emphasis.

Keywords: strategy execution, strategy implementation, institutional positioning, profiling,
universities of applied sciences
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Introduction
The ability of a university to expand its role to that of a strategic actor has received a
growing interest among organisational scholars. In the discussion on universities’ ‘strategic’
or ‘organisational’ actorhood, researchers have emphasised a university’s needs,
opportunities and responsibilities for reaching its goals (Krücken and Meier, 2006) and its
search for distinctiveness, rationality and hierarchy (Musselin, 2006). At the level of an
individual university ‘strategic actorhood refers to its willingness, processes and actions to
build a better ‘fit’ between the university and its environment. This is a result of intertwined
processes of external screening and internal sensemaking. (Pinheiro & Stensaker, 2014a).
The shift from a traditional university to one that functions as a strategic actor has been
characterised as a shift from a loosely-coupled to a tightly-coupled organisation or the
transformation of a traditional university to an entrepreneurial university (de Boer et al.,
2007; Pinheiro and Stensaker, 2014a, b; Toma, 2012). Ramirez (2010) concludes that the
transformation of a university to organisational actor took place in the US universities earlier
than in other parts of the world.
Whitley (2008 and 2012) and Whitley and Gläser (2014) argue that the possibilities for
universities to achieve strategic actorhood are restricted, claiming that ‘at most, they could
function like investment banks, allocating and managing resources amongst competing
project teams’ (Whitley, 2008, p. 24). Whitley (2008 and 2012) maintains that the
opportunities for universities to act strategically are few because they have only a limited
control over distinctive organisational capabilities. In other words, unlike private companies,
universities cannot acquire, use and dismiss their labour force. In addition, they are unable to
create unique university-specific, problem-solving routines and knowledge because scientific
2

discovery adheres to its own rules and procedures. Moreover, Whitley (2008, 2012) claims
that university management cannot possess the expertise to manage or to evaluate research
projects that fall outside their special field.
Strategic actorhood is also the central concept in the study of universities’ institutional
positioning and profile-building activities. Both theoretical and empirical research has been
published in this emerging field of study (for example Berkeens et al., 2010; Coates et al.,
2013; Fumasoli and Huisman, 2013; Fumasoli and Lepori, 2011; Klumpp et al., 2014; Laudel
and Weyer, 2014; Silander and Haake, 2016). Universities’ profiles are manifestations of
their strategic actorhood. Through them they try to distinguish themselves from others and
occupy more favourable niches in their environment (Fumasoli and Huisman, 2013).
The main body of literature on strategic actorhood and institutional positioning focuses on
research universities (Klumpp et al., 2014; Laudel and Weyer, 2014; Meier and Schimank,
2010; Pietilä, 2014). Stensaker et al. (2014), however, claim that the strategic pathways of
different types of institutions do not follow the same script. This paper aims to contribute to
the study of strategic actorhood as it pertains to professionally-oriented higher education by
focusing on the profile-building efforts of Finnish universities of applied sciences (UASs).
Because of their the regional mission, focus on applied research and close links with labour
markets UASs might be more prone to strategic actorhood than research universities.
Moreover, at least in Finland, UASs have been more eager to introduce managerialistic
practices than research universities (Aarrevaara, Dobson and Pekkola, 2011.) Building the
analysis on an examination of the operating licence applications submitted by Finnish
universities of applied sciences in 2013, it discusses how these institutions refer to profile and
priority-area definitions when they introduce changes in their internal or external
environments. By examining whether the positioning actions of Finnish universities of
applied sciences pave their way to strategic actorhood, it aims to further the international
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discussion on the effects of the profile-building on the professionally-oriented side of binary
higher education systems.

Profiles and priority areas
According to van Vught and Huisman (2013, p. 27) an institutional profile displays ‘what
the institution does, how good it is at it and how it compares to other institutions’. A wellknown framework for university profiles is the U-map, which compares institutions with
dimensions of student population, education, research, knowledge transfer, regional
engagement and international orientation (U-map, 2015.) ‘Priority’, ‘focus’ or ‘core’ areas
describe how universities have concentrated their research and education on areas that offer
favourable conditions for survival and have fewer constraints (Fumasoli and Huisman, 2013).
To accomplish this, some research areas must take priority over others. Laudel and Weyer
(2014) in Germany and the Netherlands, as well as Silander and Haake (2016) in Sweden,
have provided case studies which illustrate how both top-down and bottom-up forces affect
the decision making that results in the research-profile determination.

Institutional profiling in Finland
The institutional positioning efforts of Finnish higher education institutions were set in
motion via the Finnish Education and Research 2007–2012 Development Plan. According to
the plan, each higher education institution would ‘have a distinct profile in terms of teaching,
research, links with working life and regional development’ (Ministry of Education, 2007, p.
34). Selected priority areas would support the endeavours of higher education institutions to
find competitive research funding. Guided by this plan, the Ministry of Education, requested
all higher education to present proposals for their institutional profiles and priority areas with
respect to their performance agreements for the period of 2010–2012.
Universities of applied sciences were established in the early 1990s as teaching-oriented
institutions offering professionally oriented bachelor’s degrees. Since 2003, they have
4

conducted research and development to correspond with the needs of business, industry and
regional economy; beginning in 2005, they have offered master’s degrees. Today, the 24
universities of applied sciences boast 138,000 degree students. Juridically UASs are limited
companies, and as employers free to recruit and dismiss their personnel. Although
strengthening in recent years, the research and development activities of universities of
applied sciences constitute only 11% of the total staff hours (Vipunen, 2016).
The first versions of the profile definitions of universities of applied sciences demonstrated
a wide scope of institutional interpretations of the concept of ‘profile’. For the second time,
they defined their profiles and priority areas for the performance agreements of the period
2013–2016. By this time, the definitions had become structurally more alike. (Vuori 2015a).
The latest positioning statements were written for the operating licence applications in the
autumn of 2013. The Ministry defined what it meant by ‘profile and priority areas’ as
follows:
The profile defines the direction of a university of applied science’s activities
and its main cross-sectional strengths for the implementation of its mission.
The profile may emphasise education, research and development, life-long
learning or the impact for region and working life in different ways. (Ministry
of Education and Culture, 2013, p. 4.)

Priority areas make the chosen profile concrete so there can only be a limited
number of them and they cannot cover all activities. The priority areas can be
seen as the spearheads of the activities of a university of applied sciences and
relate to the region or educational fields. Priority areas distinguish the areas
where a university of applied sciences aims to succeed in the long term and for
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which it is willing to make investments using its basic resources. (Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2013, p. 4.)

Strategy execution
Compared to strategic planning, strategy execution is an operations-driven activity which is
often considered more difficult than strategic planning. It is also less researched. (Hrebiniak,
2013; Noble, 1999; Rahimnia et al., 2009.)
There are several frameworks for strategy execution (for example, Hrebiniak, 2013; Kaplan
and Norton, 1996; Thompson and Strickland, 1995; Waterman et al., 1980). As summarised
by Okumus (2001), these frameworks cover 12 variables: environment, strategy formulation,
organisational structure, leadership, organisational culture, operational planning, resource
allocation, people, communication, control and feedback, outcome and external partner
companies.
This paper discusses the fit between the strategy formulation as seen in definitions for
institutional profiles and priority areas and four key factors: environment, organisational
structure, people and strategic networks (Figure 1). These four relationships were chosen for
the framework because of their centrality in strategy literature.
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Figure 1. Analytic framework

The strategy literature accentuates the key relationships between the strategy and
environment, structure, people and strategic networks. Strategy is essentially a manifestation
of how the organisation positions itself in its environment in order to deal with it efficiently
(Hrebiniak, 2013). Since Chandler’s (1962) seminal work, Strategy and Structure, the fit
between an organisation’s strategy and its structure has been one of the most discussed
relationships in the strategy literature and is still considered one of the major factors for the
success of strategy execution (Hrebiniak, 2013). As Waterman et al. (1980, p. 24) note,
people are strategically ‘a pool of resources to be nurtured, developed, guarded and allocated’
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and are very critical in people-based professional organisations (Hrebiniak, 2013) for
building the competences and capabilities needed for implementing the strategy (Thompson
and Strickland, 1995). Strategic networks are a ‘mode of organization that can be used by
managers or entrepreneurs to position their firms in a stronger competitive stance’ (Jarillo,
1988, p. 32).
The extant empirical literature on higher education strategy strongly favours the studies on
strategic planning rather than on strategic execution. In fact, one stream of these studies
discusses the impeders of strategy implementation (Jiang and Carpenter, 2013; Rahimnia et
al., 2005; Rahimnia et al., 2009; Shah and Nair, 2014). A research stream that approaches
strategy implementation from a practical point of view focuses on the suitability of Kaplan
and Norton’s (1996) balance scorecard framework in higher education strategy (for example,
Kettunen, 2005; Philbin, 2011; Sayed, 2013).
The relationship between university strategy and environment has been recently examined
by Pinheiro et al. (2015) who argue that it should not be seen as a simple mechanism of
adaptation to a well-defined set of regional expectations, but a far more complex relationship
which is constantly influenced by the changes in regulation and fluctuating resource
dependencies. When discussing the characteristics of university competition, Deiaco, Holmén
and McKelvey (2009) remind that the actions a university takes in the uncertainty of the
environment cause more uncertainty. Universities need to take into account both national and
regional contexts and regulative shifts. These are not always balanced which cause even more
uncertainty in the environment. With their case study Dodgson and Staggs (2012) show how
a successful university strategy implementation resulted from university leadership taking
advantage of both national and regional policy conditions. Howells, Ramlogan and Cheng
(2012) discuss the many paradoxes in university-industry collaboration and conclude that

8

there seems to be little or no difference between formal and informal relationships between
the university and companies in regard to their effect on innovation.
The relationships of university strategy and internal structural arrangements and human
resource policies have also been in the interest of higher education researchers. Pinheiro and
Stensaker (2014a, 2014b) direct their attention to the relationship between university strategy
and internal structure and demonstrate with a case study of a Danish university that
universities’ strategic actorhood of is manifested through efforts that aim at tightening the
couplings of university’s internal collaboration. Fumasoli (2015) examines the relationship
between university strategy and people in flagship European research universities. Her study
reveals that university personnel policies and human resource management practises are
increasingly linked to strategies and profiles and reflected in the ways incentives, promotions,
symbolic and material rewards are given. Mosey, Wright and Clarysse (2012) highlight the
challenges of creating sustainable change in academic work practises in the execution of a
new university strategy and suggest that promotion policies should be renewed to support a
long-term change.

The licence-application texts as research material
This paper is based on a documentary analysis of texts which the universities of applied
sciences submitted to the Ministry of when they reapplied for operating licences in the
autumn of 2013 in response to new legislation (Act 932/2014). These licence applications,
which can be found on the Ministry’s website (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2015),
offer lucrative data for researchers, as they contain information that may not be found
elsewhere. They differ from strategic plan documents as they were written on a template
which required the institutions to discuss their actions, not only plans. Therefore, while
containing elements that could be classified rhetoric, much of the text refers to actions the
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institutions have taken. Nevertheless, the researcher needs to keep in mind that the licence
applications were produced for the express purpose of convincing the government that they
should be granted the requested licence and therefore are inherently limited in scope and
biased (Bowen, 2009; Fitzgerard, 2012). Moreover, although there was no page limit of the
answers, the template on which the answers were given was standardised and thus directed
the focus of writing on particular areas. These areas can be seen to reflect the interest of the
ministry rather than the institutions.
The sampling was carried out in two consecutive stages. Firstly, of the 24 licence
applications that were submitted to the Ministry, 17 were chosen by selecting those
institutions that 1) operate in the three largest educational areas and that 2) offer both
bachelor’s and master’s degrees and 3) operate in the Finnish language. The three largest
educational fields are ‘technology, communication and transport’ (40,810 students in 2014),
‘social services, health and sport’ (39,149 students) and ‘social sciences, business and
administration’ (28,732 students) (Vipunen, 2016). The licence applications were written on a
template provided by the Ministry, which specified the following main chapters: basic
information, the need for an operating licence, operational prerequisites, financial
information, financial prerequisites, facilities and support services available, organisation of
student services and administration and main rationale for the licence. The documents of the
17 institutions consisted of 16–48 pages, 29 pages on average.
The coding was performed using the categories derived from the chosen analytical
framework (Figure 1): a) environment; b) structure; c) people and d) strategic networks. The
coding unit could be a sentence, a part of a sentence or a larger piece of text referring to
institutional profiles or to priority areas. These categories included all parts of the text in
which profiles or priority areas were discussed, with the exception of those areas and
instances in which the term ‘profile’ was used in another sense, such as describing profiles
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for specific degree programmes (for example, the profile of nursing education is ‘health
coaching).
The second cycle of sampling was completed by selecting the six documents that were most
densely coded and which related to the analytical frame as they were considered to represent
the cases that had most profoundly established the link between positioning choices and the
execution of strategy. This selection was made by comparing the coding percentages in
Nvivo. The density of coding among these six institutions ranged from 3.46 to 9.64, while the
coding density within the sample of 17 institutions of the first cycle ranged from 0.16 to 9.64.
These institutions were regional small or medium-sized universities of applied sciences
(minimum 3,088 students, maximum 7,660 students). These six institutions had specified one
to four items in their profile statements and named three to five priority areas. The profile
statements referred to pedagogics, research and development, internationalisation,
entrepreneurship, specialisations in chosen subjects or geographical locations. The priority
area definitions referred to specific subject or field of education (such as ‘sustainable bio
economy’, ‘steel construction’), to a combination of two educational fields (such as ‘the
digitalisation of everyday services and industry’, ‘well-being and business services’) or to the
geographical location of the region. (For more detail, see Appendix 1.)
In the following section, the licence application texts of these six case-institutions will be
examined by discussing the relationship between their strategies as related to environment,
structure, people and strategic networks. From this point forward, the six universities of
applied sciences will be referred to as ‘the Profiling Six’. The quotations of their licence
application texts in the following section will be marked as UAS1–UAS6 and are translations
from the Finnish language.

Executing positioning strategy
Environment
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The Profiling Six described the fit between their positioning strategy and environment by
accentuating their strengths and describing how these strengths would create opportunities in
the environment. They used their institutional strengths as justification for selecting their
profiles and priority areas. Most often, the strengths related to their accomplishments in the
region, their reputations and their established networks with regional players and enterprises.
In addition, the Profiling Six referred to the opportunities that would arise as a result of their
selections of particular profiling areas and which emphasised the benefits of improved
economic prosperity for the region and of creating new mechanisms for university–business
cooperation:

Priority areas will foster the restructuring of industries in the region. (UAS5)

Development of environmental technology solutions, bio economy
competence […] and improvement of energy efficiency […] provide
opportunities of the development of environmental business. (UAS6)

To justify the selection of their profiles, the Profiling Six featured strengths and
opportunities, as well as threats and weaknesses, which, based on the sample, consisted of
environmental characteristics, such as weak economic or demographic conditions in the
region. The argumentation built a link between the weaknesses in the environment and the
profiling strategy while claiming that the profile or priority area would offer an opportunity
for the region to survive these challenges.

The age structure of […] and the below than average level of the inhabitants
support the lifelong learning profile chosen by the university of applied
sciences. (UAS2)
12

A strategic institution does not only adapt to its environment but acts to shape it in order to
achieve a more positive future. The relationships the Profiling Six claimed to have built
between themselves and their environments was manifestly a strategic one, as they did not
only describe the best fit between their chosen positioning strategies and environmental
characteristics but were also using the positioning strategies to change their environments.
Structure
The Profiling Six attempted to achieve a strong teaching–research nexus in their priority
areas. The licence application texts exemplify that this was to be accomplished by putting
more emphasis on the research and development in priority areas and by establishing new
research centres, labs and teams. For example:

Research units that will serve the employers and teaching will be constructed
around the sharpened priority areas. […]Research units will be large enough to
ensure quality of operations and they are capable of taking more challenging
tasks than before. Research units will build deep operational and trusting
relationships with the employers in the region. The financing of the research
units comes partly from basic funding, but the core of the mission is to
multiply project funding. (UAS4)

Research, development and innovation cooperation (profile and priority area
teams) in the lines of the new organisational structure has been launched.
(UAS6)

Due to the strengthening operations of the priority area it is important to invest
in a new kind of open […..] infrastructure in order to create a new
13

environment for demonstrating, experimenting and displaying which can be
genuinely opened for all actors of the ecosystem and can also be utilised in
teaching. (UAS2)

Since the Profiling Six stressed the idea that the restructuring of the research-anddevelopment function does not take place at the expense of teaching, the texts indicate a
strong attempt by them to achieve a teaching–research nexus in the priority areas. Moreover,
the universities sought to establish joint structures and facilities for research and development
in cooperation with other regional and business players.

In an operational way the workshop and studio facilities of […] gather actors
in the same field together to do project co–operation. (UAS3)

[…] lab will be developed together with the city of […] and the industry of the
region and will be renewed mainly through project funding. (UAS2)

People
As pointed out by Whitley (2008, 2012), one of the key challenges of a university’s
strategic actorhood lies in its limited possibilities to recruit and to dispose of personnel that
are not considered to be essential for its chosen strategy. The Profiling Six described
capacity-building to some extent, but not as strongly as their fit between the environment,
structure and networks. The human resources needed for the execution of a positioning
strategy were planned to be acquired, for example, through personnel restructuring, by
appointing new principal lecturers in priority areas and by training the current academic staff.
Moreover, the texts revealed institutional plans to purchase short-term academic resources
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from outside and also to use existing networks to build the needed competences. One of the
Profiling Six, for example, intended to use the existing networks with foreign partner
institutions so that the more experienced researchers in the network would mentor the novice
Finnish researchers in the cooperative projects. In general, the capacity of the building plans
of the individual institutions comprising the Profiling Six differed from each other and would
not have emerged as a strong theme in a content analysis of the documents if the chosen
framework had not directed attention to them.
Strategic networks
The extensive emphasis on building external networks was strongly portrayed in the licence
application texts of the Profiling Six. They had established versatile networks with other
universities of applied sciences, research universities and partnered with foreign higher
education institutions to cooperate in their priority areas. Moreover, networks with
enterprises and enterprise coalitions, as well as with regional and municipal authorities and
local organisations, were emphasised in the texts. The networking partners also included
professional associations, science parks and, in some cases, secondary schools in the area.
In their texts, the Profiling Six described active participation in drafting regional and
municipal strategies. Their active role in regional strategy formulation would strengthen the
strategic role of the universities of applied sciences and, at best, create synergy between the
positioning choices of the institution and the strategic spearheads of the municipality or the
region.

The strategic priority areas have been chosen from the overlapping points of
the core competence of […] UAS and regional priority areas. (UAS1)
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The priority areas of […] are in line with the regional policy and strategies of
[…] (UAS4)

Representatives of […] participate in the drafting of Regional Policy 2014–
2017. (UAS3)

From strategy to results?
In order to examine the effectiveness of strategy implementation a further investigation was
made regarding the outcomes of the Strategic Six in 2014. This was made by comparing the
key performance indicators of the Profiling Six to their targets or national averages in a
national database (Vipunen, 2016). This examination yielded no distinct pattern: four of these
institutes had reached their target number of bachelor degrees, but only two their goal of
master degrees. Moreover, only half of the institutions were better than average that year
when the student credit point accumulation was measured. However, five of the six
institutions were better than average when the staff publications were considered. The pattern
in regards to external research funding was also random: half of the institutions had
succeeded to gain more money in 2014 than in 2013, but half got less.
When evaluating the research, development and innovation activities of Finnish UASs in
201,2 an international panel observed that in search of additional funding from the Academy
of Finland, for example, the UASs need to compete with research universities and thus
‘become like their competitors’ (Maassen et al., 2012, p. 24). The examination of the funding
structure of the Strategic Six revealed that funding from the Academy and EU framework
programmes remains low while the funding sources with a strong focus on regional impact
and teaching-research nexus play a much larger role.

Conclusion
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This paper examined how Finnish universities of applied sciences discuss the relationship of
their positioning strategies with respect to their environments, structure, people and strategic
networks in their licence application texts. The findings, summarised in Figure 2, reveal that
the fit between the strategy with regard to environment and to strategic networks was strongly
emphasised in the application texts, and the relationship between the positioning strategy and
structure was clearly demonstrated by accentuating the teaching–research nexus; however,
the coverage of the relationship between the profiling strategy and people was weak and
sketchy.

Structure

Environment

Positioning
strategy

People

Figure 2. The strategy execution activities of the Profiling Six
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Strategic
networks

Previous studies on positioning have concentrated on more traditional types of higher
education institutions. Therefore, this study provided new insights into the strategic
actorhood of institutions that represent the professionally-oriented side of the binary line and
contributed to the discussion of the strategic relationship between a higher education
institution and external environment (e.g. Pinheiro et al., 2015; Deiaco, Holmen &
McKelvey, 2009; Deiaco, Hughes & McKelvey, 2012). The study illustrated that strategic
actorhood of universities of applied sciences is not only responding to favourable conditions
in the external environment but also active shaping of the environment through participating
and influencing in different kinds of regional networks and policy drafting bodies. Thus, it
can be argued that the capability to become a strategic actor is within the reach of Finnish
higher education institutions, at least on the professionally-oriented side of the binary line. It
is in the interest of these institutions to attract investments and start-up companies to the
region that operate in the same field the institution has defined as its priority area. The better
they are at building these kinds of regional clusters, the better employment prospects there
are for their graduates. The aim of ‘the Strategic Six’ seems to be a strong strategic player at
least on regional level and thus achieve a fit between the profile areas of the institution and
the profiles of the region.
The strong alliance and partnership building activities of the UASs not only with local
industries but also with Finnish and foreign educational institutions would also offer a chance
to extend the research funding base. By partnering with universities and other research
institutions who have a strong basic research background the UASs could find new
opportunities to get joint project funding without the threat of losing their mission of applied
research and regional impact.
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Although providing plenty of examples of the strategic actions to change internal structures
to align with the positioning strategy ie. tightening the couplings between the profiling
strategy and the internal institutional structure (Pinheiro & Stensaker 2014a, 2014b), this
study found out that the positioning strategies are planned to be executed mainly with the
current staff although small-scale personnel restructuring and promotion activities are taking
place (cf. Fumasoli, 2015; Mosey, Wright & Clarysse, 2012). This is not to say that the
human resource function of UASs would not function well in general, but the important
question is what happens to the personnel whose expertise falls outside of the strategic
profile? Will they be dismissed (Whitley, 2008; 2012), perhaps re-trained and will the
profiling decisions, ie. prioritising the expertise of some researchers affect the work
motivation of others as Rhodes (2000) suggests? Vuori (2015b) has observed how the
managerialistic ethos of UASs is paralleled with a strong focus on employee empowerment.
The interplay of these two forces could be seen to soften the effect of overtly rational
strategic human resource management such as replacing the old staff with new with better fit
to the profile. As the examples of this study showed, this may result, at least in short term, in
more employee-friendly solutions such as hiring part-time researchers or using more
experienced researchers from international partner institutions as mentors.
As the investigation of short term results of the Strategic Six did not reveal in any pattern,
further studies in a longer time range should be conducted on whether the implementation
activities of universities of applied sciences actually lead to better performance. Moreover, as
this study did not intend to compare strategic actorhood of UASs and research universities,
comparative studies conducted on both sides of the binary line could provide additional
insight into the effects of profiling and strategy implementation in higher education
institutions.
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Appendix 1.
The sample of the Strategic Six
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