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Abstract 

This chapter discusses research on the emergence of a new staff category in higher education that 
does no longer fit the traditional academic-administrative divide: new professionals who support 
processes in research, teaching and management. We argue that their rise is tight to the overall rise 
of management in higher education and to changes in contexts and conditions for universities over 
recent decades. In consequence, national variations as regards the quantitative and qualitative 
development of this new staff groups can be observed. We discuss their roles as hybrid professionals 
serving in a wide variety of specialised expert roles, their sources of professional legitimacy and 
power as well as their contestation. As situated professionals, this new staff group is not only 
embedded in but also dependent on local organisational orders that influence their professional 
boundary work with academics: reflecting rather traditional academic-administrative divides, third 
spaces of fluid collaborations, or managerialist disruptions of academic values and powers. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In many countries, massification of higher education and political reform in regulation and funding 
have unleashed institutional pressures on universities that generated the organisational need and 
space for the emergence of ‘new professionals’ who support processes in research and teaching as 
well as strategic leadership and management. New professionals work in areas such as research 
management, quality management in education, staff development, student engagement and career 
advice, or branding and ranking management. We refer to this occupational group as ‘new’ given 
that their rise is intimately tied to changes in contexts and conditions in higher education over 
recent decades and that their staff roles span boundaries between academic, administrative and 
management domains. We characterise this new occupational group as ‘situated professionals’, a 
concept that extends the traditional perspective on ‘pure professions’ (such as doctors and lawyers) 
to a wider range of experts working in organisational context (Noordegraaf 2007, 2015; 
Schneijderberg, 2013).  

This chapter discusses research on the new professionals and provides an account regarding the rise 
of this new staff category and their work and influence in higher education. The chapter will start 
with setting the context of the rise of the new professionals in cross national comparative 
perspectives that highlights common trends as well as variations in national contexts and conditions. 
Second, we will discuss the job roles as well as the contested sources of legitimacy and power of the 
new professionals: The external norms, rules, and resource dependencies that are mobilised to 



represent the unavoidable need for organisational change; the delegation of legitimacy and power 
to the new professionals to cope with environmental change and to reinforce intra-organisational 
control. Third, we discuss the role of local orders, the embededness of new professionals in 
organisational contexts and related implications for inter-professional alliances and conflicts with 
academics who wish to maintain their professional autonomy.  

SETTING THE CONTEXT 
Discussion and research on the rise of what we call the new professionals in higher education began 
in the early 1990s but took off as a topic in the mid-2000s (see, for example, Gornitzka, Kyvik, & 
Larsen, 1998; Rhoades, 2010, 2016; Kottmann & Enders, 2013a, 2013b; Schneijderberg & Merkator, 
2013; Whitchurch, 2012; Enders & Naidoo, 2019). Traditionally, staff working at higher education 
institutions were seen as divided into two groups, those on academic positions and those on other 
positions, that is administrative and support staff. This perspective on higher education staff was 
intimately tight to the idea and practice that universities were not “managed” organisations but 
“administrated” organisations. In this context, the realm of academic work and the realm of 
administrative work were compartimentalised with limited need for mutual interference.  

This perspective has gradually changed reflecting an ongoing socio-political struggle about the 
institutional form of the university as a public agency, a cultural institution, or a knowledge business 
(Bleiklie, 1998). The rise of management in higher education reflects re-definitions of the 
socioeconomic role of universities, changes in their regulation and funding as well as wider 
processes of the diffusion of business-inspired organisational forms into other domains of society, 
such as higher education. Scholars have argued that such changing and increasing expectations 
placed on universities have resulted in the emergence, and eventually the rise, of new categories of 
support service staff who neither can be identified as administrators, nor have academic positions. 
Their roles rather span boundaries between academic, administrative and management domains 
and they provide expertise to a wide range of areas within an increasingly managed organisational 
context. Such new roles may have appeared in two ways: Traditional administrative or support staff 
job roles were changed and eventually upgraded, also new roles were established frequently in 
response to changes in the evironment of the organisation. In parallel, the labels “administration” 
and “administrator” fell out of fashion while the language of management spread across higher 
education, including the new management terminology used for non-academic job roles. 

Whitchurch (2004) build on the work of McNay (1995) and distinguished three stages. Until the 
1980s, academics were in a quantitatively and qualitatively dominant position and support for 
academics was the main activity of other staff. During the 1980s and 1990s, management and 
management-related administration increased and moved more into the center of organisational 
structures and activites. Since the 2000s, changes in the organisational environment created a 
perceived need for new categories of staff that would no longer neatly fit into the traditional 
academic-administration divide. While we get some purchase from such a stage model that is based 
on developments in the UK, the timing, pace and extent of changes can internationally be quite 
different. In the US, new administrative and support roles emerged, for example, much earlier than 
they did in the UK and in continental European universities. One of the first articles pointing at a 
managerial revolution (Rourke & Brooks, 1964) investigated changes in US universities; universities 
which had a long though contested tradition of strong presidential leadership but few practices 
derived from management science. Their case studies among a sample of state universities illustrate 
the advent of management practices and the rise of new job roles indicated by the appearance of 
institutional research, increasing gathering of quantitative data for internal policy analyses, the use 



of computers for administration and planning, the rationalization of the use of resources, and a new 
more managerial style of administration. As Rhoades and Sporn (2002) demonstrated, managerial 
professional support staff were far from being as prevalent in continental European universities as 
they were in the US. Whitchurch (2009) has compared the UK with Australia and the US and 
concluded that the new categories of professional support staff were more established in the US.  

For the UK, Enders and Naidoo (2019) have argued that since the 1980s widely shared organisational 
practices in higher education have been challenged by various waves of deep change in the 
regulation and funding of universities (Kogan, Bauer & Henkel, 2000; Palfreyman & Tapper, 2014). 
Political, economic and ideological pressures have led to the re-structuring of higher education away 
from Keynesian welfare state settlements towards market and audit lines. In this sense, 
governmental policies have moved towards a ‘competition state’ (Cerny, 1997; 2010) promoting 
returns by opening up the field to market forces accompanied by increasing state regulation 
(Naidoo, 2008). The field of higher education has experienced an extension of government 
surveillance, performance appraisal and audit into research as well as into teaching and learning. In 
parallel, quasi-market mechanisms have been introduced into higher education, student fees have 
been raised, the student has been reconceptualised as a consumer and related consumer 
information systems and rankings have been established (Naidoo, Shankar & Ekant, 2011). This 
political agenda has unfolded institutional pressures on universities that do not only affect 
organisational leadership and academics alike but has generated the organisational need and space 
for the emergence of new professionals within universities.  

Kottmann and Enders (2013a; 2013b) investigated also some continental European countries where 
they pointed for the Netherlands as a country with a dynamic similar to the UK while the Dutch way 
was not so much characterised by “the market and the audit” but more by “quality and 
transparency”. France and Norway also experienced some rise of new professionals in specific areas 
and job roles in higher education institutions while Austria and Poland were characterised as 
reluctant late comers to such developments. One of the most extensive studies on new professionals 
analysed the situation in Germany (Schneijderberg et al., 2013) and points at the Bologna processes 
as an additional trigger for changes in staffing, also among other European countries. In Germany, 
new profesionals portray themselves by and large as being in a service role for university leadership, 
academics and students. Hüther and Krücken (2018) argue that there has been no remarkable 
increase in numbers of administrative staff in German higher education and that there are no clear 
signs for the formation of a new cadre of higher education professionals. Changes in this area are 
more of a qualitative nature: shifts in qualifications of administrative staff, shifts in work roles and 
task structures, and importantly administrative staff being more closely involved in the academic 
heartland of teaching and research. 

In the broadest sense, organizational responses to environmental change have been identified as the 
main drivers for this spread of management in higher education in general and for the emergence of 
new professionals in particular. In one influential school of thinking, the functional need for 
organisational changes arises – just like in business, even though much later – from the increasing 
scale and complexity of higher education and research (Cameron & Ulrich, 1986). Educational 
expansion leads to massification, a growth and diversification of the student body as well as of the 
higher education institutions hosting them. Research experiences its own expansion in terms of ‘big 
science’ with its permanent need for new and costly infrastructure. In a second school of thinking, 
management or rather ‘managerialism’ forms part and parcel of an ideologically motivated political 
project of New Public Management (Reed, 2002). Political reforms aim at increasing the efficiency 
and effectiveness of the higher education sector by reinforcing the autonomy of universities in their 



operations (especially in countries where universities were embedded into a tight regime of state-
bureaucratic control), enabling managerial discretion and internal control, making universities more 
accountable for their operations and outputs. Third, neoinstitutionalists interpret such 
developments as deeply rooted in beliefs of modern societies that create their own myths of 
rationality. “Organisations” and “management” form important principles in organising modern 
societies, they penetrate and transform all sorts of social domains (Drori, Meyer & Hwang, 2006) 
including the late rationalization of the university, in the Weberian sense of increasing formalization 
and standardization calling for organisational hierarchy and coordination (Weber, 1968).  

MULTIFCETED HYBRIDS: JOB ROLES, LEGITIMACY AND POWER 
The division of work at higher education institutions traditionally implied that academics are 
responsible for teaching and research and that support staff are responsible for administrative 
matters as well as for supporting the university leadership and the academics. As indicated above, 
within this division, the new proffesionals represent a multifaceted category with a broad array of 
different roles that cannot easily be subsumed under labels such as academic and administrative. 

Several different ways of classifying the new professionals can be found in the literature. The level of 
education provides one possible perspective. While “administrator” designates someone whose 
work requires fewer or lower qualifications, “new professionals” refers to highly qualified support 
staff doing work that more often requires a higher education degree (Schneijderberg & Merkator, 
2013; Whitchurch, 2012). Schneijderberg and Merkator (2013) also refer to Teichler (2005) who 
separates support functions into four different areas: (1) higher education management: preparing 
and supporting processes of decision making and the implementation of decisions; (2) the field of 
services: for example, librarians and career advisors; (3) new hybrid areas between management and 
service: evaluators, heads of international relations, curriculum and programme development, 
continuing education; and (4) differentiation between teaching and research functions: for example, 
professional study advisors or research managers. 

Whitchurch (2008), distinguishes between those having taken over tasks that formerly belonged to 
the portfolio of academics and those whose roles are created by external challenges and 
requirements, for example quality assurance officers. They undertake blended forms of activity and 
offer expertise possibly drawn from both professional service and academic spheres of activity. They 
also indirectly contribute to a re-orientation of working patterns and thus possible contribute to 
changes in the the division of labour at universities. A more recent distinction proposed by 
Whitchurch (2012) uses three categories: (1) general managers in faculties and departments and in 
functional areas such as student services; (2) specialists with accredited qualifications, such as those 
in finance and human resources; and (3) niche specialists with higher education-specific functions, 
such as quality audits and research management. 

All these categorisations of support staff have several points in common. The new professionals are 
situated professionals who do not emerge within a much wider professionalisation project that 
spans organisations and organisational fields but who grow out of specific organisational contexts 
and conditions. Nevertheless, they describe themselves as having great discretion both in the design 
of their roles and in the way they organise their work. Further, new professionals form a strongly 
fragmented occupational group within a wide variety of roles calling for expertise and skills that are 
possibly very different from those of other new professionals. These staff members would not 
necessarily identify themselves as one overall group of staff in higher education but as belonging to 
different groups and communities, such as a community of IT advisors and a community of career 



advisors. Finally, new professionals rarely provide individual service and support to academics; they 
rather serve the university as a whole or certain sub-units of the organisation. 

Enders and Naidoo (2019) further examined the potential sources of legitimacy and power of the 
new professionals. This research was undertaken within a UK context while it can provide some 
purchase for other national and organisational contexts and conditions. They argue that in everyday 
practice, external coercive and normative pressure as well as changing resource dependencies do 
not only provide rationales for new types of organisational responses but for the legitimacy and 
influence of new professionals. In other words, environmental change can provide an important 
source of their empowerment. The rise of rankings may, for example, create an organisational need 
for ranking management and thus for a new category of staff who support leadership in this 
endavour. The rise of demands for acccountability and quality management is likely to create a new 
office and related staff who feel in charge of “quality”. In continental Europe, the Bologna process 
called for reforms in degree structures, curricula and quality management that frequently led to the 
appointment of new professionals and provides legitimacy to their work. External change thus 
translates into intra-organisational responses in which central and de-central university leadership 
expects the new professionals to play an instrumental role (Kehm,2015).  

Another source of legitimacy and power can derive from strategic action and organisational change 
within the organisation. New professionals may be called upon to support the strategic development 
within the institution and to work closely with central and decentral leadership. They may not only 
support but also be heavily involved in strategic decision-making (Schneijderberg, 2017; Enders & 
Naidoo, 2019). From thereon, new professionals may gain in power and influence by being 
responsible for university-wide or faculty-wide organisational change projects. Christensen (2011) 
notes that decision-making bodies at contemporary universities are increasingly including 
professional support staff. In these roles, professional support staff who have a close working 
relationship with the university leadership team become more visible. Legitimacy and power may 
also derive from the more mundane work that some have described as a further bureaucratisation of 
higher education institutions (Gornitzka et al., 1998). Once an office for internationalisation is, for 
example, established, it becomes likely that a respective committe is set up, that strategic priorities 
are developed, that rules and regulations are set in place, forms may be developed and circulated, 
reports be written, performance monitored and targets set. All these practices may have little 
bearing on organisational performance while they establish legitimacy and power through 
procedures. 

Finally, Enders and Naidoo (2019) point at new professionals’ ties to other universities, to 
intermediary bodies and to self-organised professional networks that can provide an important 
source of expert knowledge that these staff diffuse. Such expert knowledge can then be 
instrumental in gaining intra-organisational recognition and influence. Their research also revealed 
that the base of legitimacy and influence for the new professionals can be contested and fragile 
pointing at the more vulnerable side of their position within the universities. Political agendas of 
governments and strategic agendas of organisational leadership can change: More experienced new 
professionals reported hypes or fashions that faded away as quickly as they emerged, internal 
administrative re-organisations that shifted from de-centralisation to centralisation and back, and 
wholesale re-packaging of their work portfolio.  

In sum, the combination of their closeness to university leadership and management, their tasks 
possibly being related to strategic work and the fact that they themselves have designed their roles 
implies that these roles could be described as examples of hybrid forms of professionalism 
(Noordegraaf, 2007). This is an expression of the coming together of different and potentially 



contradictory sets of values and logics in the structuring of work in one role. The new professionals 
have to navigate between the logics of leadership and management, the norms and values of 
academics, and their own claims to expertise and influence.  

ORGANISATIONAL PRACTICES AND PROFESSIONAL 

BOUNDARIES 
The patterns mapped out above can be expected to be found to some extent in all countries that 
experienced a rise of new professionals while research points at different national quantitative and 
qualitative dynamics shaping the role of these staff. The specific organisational context is, however, 
meaningful as well for understanding variations in the spaces for and practices of the new 
professionals within these organisations. As situated professionals they are not only expected to 
bring specialised knowledge and experience to bear on organisational problem-solving but are also 
part of an organisational local order which may follow divergent organisational arrangements and 
processes (Bleiklie, Enders & Lepori, 2015). These local orders shape the places and spaces for new 
professionals while they also bear on the professional boundary work between new professionals 
and academics.  

Three types of local orders have been identified by Enders and Naidoo (2019) that empirically 
exemplify some insights into differences in the recruitment, organisational location and the specific 
ways in which the new professionals were deployed, and their implications for inter-professional 
boundaries.  

One of the case study university provided quite a scattered pattern as regards the organisational 
embededdness of the new professionals. They were dispersed among numerous central and 
decentral administrative units. There was a widespread perception of diversity of work portfolios, of 
a lack of coordination and a need for more leadership steer and vision. Growth of staff numbers of 
new professionals had come to an end and the uphill battle of doing work especially in teaching and 
learning and related student support was clearly felt given organisational priorities in research as 
well as the powerful position of the academic departments. The new professionals found some 
support for their work in the changing regulatory and funding environment, including rankings, while 
being mostly locked into the role of changing formal rules and routines as well as trying to 
standardise these across the university. New professionals were seen solely as administrative staff. 
In turn, relationships with academics were mostly characterised by a very dominant position of the 
academics. Academics perceived the new professionals either as helpful support staff taking care of 
bothersome administrative matters or mobilised their traditional resistance against “the 
administration” with all its red tape that eventually keeps academics away from the essence of their 
work in teaching and research. Such local embededness of the new units and roles in this university 
may remind us of well-known institutionalist accounts of organisations as ‘myth and ceremony’ 
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977) and related analyses of structural organisational responses to environmental 
change via the compartmentalisation of organisational units following different logics. The university 
had created new structures, for example, for quality assurance, staff and curriculum development, 
career services and recruited new expert staff that were, however, largely de-coupled from the 
primary processes of teaching and learning. Such compartmentalisation signals the good face of the 
organisation in complying with changes in their institutional environment while leaving the core 
technology largely untouched.  

A very different picture emerged from a university that had established a special way of recruiting 
and organising many of its new professionals in a central hybrid academic-professional support unit. 



Many new professionals were active in academic and student services as well as in teaching and 
learning enhancement. At the same time, they were expected to work as research active and 
productive academics. The staff that had been recruited to the hybrid academic-professional support 
unit thus showed a track record both as academic researchers and organisational developers. This 
central hybrid unit then linked up to other new professionals in the quality management unit who 
did not have an academic role as well as to the de-centralised new professionals in the colleges and 
departments that were themselves (former) academics. This set-up reflected an organisational 
leadership orientation towards academic values and powers, and an attempt to provide academic 
credentials to new professionals. Among the academic-professional support staff, the dominant 
narrative was around work of buffering academics from the potentially negative consequences of 
auditing and policing their work. Instead the stress was on a slow process of translation and 
persuasion related to organisational enhancement: providing, for example, programme platforms for 
the development of teaching and learning that should be owned by the professors, or identifying 
bottom-up activities of good practice in teaching and learning and disseminating them across the 
organisation. In this organisational environment, the emergency of a ‘third space’ (Whitchurch, 
2012) could be most clearly identified. Boundaries between academics’ production of teaching and 
research and support staffs’ services were partly blurring while new forms of project-based 
collaboration between them and with management were emerging.  

Such a rather harmonious picture was contrasted by a university that was in the midst of a wholesale 
organisational change process driven by managerial imperatives of effectiveness and efficiency, and 
the ambition to climb in rankings. Most new professionals were brought together in a central unit 
and new professional staff had been hired mainly from business or intermediary organisations. 
University-wide plans for strategic development were rolled out and new professionals were 
expected to actively feed into the leadership steer and run university-wide or faculty-wide change 
projects. This university most clearly reflected a more disruptive account of institutional work where 
the new professionals were expected to align with and contribute to the managerial change project 
of turning the organisation into a more corporate entrepreneurial university. Most of the new 
professionals embraced their role as manager-professionals. Their actual deployment was highly 
differentiated ranging from routine work to institutional entrepreneurship: providing the rules and 
routines to support the managerial bureaucracy, inventing and implementing mechanisms for 
organisational and faculty self-surveillance, or re-organisations of systems of job appraisal and 
promotion. In the context of the erosion of collegial governance and decision making, some 
participants took on a key role in supporting practices which undermined traditional academic 
cultures and powers, and channelled in practices of corporate management. This case most clearly 
speaks to a literature that observes that the new professionals have both become more visible and 
that academics perceive them as more powerful and threatening (Kehm, 2015; Thonig & Paradise, 
2016).  

CONCLUSION 
Our discussion of the rise and role of new professionals in higher education suggests that the 
emergence of this new staff group can best be understood within the context of the overall rise of 
management within universities. Broadly speaking, the literature identifys organisational responses 
to environmental change as the main driver for the spread of management in higher education in 
general and for the emergence of new professionals in particular. In consequence, we observe quite 
some national variations as regards the quantitative and qualitative development of this new staff 
groups reflecting three, possible overlapping dynamics: a need to respond to the sheer growth and 



rising complexity of the academic enterprise, organisational reactivity to politico-administrative 
reforms such as New Public Management or the Bologna process, changing beliefs towards the 
superiority of business-inspired ideas of running the university as an organisation. 

The new professionals do not form a coherent new professional group within higher education given 
the wide variety of their job roles, places in the organisational hierarchy, and qualifications. They can 
perhaps be best described as examples of hybrid forms of professionalism spanning boundaries 
between academic, administrative and management domains and thus navigating between the 
logics of leadership and management, the norms and values of academics, and their own claims to 
expertise and influence. Their legitimacy and influence within the organisation will thus be varigated 
possibly deriving from various sources: external demands that empower the importance of their 
roles, delegation of authority by leadership and management, legitimacy and influence derived from 
bureaucratic procedures, and expert knowledge derived from professional experience and cross-
organisational communities of practice. 

As situated professionals they are not only expected to bring specialised knowledge and experience 
into organisational problem-solving and organisational change projects. They are also embedded in 
and dependent on organisational local orders which shape the places and spaces for new 
professionals and the professional boundary work between new professionals and academics. Their 
work may reflect a more traditional administrative logic where academic perceive them as helpful 
service staff or part of a bothersome bureaucracy; a hybrid logic creating third spaces beyond the 
traditional academic-administrative divide, or a managerialist logic undermining traditional academic 
values and powers. 
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