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Abstract 
 

Despite the expansive literature on the Entrepreneurial University, very little has been written 

regarding the impact of university entrepreneurialism on the legitimacy of the university. This 

study hopes to address this shortcoming by conducting a detailed analysis of newspaper articles, 

taken to represent a proxy of public opinion (Baum, 1995). Grounded in the findings of this 

analysis the study will present a conceptual framework describing the antecedents of university 

legitimacy within an entrepreneurially driven university sector.   

 

The study is grounded in a critical realist philosophy and therefore accepts that outcomes, seen 

and unseen, experienced or not in the real world are determined by structures and mechanisms 

laden in hegemony and on culturally contingent interpretations of the social world (Bourdieu et 

al., 1991). Nevertheless, these structures, seen or unseen, remain very real in an ontological 

sense as they cause people to act, to invoke experience and to search for understanding.   

 

The current literature on the entrepreneurial university lacks a clear consensus on definition, 

preferring to identify shared characteristics (Yusof and Jain, 2010) and provides limited 

systematic examination of the barriers and enablers to entrepreneurialism (Kirby et al., 2011). 

The literature is often case study based and descriptive (Sotiris, 2012) with limited causal depth 

(Stam, 2015). This study hopes to overcome these limitations by utilising an innovative research 

methodology that integrates a grounded theory approach within a critical realist three-domain 

model of reality (Fleetwood, 2004) to explore the complex relationships and causal affects 

between entrepreneurial endeavour and university legitimacy. 

 

The study ultimately finds that the current preference for analysing the entrepreneurial 

university as an egocentric entity within a complex, open system may only partly reveal the 

multifaceted interrelationships between the university and its environment, thereby limiting 

causal inference. By addressing this concern, the study hopes to provide recommendations that 

extend both current theoretic and applied professional knowledge in relation to the 

entrepreneurial university and its legitimacy.  
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2.2 The Historical Legitimacy of the University 

Many of the very earliest European universities have their origins in the Christian church. For 

example, the universities of Paris and Bologna arose in the twelfth century from cathedral 

schools under the direction of the catholic papacy. Student learning was the means to translate 

and develop a deeper understanding of the vast archive of historical and classical works from the 

likes of Aristotle, Euclid and Galen (Woods Jr, 2012). At this time, notable universities began to 

receive the advocacy of the Pope with the award of a papal charter.  Monarchies also issued 

similar charters in recognition of the scholarly endeavours of these early universities. Scott 

(2011) argued this created a tension between universal institutions (the church) and developing 

national state structures (the monarchy). However, endorsement by the church and monarch did 

help legitimise these fledgling universities.  

 

Chartered universities were established in many cities across Europe in a mimetic fashion, 

primarily focused on teaching. With subjects including the study of law, philosophy, medicine 

and theology they facilitated the dissemination of knowledge and helped to maintain the 

influence of the church across society. Whilst for the monarchy, trained scholars took on 

important roles within royal bureaucracies, contributing to the development of nation state 

structures (Pedersen, 1997). For both the church and the monarchy, university legitimisation was 

pragmatic, based on need and mutually reinforcing.   

 

In the early 19th century and founded in the philosophy of German Enlightenment, the inherent 

conflict in values between church and university was recognised. Driven by liberal and humanistic 

values, Alexander Humboldt challenged the church university model, espousing the importance 

of independent scholarly enquiry. The established cultural tradition, based upon religious belief 

and practice, began to come under pressure from the emerging culture of reason, logic and 

rationality. Humboldt universities began to create their own principles for legitimisation. These 

included the freedom for independent thought, the exchange of universal knowledge and the 

emphasis on research and critical enquiry as key components of learning (Audretsch, 2014). 

Teaching was aligned to emerging research rather than the reproduction of existing knowledge.  

 

As the industrial revolution gave rise to enhanced living standards, secular cultural awareness 

grew. The Humboldt university model became the preeminent university structure across 

Europe, especially in those countries with immature national state structures (Delanty, 2002). 
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cost across university stakeholders (government, public, students, employers, industry) remains 

contested. If the benefits and costs of the entrepreneurial university are severely misaligned, 

moral consequential legitimacy will be at risk. 

 

Secondly, Sporn (2001) identifies the near universal political acceptance of neoliberal economic 

philosophy during the 1980s and 1990s has reduced the influence of the state and enabled the 

shift from public to private provision of higher education services. The shift to private funding 

has enabled increased university participation, but decreased actual funding per capita by the 

imposition of tuition fees (Johnstone and Marcucci, 2010). Governments have sought to de-

regulate the university sector and allow new organisations to provide higher education services 

(Ball, 2012). Governments have leveraged privatisation by not only allowing private providers of 

educational services but also by making components of quality assurance a non-government 

responsibility (e.g. performance league tables) (DiMartino and Scott, 2012). Whilst private 

providers may reduce the financial burden of the state it is argued that private provision will 

likely increase social and economic inequalities as those with the most wealth can secure the 

best provision (Valenzuela et al., 2014). The legitimacy of the university may be at risk if the 

public and other university stakeholders feel that entrepreneurial universities are no longer 

effectively governed through national state mechanisms and are able to prioritise the pursuit of 

non-public good objectives.  

 

Thirdly, Sporn (2001) identifies that national demographics are changing. The population is 

ageing, retiring later and enjoying a longer working lifetime. This often encompasses multiple 

changes of career and the need for further education and learning. Keller (2001) argues 

universities will face conflicting issues due to demographical change. Reduction in birth rates 

may decrease the number of students going to university, but population migration and the 

upsurge in people wanting to study overseas may heighten demand. Also, significant 

demographic changes to student bodies are likely to include age, ethnicity, socioeconomic-

background and the increasing number of part-time students (Grawe, 2018).  

 

Fourthly, Sporn (2001) argues new technology and communication capabilities have changed 

everyday practices and accelerated knowledge-based socioeconomic development. The delivery 

of a university education may no longer be limited to a specific physical location. Student access 

and participation may become unconstrained other than access to a PC and an internet-

connection (Walker et al., 2012). The production cost of a university education may be 

considerably reduced. However, Cramer et al. (2007) argue this may create issues in pricing and 
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Finally, Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000) show how the interaction between university, state and 

industry can create a dynamic environment capable of producing new external entities and 

driving internal transformation.  

 

Despite being grounded in different theoretical principles the four models reviewed fail to 

provide a holistic explanation, encompassing internal and external factors, for the 

entrepreneurial inclination of the university. Identified issues include: the failure to explain the 

interoperability of entrepreneurial functions within the university; underestimating the causal 

affect of the external environment; and the failure to theorise knowledge exchange between the 

university and its region. Addressing these challenges will be critical if we are to understand the 

causal relationships between the entrepreneurial university and its legitimacy. The remainder of 

this doctoral thesis will attempt to address such limitations.  
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2.6 Conclusion of the Literature Review 

 

The literature review detailed five critical components that will underpin the study. Firstly, it 

identified a framework for legitimacy. Secondly, it described how historically, universities 

established legitimacy. Next, it detailed how the entrepreneurial university concept came into 

being. Then the literature review created a consolidated definition of the entrepreneurial 

university. Finally, it reviewed prominent theoretical models to explain the functioning and 

behaviour of entrepreneurial university.  

 

The literature review highlighted that the very broad definitions of the entrepreneurial university 

have led to multiple interpretations and a differentiated understanding of the concept, especially 

across economic and academic domains (Shattock, 2005).  

 

Explanations of the entrepreneurial university typically focus on commonality and fail to reflect 

the unique institutional setting of the university (Bronstein and Reihlen, 2014). Such a broad-

bush comprehension is likely to make measuring the effectiveness of the entrepreneurial 

university difficult, which in turn will impact our understanding of how the entrepreneurial 

university develops legitimacy.   

 

A significant portion of the entrepreneurial university literature is descriptive and atheoretical 

(Rothaermel et al., 2007) and is limited by the use of highly generalised data emanating from 

specific case studies, forming the primary and most common research methodology within the 

literature (Kirby et al., 2011). Where attempts have been made to develop theory and conceptual 

frameworks, the analysis generally lacks clear grounding in ontological and epistemological 

assumptions (Busenitz et al., 2003).  

 

This research study hopes to overcome these limitations by developing a conceptual framework 

for the entrepreneurial university, specifically focused on legitimacy. The study will be grounded 

in empirical data (news media reports) representing university stakeholder opinion, a critical 

determinant of legitimacy. The analysis will utilise a critical realist frame to clearly differentiate 

ontological and epistemological assumptions. The definition of the entrepreneurial university 

detailed in section 2.4.4 of the Literature Review will define the scope of the study.  
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4 Findings 
  

The deductive analysis provided either: theoretical validation; or, identified gaps and 

contradictions in theory that required additional theoretical sampling and an inductive analysis of 

the data through process of constant comparison. Resulting from this analysis the original twelve 

axial codes were refined and amended producing eight finalised theoretical categories that form 

the core findings of this research study. The finalised eight theoretical categories are: 

 

1. The prevalence of marketisation across the university sector 

2. The impact of marketisation on university governance 

3. The ontological challenge of marketisation on academic identity  

4. The economic sustainability of the entrepreneurial university 

5. The transactional relationship between university and student 

6. The tier effect of university competition 

7. The impotence of university regional development contribution 

8. The changing purpose of the university  

 

The analysis and findings section describes each of the eight conceptual categories detailing the 

characteristics of experiences, events and causal mechanisms that may influence the legitimacy 

of the entrepreneurial university. The findings are aligned against the three domains or layers of 

a critical realist framework: the empirical domain (experience), the actual domain (events) and 

the real domain (causal mechanisms).  

 

The identified experiences and events of the first and second critical realist domains are 

grounded in the data (newspaper media articles and academic literature). The experiences, 

representing personal perceptions and value judgements are characterised and described 

through identified rationales, the justification for the given perception or opinion. Events, being 

actual happenings are characterised and described through properties, the attributes or features 

of the event or incident. The characteristics of both identified experiences and events were 

inductively derived and emerged during a typical application of grounded theory analysis. The 

data utilised in this stage of the analysis was comprised predominantly of newspaper articles.   
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In sum, a market-led university sector is changing the nature of academic social capital, and 

thereby power, by focusing it on instrumentally driven practical knowledge, more non-faculty 

collaboration and weak relationship ties facilitated by virtual globalised connections. As such 

social capital as a causal mechanism will influence academic identity by further blurring the lines 

between the theoretical and the applied, the internal and the external, redefining moral personal 

legitimacy.                 
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Concerns were identified in the analysis about the adequacy of oversight across a market-led 

university sector. As expanding participation increases not only the number students but also the 

number of higher education providers, quality regulators face the dual problem of ensuring 

existing universities maintain quality under increasing capacity pressures and that new providers 

meet the standards and expectations currently set. A shift from elite to mass education, whilst 

retaining firm control on that expansion may be especially problematic (The Times Higher 

Education Supplement, 20/10/1995) 82 

 

The increase in student numbers has led to a rise in the number of new suppliers of higher 

education services, both domestic and overseas, seeking to leverage the new economic 

opportunity. The moral consequential legitimacy of the university may become compromised as 

more providers entering the university sector are empowered to award degrees. The consistency 

of accreditation becomes a risk raising the possibility that standards will fall as universities, 

desperate to attract new students, take advantage of regulatory body constraints concerning 

quality control: 

 

The Government is preparing a crackdown on the rapidly increasing proportion of top 

degrees being awarded by universities, amid fears that the value of higher education is 

being eroded. But a sharp rise in the number of students receiving first class and 2:1 

degrees has prompted accusations that higher education standards may be falling, 

especially as universities compete for undergraduate talent. (The Independent, 

16/8/2017) 192 

 

The analysis found that regulatory limitations are also present on the global scale. The shift to 

mass education, itself a response to an increasingly global economic environment (Dill and 

Beerkens, 2010), brought with it increased global competition across the university sector. As 

higher education operates in a global market there is a need for global regulations and a 

transnational enforcement agency, which may be lacking: 

 

There is a lack of central authority for the accreditation of qualifications that address 

equivalence across countries, technical subjects, professions, academic and age: 

providing consistency in different contexts. (The Times Higher Education Supplement, 

23/12/2005) 74 
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In sum, the causal mechanism, political policy volatility, characterised by political policy conflicts 

in higher education affordability, immigration control and social mobility, may cause 

unsustainable economic conditions for the entrepreneurial university.  
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facilitate the payment of tuition fees; and thirdly, the loan debt accrued by the student. All three 

components are interconnected and can be argued, function as a single price mechanism (Britton 

et al., 2019). 

 

It is important to recognise that if the transactional relationship between the university and 

student is to achieve pragmatic exchange legitimacy, the price charged by a university for a 

degree should be recoverable in the extra earning potential the graduate has over non-graduates 

(the graduate premium). This price should reflect both the initial tuition fee and any interest 

incurred on loans to pay those fees. 

 

The first issue identified by the analysis recognised that the level of tuition fee charged for a 

university degree does not typically reflect an entrepreneurial strategy of the university or act as 

a dynamic market mechanism. This will undermine pragmatic exchange legitimacy. The 

maximum tuition fee charge in the UK is arbitrarily determined by government policy and is 

typically adopted by the majority of universities for all courses, regardless of course development 

cost, student demand or reputation (Bolton, 2017). The news media reflects the ineffectiveness 

of tuition fees as a market tool for aligning supply and demand for university places. For 

example, Trevor Harley, Emeritus Professor of Psychology, University of Dundee, quoted in The 

Times:  

 

Given that, for better or worse, university tuition fees appear to be here to stay, the 

problem is that they are all set at the same-capped amount. Surely market forces should 

be used to determine their level. If a university is having difficulty filling its places, it 

should drop its fees until the places can be filled. It is also ridiculous that every course 

costs the same, when it is obvious that some cost more to run and some are more 

popular with applicants than others. If courses are oversubscribed, the cap should be 

removed. (The Times, 5/11/2018) 123 

 

Furthermore, the news media reflects the imposition of a universal tuition fee across the 

majority of institutions and courses may have inclined universities to consider students not as 

individuals with unique educational needs, but as generic revenue opportunities where all 

students are the same, in as much as they represent £9,000 of potential income: 
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not have to be repaid and the financing burden falls back onto the state. The analysis found that 

the high fiscal cost of the student loan system has led to funding pressures across higher 

education and may impact the future expansion of the university sector (Johnston and Barr, 

2013). 

  

In an attempt to improve pragmatic exchange legitimacy, the analysis reflects that successive 

governments have attempted to revise the system to address issues such as affordability, 

fairness and access. News media often highlights that the student loan system is perceived as an 

evolution of government tactical actions rather than a strategic policy to fund higher education: 

 

It is a morality tale of opportunism and greed on the part of vice-chancellors and one 

thing leading to another, in a typically unplanned way, on the part of successive 

governments. (The Independent, 7/7/2017) 40 

 

The analysis identified a media perception that the student loan system fails to provide sufficient 

clarity on where its financial liability resides. This may impact moral procedural legitimacy as 

fears are raised that clever accounting practices hide the true cost of the system. To improve 

transparency some commentators in the media have stressed the advantages of positioning the 

repayment of the student loan as a graduate tax rather than a student loan: 

  

This would be easy to levy, would not be paid by those on low income, and could not be 

avoided by those whose wealthy parents currently pay their fees. It is a career-based 

repayment of state benefit. (The Guardian, 31 May 2019) 53 

 

The analysis also highlights that the lack of transparency regarding the true financial cost of a 

student loan. This is further compounded by the method to calculate interest repayments on the 

loan that seem uncompetitive and unfairly penalise the student, further impacting pragmatic 

exchange legitimacy:   

 

The interest rate on student loans derived by adding 3 percentage points to retail price 

inflation, making it 6.1% from September, looks usurious against the Bank of England 

rate of 0.25%. As for the interest rate on student loans, there is no justification for its 

level. (The Sunday Times, 9/7/2017) 30 
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benefit of students, is in fact a mechanism to reduce overall workers rights for the benefit of 

industry. A further irony being that as a university degree is promoted to students as a means to 

secure enhanced future earning potential (the graduate premium), the rationale for charging 

students tuition fees for their education is created. If student numbers are uncapped this will 

create an unlimited revenue stream for universities that may have a negative operational impact 

on the university including inflationary leadership remuneration.   

 

As such, it can be argued the primary purpose of the entrepreneurial university is to create new 

commodities that create opportunities for capital accumulation, benefiting those in power across 

the market-led university sector (senior university leadership and management, externally 

focused academic staff, industry and government). In this reading, students and junior 

researchers are represented as exploited labour resource (Ovetz, 1996). 

 

In sum, as an attempt to counter power imbalances, the analysis showed that students are likely 

to focus on instrumental economic returns rather than personal enlightenment when making 

educational choices, increasingly act as a unified student body and invoke legal forms of redress. 

However, these demand-side experiences are likely to create a supply-side response that 

maintains supply-side hegemony as the supply-side retains the capability not only to define the 

configuration of the product, but also the rules of game (e.g. price mechanism) through the 

consortium of supply-side self-interest comprising university, government and industry.     
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Some UK universities will and have been successful in their international expansion. However, 

how much of this success is due to legacy advantages versus entrepreneurial effectiveness is 

questionable. Other universities should ensure their context and capabilities are appropriate 

before copying what appears to be successful strategy.  

 

4.6.3 University Sector Competition Legitimising Mechanisms (Critical Realism Real Layer) 

 

The following section details potential causal mechanisms derived from a retroductive analysis 

that might explain the identified experiences and events related to university sector competition. 

Two casual mechanisms have been identified: the reliability of ranking systems, and, the 

hegemony of elite universities. 

 

4.6.3.1 Reliability of Ranking Systems 

 

Competition across the market-led university sector was formalised through university ranking 

systems and league tables. Competition intensified and broadened beyond the nation state with 

the advent of global university rankings (Naidoo, 2016). As such, ranking systems represent a 

significant causal mechanism to effective competition across a market-led university sector. 

However, ranking systems face several challenges that impact their reliability. 

 

Firstly, ranking systems may stifle competition, as elite universities are able to build monopolistic 

positions based on historical performance (Marginson, 2013). Criteria utilised in ranking systems 

prioritises past performance and therefore new entrants to the market will likely suffer in 

comparison to established universities. Established universities will thereby achieve higher-

ranking positions and as a result will be able to attract additional resources, thus maintaining 

their leading position. A self-serving relationship is formed (Erkkilä and Piironen, 2014)  

 

Secondly, global ranking systems and comparative tools are founded on westernised ideology 

(particularly influenced by US and UK) perpetuating the domination evident in the colonial 

regimes of the past. This will include the use of western cultural templates, westernised curricula 

and language. These templates will be directly transposed and made to fit local context. Thus the 

basis of measuring success is based on a standardised model, reflecting westernised neoliberal 

values (Shahjahan, 2013).  
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Finally, current ranking systems fail to reflect the often difficult to quantify entrepreneurial 

contribution of universities to socioeconomic development. This is exacerbated by the 

methodology (i.e. case study centric) employed to study entrepreneurial university behaviour 

and the methodological limitations of ranking systems that are susceptible to stakeholder bias 

and open to respondent manipulation (Lynch, 2014). Etzkowitz (2016) argues a suitable metric 

for the entrepreneurial university must take account of internal and external considerations. 

Internally, it must account for the tension between the need for more university autonomy; the 

increasing involvement of external stakeholders; and, achieving balance between the multiple 

missions of university (teaching, research and socioeconomic development). Externally, it must 

account for the manner in which technology and knowledge based economies reduce the need 

for human capital when investing in initiatives seeking financial return and the focus of 

technology that democratises society versus that providing social control. 

 

In sum, ranking systems are essential structural mechanisms enabling competition across a 

market-led university sector. However, the inherent bias encapsulated within ranking systems 

(past performance/western ideology) and their limited assessment of entrepreneurial outcomes, 

may reinforce inequalities and sustain the position of the already powerful (Robertson, 2012) 

 

4.6.3.2 Hegemony of Elite Universities 

 

The hegemony of elite universities is a structural condition and causal mechanism resulting from 

the historical power struggle between university actors. The hegemony of elite universities 

significantly shapes the competitive nature of the market-led university sector and is 

characterised by several features.     

 

Firstly, the ability to secure the best talent is an attribute of the elite university. As research 

output is a critical determinant of university performance and the best researchers are attracted 

to the best universities, the relationship between university status and research is co-constituted 

(Aspers, 2009). Similar arguments apply to the recruitment of undergraduate students where 

admissions processes are structured to allow only the very best students entry, often citing 

meritocracy as justification. This ensures not only that the elite university maintains hegemony 

through excellence in academic achievement but also creates an inequality among students 

where privilege is reified (Jeffries, 2018). Increasingly, elite universities are looking to recruit the 

very best international student and research talent. Driven by university status this risks 












































































































































































































