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The field of critical theory within organizational theory discusses different specific situations in a 
middle manager´s work life. The focus often lies within the private sector and a gap can be found 
in research in the public sector. Universities are among the most complex environments in the 

public sector, and the middle manager position, the prefect, becomes even more complex than in 
other organizations.  
 

The purpose of this paper is to look at the dilemmas and paradoxes that middle managers in 
higher education, handle as prefects. We aim to uncover the conflict between interests, values 
and ideas that creates organizational hypocrisy. The research has an emancipatory philosophy 

with an inductive approach, which has led to ten interviews with prefects in the south of Sweden.  
 
The findings indicate that there are dilemmas in working as a collegial leader and that a 

paradoxical situation arises between what people see as valuable attributes in a prefect and what 
they want and need. There is also a paradoxical relationship between the feelings about a 
decoupled organization depending on who in the hierarchy is exploiting it. There are also findings 

that support the fact that the extensive amount of administrative duties for prefects generates 
hypocrisy. The research also found dilemmas concerning individualistic employees. Since the 
combination of organizational hypocrisy, paradoxes, dilemmas and prefects has not been 

researched before, this can be an interesting insight in how these may coexist.    
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1. Introduction 

The first chapter will shed light on organizational theory and give an introduction to 

critical theory, as well as its presence in organizational theory. A problem statement 

will follow with focus on the different stages of hypocrisy and higher education, 

which will lead to the research purpose and question. Then the outline will be further 

explained.    

1.1 Background 

Organizations in modern society appear in numerous shapes and sizes and the 

research on organizational theory and the angles of approaches may seem endless. A 

recurring research field among organization theory is hierarchy, its effects, 

importance and different approaches (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997; Gabel, 2002; 

Jackson & Humble, 1994; Krug, 2003; Soieb, Othman & D´Silva, 2013). Research 

about hierarchy in organizations often focuses on top management teams or 

leadership styles (Gabel, 2002; Krug, 2003; Soieb, Othman & D´Silva, 2013). 

However, the area of middle management and its role within an organization, lack 

the breadth of research that other research areas possess (Gable, 2002). A middle 

manager is what it sounds like, a manager in the center of the organizational hierarchy 

that needs to satisfy everyone within the organization both upwards and downwards. 

This is not an easy position when conflicts are revealed from different manager ia l 

levels, for example whether a decision will benefit or damage the organization (Floyd 

& Wooldridge, 1997; Gabel, 2002; Jackson & Humble, 1994). Is this a dilemma 

where the middle manager may say one thing and do another, so called hypocrisy, to 

continue the organizations success? 

 

Traditionally, research about organizational theory has seen organizations as 

universally identical functions with the goal of contributing to the greater good. To 

be able to make this contribution and fulfil organizational goals, traditional research 

focuses on the use of different structure models that are built to please different 

shareholders (Alvesson, 2003a).  Organization structure has also been researched 

from more skeptical perspectives to the actual driving force (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; 
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Czarniawska, 2007; Perrow, 1986; Pfeffer, 1992). Some skeptical research has 

focused on power and an egocentric point of view where the organization´s intent ion 

has been scrutinized with a bit more skepticism (Perrow, 1986; Pfeffer, 1992). During 

the last decades a field of research has approached that is even more skeptical than 

the ones previously mentioned; this is called critical theory (Alvesson & Willmo tt, 

1992; Alvesson, 2003a).      

 

Critical theory is common in social science and also in organization theory. The 

critical theory focuses on interpretation of research and emancipation of society but 

without telling in what way this should be done. One of the main principles is to avoid 

any models and formulas of how to achieve a certain effect and instead focus on the 

interpretation of the material that presents itself (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992; 

Alvesson, 2003a). During the last couple of decades the Nordic countries have been 

a leading force in critical organization theory (Alvesson, 2003a; Czarniawska, 2003). 

The critical organizational research in the Nordic countries has shown a high amount 

of doubt when it comes to the use of research results and the considerable impact it 

has in organizations as a tool for progress (Alvesson, 2003a; Brunsson & Sahlin - 

Andersson, 2000; Czarniawska, 2007). One of the most active researchers of critical 

organizational theory is Nils Brunsson, who has questioned both the definition of 

organizations, the theories on leading organizations and the influence the research 

has on society’s organizations (Ahrne & Brunsson, 2011; Brunsson, 1993; Brunsson 

& Sahlin - Andersson, 2000; Brunsson, 2003). Brunsson (1993, 2003) has focused to 

a vast extent on organized hypocrisy among organizations, which will be further 

explained in the next section.      

1.2 Problem statement  

Organized hypocrisy can be explained as the difference between what an organiza t ion 

says and decides to do and what they actually do. This phenomenon exists to handle 

the conflict of interest among stakeholders in organizations (Brunsson, 1989/2006; 

Larsson Segnestam, 2013; Lipson, 2007). Most of the research on organizationa l 

hypocrisy focuses only on the interpretation of the phenomenon and examples of 

environments where it exists and how it occurs (Brunsson, 1989/2006, 2003; Larsson 
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Segnestam, 2013; Lipson, 2007). There is some research on organized hypocrisy that 

focuses on management in different positions in the private sector. Paradoxes have 

occurred in organized hypocrisy research as a limited factor (Brunsson, 2003; Fassin 

& Buelens, 2011) and in the next section the term paradox will be explained.  

 

Paradox is explained in the Cambridge Dictionary (2016) as “a situation or statement 

that seems impossible or is difficult to understand because it contains two opposite 

facts or characteristics”. Paradoxical situations among leadership have been greatly 

researched in traditional organizational theory but have almost been completely 

overlooked in the field of critical organizational research (Brunsson, 1989/2006; 

Smith & Lewis, 2012; Sheard, Kakabadse & Kakabadse, 2011).  

 

In organizations there is a need for structure and rules but there are also usually 

different areas of the organization that wants to satisfy various stakeholders. This 

conflict between politics and actions can be seen as a possible paradox and can be a 

factor that enhances the possibility for organizational hypocrisy. This phenomenon 

can be seen even more often so in the public sector where the public has an interest 

in how their funds are used (Brunsson, 1989/2006).    

 

This research focuses on middle management in the public sector and more exactly, 

at universities. Universities are one of the few work places where almost everyone 

has an inordinately high degree of education. Many universities in Sweden as well as 

countries as for example Great Britain still retrieve their middle managers, the 

prefects, from among their colleagues (Franken, Penney & Branson, 2015). This is 

called collegial leadership and brings both positive and negative aspects to the job 

(Haikola, 2000). One of the factors of collegial leadership is that usually you go back 

to being one of the colleagues once your term is over, which can lead to complicat ions 

but can also contribute to a greater understanding and respect both for and from the 

employees (Franken, Penney & Branson, 2015). The prefect is in charge of their 

specific institute and the professors, lectors and all the other staff members at their 

institute, where some of their subordinates may have a higher academic title then 

themselves (Haikola, 2000). The prefects are also loyal or subordinate to the next 
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instance, the faculty, where the dean is the leader, who in their turn answers to the 

principal (Franken, Penney & Branson, 2015). We chose to conduct our study at 

Swedish universities since it is a complex environment that faces situations that 

barely exist in other places and with our limited research period it was more 

accessible coming in contact with middle managers in this sector. With this 

information as a base, we further researched what kind of paradox situations and 

dilemmas middle management in universities face that can bring forth organizationa l 

hypocrisy.      

 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to understand what paradoxes and dilemmas middle 

management in the public sector faces. The contribution of this research is to connect 

the different areas of research about middle management and organizationa l 

hypocrisy and show situations in which these factors coexist.  

1.4 Research question 

What paradox situations and dilemmas must middle management handle at Swedish 

universities? 

1.5 Outline 

The result of this research is that there are paradoxes and dilemmas among prefects 

that lead to hypocrisy. In chapter 2 the theory and concepts used are developed. By 

conducting ten semi-structured interviews at two universities in southern Sweden 

we reached our conclusion. A more specific explanation of the different choices of 

method that were made during the project is presented in chapter 3. In chapter 4 the 

empirics will be presented and analyzed within the relevant concepts. In chapter 5 a 

concluding discussion will be presented that ties the whole dissertation together and 

then some suggestions for future research will be presented.   

 



 

 

 

5 

2. Literature review  

 

In this following chapter the role of middle management and leadership will be 

presented and put in the light of critical theory. An explanation of organizational 

hypocrisy will later occur and define where, when and how this takes place in 

organizations, this to get closer to enclose the conflicts that create organizational 

hypocrisy.  

2.1 Middle Management 

2.1.1 The Role of Middle Managers 

Traditionally the role of a middle manager is widely debated and can have both 

complex and contradictory tasks (McConville & Holden, 1999). Middle managers 

have been explained as someone with at least two levels of employees below them 

(Staehle & Schirmer, 1992). It is an occupation that has changed the last 30 years and 

it has been argued if middle managers even are necessary in a corporate hierarchy 

(Floyd & Woolridge, 1994). The position is mostly held by men and it is perceived 

that characteristics of a manager is more likely to be held by a man than a woman 

(Schein, Mueller, Terri & Liu, 1996) Middle managers play an important role as the 

body of knowledge within the organization and handling all the communica t ion 

between the employer and his/her employees (Carlström, 2012). Middle managers 

often have a professional background and have climbed upward in the organiza t ion 

through hard work. They have already obtained the knowledge of the organiza t ion 

and of their employees operations and are therefore best suited to lead them 

(Carlström 2012). 

 

Middle management work can be classified into three different types of work-groups: 

administrative, technical and managerial. There is administrative work which 

includes record keeping. Technical work that includes tasks the manager can handle 

within the qualified skillset and instead becoming an expert. Managerial work is all 

about persuasion, by aligning colleagues and top management that their opinion is 

the best choice of action (McConville & Holden, 1999). However, according to Hales 
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(1986) middle managers are also closely connected to “people management” because 

they have to track and control the work of their employees. There are different 

opinions about the role of a middle manager in a company. For example Huy (2001) 

sees middle managers as very important since they are the only ones within an 

organization that can prevent organizational paralysis by having a calming influence 

on employees who are stressed.  

2.1.2 History 

In general during the last 30 years the role of middle managers has changed a lot 

throughout the world (Holden & Roberts, 2004). The flattening of organizations has 

decreased the amount of middle managers necessary in order for the organization to 

function (Parris & Vickers & Wilkes, 2008). This has caused many organizations to 

thin out the layers of middle management, but with this change responsibility and 

workload has increased, which will be discussed in the next section (Holden & 

Roberts, 2004; McConville & Holden, 1999). Organizations that are not using a 

vertical hierarchy anymore, the top management is closer to the “floor” where the 

employees work and therefore the communication role a middle manager has is not 

as necessary anymore (Parris & Vickers & Wilkes, 2008). Other reasons that the 

number of middle managers has dropped are innovation and new technology.  

 

As the number of middle managers has decreased significantly, their roles have also 

adapted. By having fewer middle managers in an organization their workload 

becomes significantly heavier and could end up with even more complex and heavy 

workload than before (McConville & Holden, 1999). This is also shown within 

universities where the roles are hectic and the individual stress levels are rising. The 

middle management role within universities needs to become more attractive in order 

to attract people willing to fill the positions (Lorenz, 2014). However, this might not 

always have a negative effect since a number of studies show that middle managers 

in general find it positive having a bigger role and feel more fulfilled than they have 

before (Parris et.al., 2008). They have also gained more control and independence as 

well as a heightened responsibility (McConville & Holden, 1999).  
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2.1.3 Hierarchy 

Because organizations over the years have flattened and changed their hierarcha l 

structure, so has also the positioning of middle managers. The positioning is based 

between their governance and advocacy roles. Either they slide more upwards in the 

hierarchy and taking more of a governance role or they are sliding downward toward 

their staff and taking more of an advocacy role (Hales, 2006). This way they can be 

more of a managerial tool and be closer to top management, or alternatively, a 

spokesperson for the subordinates and closer to them.  Where a middle manager is 

positioned varies depending on the organization. However it is not as easy to define 

the boundaries between the middle managers, as it is to identify top management or 

the lower management (Carlström, 2012).  

 

In an organization a middle manager should be in between the employer and the 

employees. In this way demands and reactions of employees can be directed upward 

via them and directions can be directed downwards from the top management 

(Carlström 2008). In this way the middle management is put in the middle of the 

relationship between top management and staff, which can cause a lot of tensions and 

put pressure on the position (McConville & Holden, 1999).  

2.1.4 The Squeeze 

The positioning of middle management has been called many things throughout the 

years. One description made by McConville & Holden (1999) is the “the filling of 

the sandwich”. Being ”caught in the middle”, Gabel (2002) means that middle 

managers can have contradicting or conflicting directions or approaches toward the 

organization’s goals from both the top management or from their employees. 

 

Being in the middle of the contractual exchange between the employer and the staff 

will cause friction in one way or another (Carlström 2008). Having to deliver 

directions downwards and demands upwards in the hierarchy structure of the 

organizations could cause conflict or even be contradictory. This challenges middle 

management to have a more significant role and responsibility than before and can 

be forced to act in two contradictory ways that can cause frustration and stress 
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(McConville & Holden, 1999). This is one of the reasons why it is hard to motivate 

younger academics to become prefects in universities (Lorenz, 2014). Such a 

situation, when one can only please one party gives rise to negative self-evalua t ion 

and can hinder advancement within the organization (Gabel 2002).  

2.2 Leadership 

2.2.1 Overview 

Leadership is a concept that is hard to define and numerous explanations have been 

presented in history. There are almost as many definitions of leadership as there are 

persons having tried to define the concept (Stogdill, 1974). However, most definit ions 

are based on an influencing process between the leader and their followers. This is 

characterized in different terms such as individual traits, relationships, behavior, 

interactions, goals or perceptions of followers. Leadership can be seen as something 

dynamic and studies are constantly changing (Yukl, 1989). 

 

Leadership is defined as “a process whereby an individual influences a group of 

individuals to achieve a common goal” (Northouse, 2010). Another definit ion 

commonly used is “leadership is a process of social influence of a leader and those 

who are followers” (Yukl, 1989). Both of these definitions together with numerous 

others have one main thing in common, that leadership is a process. 

 

Professional organizations such as universities, consulting firms or hospitals involve 

highly trained and academic personnel. This is described by Mintzberg (1998) by 

stating that such professionals do not need anyone to tell them how to do their jobs. 

There is no need of issuing directives or delegating tasks when experts can work 

largely on their own. Professional workers such as professors and lectors within a 

university require little supervision. Some university professors even see managers 

as being on the bottom of the organizational structure serving the professiona ls 

(Mintzberg, 1998).   
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2.2.2 Leadership and Management 

There is a difference between leadership and management. Managers are said to be 

concerned about how to get things done, while leaders on the other hand are 

concerned with what things mean to people (Zaleznik, 1977; Yukl, 1989). Managers 

and leaders can be divided into four different categories; attitudes toward goals, 

conceptions of work, relationships, and sense of self. Managers want order and 

structure, need control and want rapid solutions to problems, while leaders are more 

tolerant to chaos, lack structure, and relate to the personnel on a more empathic level. 

Leaders want to set the direction of the organization while managers, on the other 

hand, set goals out of necessities (Zaleznik, 1977). Leadership is currently an 

important factor in modernizing organizations such as universities in today’s society 

(Gleeson & Knights, 2008)  

2.2.3 Academic Leadership 

Academic leadership within Swedish universities is characterized by three different 

categories; autonomy, consensus and collegial leadership (Haikola, 2000). Autonomy 

is historically common, both on an individual and institutional level within a 

university. Therefore the freedom and individualism it represents allows universit ies 

and their units to set their own targets and goals. Academic leadership uses 

consensus, discussion and persuasion results in a collegial decision. Academic 

leadership is based largely on the idea of collegial leadership. Collegial leadership is 

sharing the responsibilities as a leader. It is described as taking the power and 

connecting it with other members of the team and is explained as the most effic ient 

way to “get things done with people” (Kouszes & Posner, 1997). Within traditiona l 

academic leadership in universities, leaders are selected as primus inter pares which 

means first among equals. Earlier, prefects were selected by their colleagues to lead 

the institution, however, today most prefects are officially selected by someone 

higher up in the hierarchy but still need the consensus of their colleagues (Haikola, 

2000). By having collegial leadership, it can be used to flatten the hierarchy of an 

organization (Singh, 2013) 
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Collegial leadership is built on knowledge rather than the hierarchical positioning, 

therefore, many middle managers or prefects within universities have a high 

academic title (Haikola, 2000). Trust and respect is built from collegial leadership 

which is an important aspect when leading professionals. On the other hand, to create 

a good collegial work environment some say that emotional intelligence is the key. 

Emotional intelligence includes empathy, emancipation and social skills, and by 

possessing these qualities one would lead and thrive within a collegial environment  

(Singh, 2013). 

2.3 Organizational Hypocrisy 
 

2.3.1 Overview 

As already established, organizational hypocrisy is when an organization or someone 

in an organization says or decides one thing but in the end does another. It is the result 

of a conflict between interests, values and ideas that creates this phenomenon 

(Brunsson, 1989/2006; Lipson, 2007). For the conflicted situation to evolve into 

organizational hypocrisy, someone must see a meaning in talk, decision and action 

of an organization. Other approaches to solving conflicts also have to deteriorate for 

the phenomenon to arise. If strategies such as building alliances to support each 

other's proposals, letting some parties voice count for more, or satisfying many 

parties a bit, is an option the will to use hypocrisy disappears (Brunsson, 2003; 

Brunsson 1989/2006).  

2.3.2 Politics and action        

Most organizations can be divided into two segments that are in collaboration 

together, the leader and the followers. They use talk, decisions and actions to validate 

their cause and gain support from the interest holders of the organization. The leader 

takes care of the talk and makes the decisions to satisfy the stakeholders outside of 

the organizations and to present a certain picture of the organization, this is the so 

called politics (Brunsson, 1989/2006; Huzzard & Östergren, 2002). In traditiona l 

organization theory, the leaders talk and decisions are then put into action by the 

followers but this may not always be the case according to critical organiza t ion 

theory. The followers do focus on the production, which is the action, but it depends 
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on how connected the leader is with the followers. This phenomenon is referred to as 

coupled or decoupled and affects how cohesive the action is with the talk and 

decision; this will be discussed more in detail in the next section (Brunsson, 

1989/2006). Organizations are often either politically oriented or action oriented for 

different reasons. Politically oriented organizations are more reliant on the support 

from stakeholders outside of the organization that have their focus on the 

organization's appearance. To obtain this support these organizations focus on talk 

and decisions. Action-oriented organizations are often judged by their product and 

obtain their support through the it, therefore these organizations focus on action 

(Brunsson 1989/2006; Huzzard & Östergren, 2002).  

2.3.3 Coupling and decoupling 

As mentioned earlier the degree of coupling and decoupling has an extensive effect 

on the degree of hypocrisy in an organization. If the leader is coupled with the 

followers there will be cohesiveness throughout the organization (Brunsson, 2003; 

Brunsson, 1989/2006; Lipson, 2007). Some say that in a situation of coupling, there 

are different degrees of how coupled the different parties are. The scale can be seen 

to go from tightly to loosely coupled. This is a scale one needs to be careful with 

when using since the theory on this matter has multiple interpretations (Orton & 

Weick, 1990). If the leader is decoupled from the followers, the two units will move 

individually in the direction that fits them. The possibility for hypocrisy increases 

dramatically when one moves from the tightly coupled towards the loosely coupled 

and decoupled (Brunsson, 2003; Brunsson, 1989/2006; Lipson, 2007).  

2.3.4 Four relationships 

Brunsson (1989/2006) talks about four different possibilities for the relationship 

between ideas and action. In this field ideas represent the earlier mentioned 

expressions of talk and decision. First there is the possibility that ideas and action 

have no relationship, they are completely decoupled and are functioning individua lly 

towards satisfaction for their main stakeholders. The second relationship presented is 

ideas controlling actions, which is more in line with traditional organization theory. 

Traditional theory claims that leaders talk and decision will lead to the followers’ 
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actions. A third possible relationship is that actions control ideas where ideas are 

functioning as an explanation of the actions made in the organization. This 

relationship has been argued as the most productive way of working to get more room 

for ideas, actions and hypocrisy but also to generate more support from stakeholders. 

The last suggestion on relationship between ideas and actions are that the two 

compensate for each other. This relationship is grounded in hypocrisy where ideas 

and actions adapt to individual personal norms and where the different norms do not 

support each other (Brunsson, 1989/2006; Larsson Segnestam, 2013). The hypocrisy 

will be reinforced if there is a physical or chronological distance between ideas and 

action but it is also reinforced if the “future approach” is used. The future approach 

is when actions only satisfy some of the demands; one can imply that within the future 

different demands will be satisfied from actions, however no proof is needed.         
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3. Method  

In the following section the research philosophy, design and strategy and also 

selection of participants, construction of the interview guide and the design of the 

analyses will be discussed and explained.    

3.1 Research philosophy and design   

 

The purpose of this research is to uncover the conflict between interest, values and 

ideas, which create the phenomenon of organized hypocrisy (Brunsson, 1986/2006, 

2003; Lipson, 2007). This research is set in the context of the complex environment 

of universities. In this dissertation we decided to search for meaning in organizations´ 

talk, decisions and actions, which led us into an interpretative perspective with the 

base in a hermeneutics philosophy. Since the dissertation aimed to uncover new 

conflicts and belongs to the field of critical theory, we found ourselves in the territory 

of hermeneutic philosophy´s critical sibling, emancipatory philosophy. This 

philosophy stands for liberating people from deception about patterns in our universe, 

which made it our obvious choice. This can be put in contrast to the research on 

organizational and leadership theory that searches for technical knowledge. 

Technical purpose of knowledge belongs to the positivistic philosophy where the 

purpose is to develop tools and models on how to lead, steer and plan for the most 

success (Alvehus, 2013; Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008).  

 

Our purpose to find conflicts between talk, decision and action led us to a qualitat ive 

research approach. This approach was a natural choice for us since qualitat ive 

research aims to see what and why in situations, whereas quantitative research aims 

at finding amounts and numbers in things (Berg & Lune, 2012). Qualitative research 

is also the preferred approach when handling multifaceted environments and 

situations, which universities can be categorized as (Denscombe, 2009). The 

dissertation is built upon an empirical base from which we made analyt ica l 

generalizations. This positioned us among inductive research reasoning. Inductive 

reasoning gives strong proof for a generalizing conclusion. This could be put in 
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perspective to research that looks for definitive answers, which is called deductive 

reasoning (Alvehus, 2013; Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008).    

3.2 Empirical design  

3.2.1 Data collection 

The aim for this study was to reach a deeper understanding about the prefect’s role 

and what conflicts of interest they have to handle. To be able to present the prefects ´ 

personal view we chose to use semi-structured interviews as our method for data 

collection (Berg & Lune, 2012). The respondents are anonymous to bring forth the 

most personal and sincere answers, without the risk of affecting their professional life 

(Denscombe, 2009). Since this dissertation is made in the field of critical theory, there 

is no demand for repeating the same study since it is not making any empirica l 

generalization, which makes it reliable (Alvehus, 2013).  

 

We started our collection of empirics with two pilot interviews, which helped us 

determine that the interview guide provided us with the desirable data for our 

research. We used an interview guide as a tool during our interviews to stay on topic 

and get as much as possible out of the interviews. We then also used the interview 

guide when analyzing the empirics collected, to have it as a base when we started that 

part of the project (Alvesson, 2002; Lind, 2014).  

3.2.2 Localism positioning 

Since our dissertation only provides analytical generalizations we found ourselves in 

a localism positioning for the interviews. Our results and analysis are both built upon 

the fact that the information is distinctive for that specific moment when the interview 

was made. Localism is careful when it comes to empirical generalizing since every 

interview should be seen as one specific moment and not an opportunity to gather 

data (Alvesson, 2003). This could be put in perspective to when interviews are made 

in a more quantitative approach, where the aim is to collect facts instead of attaining 

comprehension, which would be a neopositivistic positioning. If the research would 

have focused on creating a relationship with the participant to gain a deeper 
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understanding of the personal feelings, a romantic positing would have been the 

result. This may sound like it should have been an alternative to this research but 

since there have been criticisms that the respondents only say what they think the 

interviewer wants to hear, we chose a localism perspective (Alvesson, 2002, 2003).   

3.2.3 Participant selection 

We chose to interview middle managers within two universities in southern Sweden. 

The middle management we chose to focus on are prefects and there are a couple of 

reasons why. As a middle manager the prefect need to work actively both upwards 

and downwards in the organization, which makes it a complex role that are squeezed 

between different interests (Gabel, 2002). Also according to Currie (2010) there is a 

gap in management literature within the public sector, which is why we chose middle 

managers in universities as our empirical collection. Another interesting factor about 

the prefects´ role is that their employees, who also are their colleagues, are often 

equally qualified for the job or even more so, than themselves, which is a unique 

situation. For this project interviewing prefects was preferable since they often 

supervise bachelor dissertations themselves, they understood our position and were 

willing to be interviewed. It was also helpful that the universities are a public 

organization and therefore easier to gain access to, which with our limited timeline 

also played as a factor in our choice of participants. 

 

We chose to conduct ten interviews, including the pilot interviews, since we believed 

that this would give us sufficient data to analyze for what paradoxes might exist. 

When it came to our choice of universities we chose to look at two different 

universities with differences in size and structure between the two as well how 

convenient they were for us. The first university is called “A” and is a bit bigger and 

has a more traditional structure. The second university called “B” has left some of 

the traditional structures behind or at least reformed it and is a bit smaller then 

university “A”. For further information about the researched universities and the 

participants of this study, please see Appendix 3.  
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3.2.4 Analysis method 

We recorded all our interviews to get as accurate material as possible; we then 

transcribed half of the interviews each to be able to easily handle the material in a 

systematic indexing process. This is a method for categorizing and coding interviews 

after reoccurring themes in the material (Berg & Lune, 2012). Since we had a fairly 

small amount of interviews we had a fairly clear picture of what was reoccurring in 

the interviews after both executed and transcribed them.  

 

We started with first order coding where we found two main themes, steering and 

hypocrisy. These arose from our theoretical framework with the main areas of middle 

management, leadership and organizational hypocrisy. From the main themes we 

finally extracted six subsidiary themes during our second hand coding. Within 

steering we found three subsidiaries that were brought up in constantly in during the 

interviews, which were leadership, academic leadership, and influential factors of 

steering. The three subsidiary themes for hypocrisy that were mentioned repetitive 

during the interviews and therefore were selected as coupling/decoupling, 

administrative dilemmas, and personnel dilemmas. They were established from 

repetitive anecdotes and use of similar words that the transcribed material 

enlightened. In the process of deciding on these six codes there were a substantia l 

amount of work in distinguishing what codes were too complex and had to be divided 

into two new codes and which ones were too vague to stand on its own. One example 

of vague coding were the weight of the academic title and gender that later in the 

process were combined into influential factors. We decided to let this part of the 

coding process take as much time as needed to ensure a high level of reliability in the 

material as possible (Campbell, Quincy, Osserman and Pedersen, 2013).  

 

Both first and second hand coding was founded in an intercoder agreement, a joint 

discussion between the authors to agree upon the codes. We saw this fit to apply this 

approach since it is shown that two coders with equal knowledge of the area provides 

more reliability to the coded material than a single coder. If we had more time we 

would have added a section of intercoder reliability where the coders’ work 



 

 

 

17 

separately from each other to certify the agreement of codes (Campbell, Quincy, 

Osserman and Pedersen, 2013). The final part of the coding process is shown more 

clearly in this model. 

 

 

 

Table 3.1 Examples of coding 

Quote Code Subsidiary theme 

“On Friday it is my day for 

research but it is very hard to 

keep.” 

The role as prefect is 

growing. 

Administration 

Dilemma 

“We return to the freedom at 

universities, we do not have 

goals that can be defined.” 

Freedom at the 

university 

Coupling and 

decoupling 
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4. Results and analysis 

In this section the results from the research and the analysis of the material will be 

presented in the main themes from the coding, steering and hypocrisy.  

4.1 Steering 

4.1.1 Leadership  

This section presents an analysis on the respondents’ perceptions of management and 

leadership. All of the respondents agreed that working as a manager within a 

university is special in the sense that there is a lot of freedom and all colleagues are 

highly educated. When asked what most characterizes a managerial position at a 

university, respondent A3 who is on his second three-year term, stated; 

Greater freedom is the big thing. One other big thing is that you work 
with highly educated people and they are also very driven. Many of 

them also have their own money from the Swedish Research Council, 
so basically they are their own managers according to themselves.  

 

The respondent implies that management and leadership within universities are 

perhaps not the same as in the private sector. Management and leadership need to be 

separate within the academic world because according to Zaleznik (1992) there is a 

difference in how leaders act and think in relation to managers. A typical example of 

acting more as a leader instead of a manager is explained by A5 from one of the small 

institutions as; 

To manage at a university can be compared to herding cats. Everyone 

is going in different directions and I am supposed to lead them. By the 
professors almost having their own budget their need for control 

decreases, I only make sure that they remember they can’t hire a 
person they are related to, things whether they are allowed or not 
allowed to do. To keep some track of them so that rules are followed 

because we are still a government agency. Things that you can do 
within the private sector. 

 

The respondent compares management at a university to herding cats: it is almost 

impossible, to have full control over the employees. Because of the great freedom the 

workplace provides, they are free to perform their tasks whichever way they want. 
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This is also one of the reasons why the role of a prefect can be operated part time. 

Most of the prefects interviewed have a part time employment as a prefect.  However 

one respondent who worked a lot more with leadership than management had a 

different opinion.  

By saying leading is like herding cats I believe that you are 
strengthening a sort of perception by saying that, I think it is wrong 

and is nothing like that. We must be able to keep a dialogue with our 
co-workers and not talk about them as they were cats, I know it’s a 
metaphor, but still. Have you ever tried to herd cats, it might work 

really well, I don’t know? 

 

With this answer respondent B3 from the more modern university, showed the first 

sign of breaking the trend of being a manager in a university as opposed to being a 

leader. During the last couple of years leadership has emerged within the academic 

world and a lot of effort has been put into it. A couple of years ago, being a manager 

within a university was more about management and leadership came second 

(Gleeson & Knights, 2008). This is confirmed by A7 who have several years of 

experience; 

The perception of leadership has changed, very much I think. It is 
important with leadership and what it is. We are leaving the belief of 

doing your military service for three years to actually wanting to 
become a manager.  

 

This statement shows that highly academic researchers and lecturers at university are 

starting to accept the post of manager instead of seeing it as a sort of punishment. All 

respondents to various degrees brought up this new trend. Some have accepted it 

more than others. When the interviews were conducted, the impression was that 

university B that has switched to a different organizational structure than univers ity 

A, has more successfully adapted to having leadership as a more important part of 

the managerial duty. A statement made by respondent B2, who has experience from 

the private sector further indicates; 

I believe that management and leadership is considered being an own 
profession, it is not something you just jump into and work with for a 
while. 
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On the contrary respondent A5 who made his career totally in the university world, 

states; 

Half of the employment I am a part of the colleagues. I am not sure if 

I would want to be a manager 100% of the time, at least not for a 
longer period of time, then you lose yourself. Research is the most 
important and you cannot fall behind. (…) We do not have any full 

time prefects. No one thinks they want to be a prefect their whole life 
and you are employed as a lecturer or a professor and this is just an 

assignment to the side.  

 

This shows the contrasts from the two different universities. Where university B sees 

the prefect role as a profession, university A still sees it as a side assignment. 

 

Although the perceptions of the role of a middle manager differ, university A is 

modernizing. Public sector organizations that are resistant to change such as 

University A are currently modernizing due to the view on leadership (Gleeson, 

Knights, 2008). Seeing the role of a middle manager as an obligatory assignment for 

three years is changing. These modernizations are changing the perceptions of the 

role within both universities. A3 who is one of the younger respondents has a good 

description of the changing role and the emerging leadership; 

Once I was told that, “I heard you were a prefect nowadays, that’s a 

shame.” There is a view of one pointing at someone saying, now it is 
your turn, we have no use for you. This doesn’t work because you 

need certain characteristics, and the last couple of years I have 
sensed that that view of the prefect has changed. 

 

Due to the to the different opinions on how a prefect should act and take on 

responsibilities as well as the perception change of the role among universit ie s 

this can cause a dilemma for newly appointed prefects. They do not know how 

to steer the institution because they can receive instructions from two different 

directions, either steering by more traditional management or steering with the 

modern leadership. It can also depend on the history of the institution, how the 

steering has been conducted there before. This can cause a paradox situat ion 

between talk and action, where perhaps the institution has a more traditiona l 

perception on steering while the university wants to modernize its prefects. It 
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can also be the other way around and cause a conflict in ideas or interest where 

you want to be more of a leader than a manager while colleagues or in the 

university’s’ best interest to be more traditional. 

One dilemma that might occur when collegial leadership is used is the shift of 

management. Once a prefect decides to leave the role as a manager for the institut ion, 

one would then only be one of the colleagues again. Most respondents had given this 

a considerable thought about how they would react when leaving their position as a 

prefect. However none of them consider it being a problem having a new leader who 

might act differently or what view their colleagues have of them after being their 

manager for a while. Therefore a conflict of interest would not appear.  

 No, and if it gets weird then I will deal with it I guess by telling that person, you seem 

reluctant to work together with me, why is that?(…) If the new prefect says something 

that I don’t agree with I will probably still sit there and nod, otherwise you are not 

an asset for the institution but a liability. 

4.1.2 Academic Leadership 

This section will focus on the paradoxes and dilemmas that the academic leadership 

causes within universities. The response that we received from the interviews was 

that collegial leadership is something that is positive and necessary within academic 

leadership. According to Haikola (2000) collegial leadership is the way to manage an 

institution at a university because of the number of high academics and professiona ls. 

All of the respondents have a favorable view of collegial leadership. Respondent A5 

describes his role as impossible if there were no collegial leadership. With the low 

amount of direct control it becomes easier to conduct the role as a prefect on part 

time. 

I would not have managed this job at 50 % otherwise, then I would 
have to get in front. 

 

The respondent means that if collegial leadership did not exist, the role as a middle 

manager at a university would change and more direct control would be used and this 

would cause a great dilemma. This means it would be more of a managerial than a 

leadership role (Zaleznik, 1992). 
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However, a dilemma that occurs when becoming primus inter pares (first among 

equals) is the relationship with their colleagues. To still be a colleague but also 

determine their salary can be challenging and a paradox situation in different ways. 

For example, respondent A1 that have been prefect for several years describes the 

situation as follows: 

I would say that the hardest part about managing, is managing those 
who I was colleagues with before I became a manager. It is hard 

because I myself feel like a colleague and therefore it sometimes is 
hard if you are going to be critical, giving credit is not that difficult, 

but if you are not it is difficult since they feel like my friends too.  

 

Respondent A2 is in agreement with respondent A1 and feels that it is difficult but 

due to the support of the academic leadership they are able to switch from being a 

manager to being a colleague since they consider themselves both managers and 

colleagues; 

Of course it is a difficult task. (…) To get things done it is rather a 
question of leading people towards working together. If it is really 

tough decisions then it becomes harder, like dismissing employees 
and so on. It has not really been a problem due to the collegial 
leadership which gives you the support of your colleagues. 

One dilemma that could occur is when to be a manager and when to be a 

colleague. Deciding on how these different roles should intertwine and 

coexist is important because otherwise it can cause paradox situations. An 

example would be on decisions regarding the institution. If the colleagues 

have a different preferred outcome than the one that is the best of the 

institution. Should you then be the manager or the colleague? This could 

cause conflict of interests and could affect the best interest of the institut ion 

by perhaps listening more to your colleagues instead of seeing them as 

employees. 

4.1.3 Influential factors 

One of the big problems that has occurred as a result of the modernization of public 

organizations is who should be a middle manager in a university institution. Authority 
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within collegial leadership is based on knowledge rather than one’s position in the 

hierarchy (Haikola, 2000). The one factor that the prefects think affect their 

colleagues’ view of them as leaders the most, is their academic title. Together with a 

high academic title as a professor, knowledge comes with it. Respondent A3 

describes it as; 

You should be judged on how one leads an organization but the higher 

academic title the more understanding you have for the university. 
(…) The academic title still has weight in the university. 

 

A majority of the interviewees feel that they are judged depending on their title and 

need to prove themselves. However this then becomes a paradoxical situation. Should 

you use someone with a high knowledge of the university or are they better suited 

somewhere else? Are professors most suited to become leaders? Prefect A3 from one 

of the bigger institutions, states; 

Those researchers who are on the top within a certain area can often 
be peculiar individuals, they have no other life, and it is their calling. 

A person like that is not someone who I would want as a prefect. 

 

According to Singh (2013) a good leader needs emotional intelligence and social 

skills in order to create a good collegial environment. Respondent A3 means that 

professors could be so focused on their work and driven within their research field 

that they lack the social skills needed to become a leader. The experienced respondent 

A1 also states this; 

The most brilliant researcher does not have to be the best leader. 

This paradox is another example that universities are in the time of change and 

modernizing. Universities are accepting the growth of leadership in middle 

management or the role as prefect more than before. The paradox situation also 

implies when deciding upon who should lead. If the decision is based on knowledge 

the institution will lose its stability within the area of research because they are 

putting their top researchers on a managerial role instead of having them doing what 

they are the best at. The situation is described by respondent B2: 

There are no nice or ugly jobs, it comes down to using the right people 

in the right position. 
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Another paradox is the issue of gender inequality within middle management. Today 

in general all organizations have pressure to introduce and show gender equality; it 

is the same within universities. One of their goals is to have greater gender equality, 

however according to male respondent A4, it is hard to find women who will be 

suitable leaders. There are two main reasons to why: either the subject area is very 

male dominated or appointing a woman is not in the best interests of the institution; 

There still is some “good girl” syndrome, it has decreased but there 
still are some. A woman on that position would have had to fight back 
in order to gain reputation within the field of research. And those we 

have but I do not want to waste them on the role as prefect. 

This paradox situation occurs due to a conflict of value and interest. Where the 

faculties for example value gender equality and the instructions are that more women 

should be appointed as prefects, but that might not be possible if an institution or a 

subject is male dominated or it is not in their interest to waste their female colleagues 

on a managerial role.  

One of the questions we asked was how collegial leadership would be affected if a 

manager was hired from outside the institution. The respondents were in agreement 

that hiring outside managers might perhaps benefit organizations in the private sector 

but not universities due to the fact that collegial leadership rests upon the middle 

manager having considerable knowledge of the institution and the subjects that is 

taught (Haikola, 2000). If a manager who is externally recruited not possess the 

knowledge required to gain the trust from the employees, the respondents did not 

think it was going to be successful. Respondent A3 responded; 

If you recruit an external middle manager and if I put myself in their 
shoes in a subject I have no understanding of, I would have a different 

perception of it. (…) A lot of strategic questions would be asked that 
an external manager never would be able to answer. There are 

disadvantages being collegially chosen but I see few, the advantages 
outweigh the disadvantages. 

4.2 Hypocrisy 

As earlier established, organizational hypocrisy is when an organization or someone 

in an organization says one thing, decides one thing but in the end does something 
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else, this is often the result of a conflict of interests, values and ideas (Brunsson, 2003; 

Brunsson, 1989/2006; Lipson, 2007). 

4.2.1 Coupling and decoupling 

In this section we will address the amount of coupling or decoupling there is in the 

university world and how middle managers perceive and understand this. Different 

results have been reported in the research on decoupling and coupling, for example 

universities, have been placed as both a coupled and a decoupled type of organiza t ion 

(Orton & Weick, 1990).   

 

The empirical data shows an agreement appearing that universities are a decoupled 

organization and several of the respondents refer to it as one of the main reason why 

people chose to work in this type of organizations. Respondent A4 who has spent his 

entire work life at the university, explained it like this:  

Here at the university we have more freedom… in the sense that in 

our research we can choose ourselves, what we want to work with. 

And in teaching I can bring in parts from other areas. 

Almost all of the respondents continued on the same track and talked about freedom 

in their research and teaching, but also the importance for them and their colleagues 

to have that freedom. There is considerable evidence to support that the respondents 

also feel decoupled and “free” from their managers, the faculties and deans, in their 

role as prefects and not just as an employee at the university. This can be seen as a 

upper managements way of letting the middle manager lead the departments in the 

way he or she see fit to reach the goal set from higher in the organization. Respondent 

A5 from one of the medium-large institutions described the relationship with the dean 

as:  

It is good without much steering. I do have an obligation to report to 

the dean but that barely ever happens. They come once a year to check 

some things, otherwise not much contact.  

At the same time when this decoupled environment is discussed in the context of the 

relationship between prefects and their employees it was described as both something 



 

 

 

26 

positive and something negative. Respondent A6 with experience from other work 

places than the university sees advantages with the decoupled relationship: 

To be able to give them the freedom to solve their own tasks so that I 

do not need to steer them. I can say you have a doctor’s degree, solve 

it and do it great. 

Respondent A1 on the other hand, who have worked at the university ever since her 

time as student, on the other hand, sees some of the disadvantages of the decoupled 

relationship between prefects and employees claiming: 

Some people (employees) want you to stay out of everything they 

do…sometimes I think they have misunderstood the freedom at the 

university.  

This can be interpreted as a conflict between values and interest for the middle 

manager (Brunsson, 2003; Brunsson, 1989/2006; Lipson, 2007). It can be a dilemma 

for the middle manager to become one with the role since there is a part of the person 

who still is only an employee. There is a value in being free in the university world 

so that research and teaching can be planned individually. But when it comes to the 

prefects’ employees, there is also an interest in steering them so that everything goes 

as planned and the goals are fulfilled. These examples demonstrate how the univers ity 

is a decoupled organization in many ways, even if this is not always understood 

(Brunsson, 1989/2006; Lipson, 2007), but not always.  

 

There are several examples of an open dialogue between the prefects and their 

faculties. There is also a view among the prefects that when help is needed one can 

go to the faculties and deans for help and guidance. Respondent A7 with several years 

of experience explained: 

We meet with the dean and faculty once a month and I see that as a 

good opportunity to bring up your questions together with the other 

prefects.   

Respondent B3 who is on her first three-year term, also brought up this type of 

communication structure explaining: 
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We (all faculty prefects) have meetings every other week together with 

the dean, when we can discuss common questions and problems, 

which I think is very good. 

This kind of statement makes the view of universities lean more towards a loose-

coupled organization than a totally decoupled one. As mentioned before, there is 

inconsistency in the research whether universities are coupled or decoupled, which 

once again seems to be the case (Orton & Weick, 1990). However some of these 

inconsequential examples for loosely coupled and totally decoupled organiza t ion 

structures, could partly be due to in what state the prefect´s institution is in. A couple 

of the prefects have argued that the institution´s freedom from the faculty often is 

connected to a good result over the years. Respondent A7 explains this as follows:  

As long as things are running smoothly and you are a winner, the 

relationship both upwards and downwards is very easily handled.     

This could be interpreted into as long as your institution performs well the 

relationship with the faculty will stay decoupled and the relationship towards the 

employees will be easier to handle as decoupled. This mentality can provide the 

organization with a positive spirit of providing good results to keep once freedom.      

4.2.2 Administrative dilemmas  

In this section administrative duties will be analyzed. This will be one of the sections 

we will analyze since this is a work load that the prefects’ feel is constantly growing 

(Lorenz, 2014). A discussion repetitively recurred throughout the material that 

focused on the administrative duties of the prefect. For many this seems to be a big 

part of the routines and it is growing and causing a negative spiral of hypocrisy. 

Respondent A7 that have been on the position several years, explained this as follows : 

To not become a full time administrator, I am instead providing the 

minimum effort required to not go to jail when it comes to 

administration. And then I even have someone hired to help me so that 

I can at least try to focus on keeping the quality in research and 

education.  

The respondents feel that there is a growing focus on the amount of paperwork and 

statistics rather than the education and research, which the prefects often see as their 

main job. All prefects except one in this research had a prefect position that was less 
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than full-time, i.e. 100%. The rest of their hours at work are supposed to be spent on 

research and teaching. All of them have said that the role as prefect takes up at least 

100% of their time and beyond that they have some teaching to do and their research 

falls behind since there is no time left. Respondent A4 who is one of the older prefects 

explained this as follows: 

My role as prefect is only 50% because you are supposed to teach and 

do research but it is almost impossible. I am a prefect 100% of my 

time and then I have a little bit of teaching… but I almost do not  do 

research anymore… I have a friend who is also a prefect who says 

after 6 years you have fallen so far behind in the research that you 

can never go back to your field`… If I followed all the legal 

requirements that are upon us, we would have to stop with all 

teaching and research, there would be no time.     

This situation seems to create a conflict between the faculties´ and the prefects’ 

values. The faculties as well as higher instances, value the numbers and ability to 

control what is going on from a distance whereas the prefects value the teaching and 

researching, which leads to the kind of hypocrisy indicated in the first quotation 

above from respondent A7 (Brunsson, 1989/2006; Lipson, 2007).  

 

Another recurring dilemma when carrying out administrative work is when 

instructions are given from higher up in the hierarchy that are almost impossible for 

the prefects to implement. This becomes a situation where there is a conflict between 

decision and action which the middle manager has to balance (Brunsson, 1989/2006; 

Lipson, 2007). Repeatedly the examples given on this subject focus on the fact that 

the implementation of these projects would be very expensive for the institution and 

they do not have the budget for these extra tasks. Respondent A3 described a situation 

where this could occur: 

There is a high level of civil disobedience at the university… where 

people step on the brake or refuse to do something. An example is 

when the faculty wanted to develop the archiving system where we 

(the prefects) would have to hire more archivists on our budgets. We 

said no… it ended with the faculty having to hire people on their 

budget who could help all of us.  
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These situations can be traced back to the four relationships Brunsson (1989/2006) 

describes, i.e. the kind of relationship where actions control ideas. If the prefects had 

accepted the first proposal of the idea of hiring archivists on a faculty level would not 

have appeared in this situation.    

 

There are other situations when instructions come from higher levels in the hierarchy 

that create dilemmas for the prefects in their unique role.  As a consequence of being 

a spokesperson for the university, there are occasions when the prefects seem to have 

to defend a decision of someone senior to them; they may not agree with the decision 

(Franken, Penney & Branson, 2015). This causes a conflict between personal 

decisions and actions and we have two different approaches on handling these 

situations (Brunsson, 1989/2006; Lipson, 2007). The first category for handling this  

conflict are the ones that openly say that they do not agree on what has been decided 

but the institution will have to follow the decision anyway. An example of this 

category is respondent A1: 

 I do not feel that I have to defend anything. I say this is a stupid 

decision but we are going to do it. 

In this category the prefects talk and decision are different and is a mild form of 

hypocrisy (Brunsson, 1989/2006). The second category contains those prefects that 

stand behind the university´s decisions and defend them as their own before their 

employees. In this case the personal interest and the decision split put the façade 

towards the employees sees a united decision presented for them (Brunsson, 

1989/2006). One example of this category is respondent A6 who explains the 

situations as follows:  

Sometimes a decision comes from above where I wanted option A but 

the decision became option B…. but I do not have any problems to go 

to the employees, pretend and say this is a brilliant decision. 

The prefects are equally divided between the two categories and they have strong 

opinions that the prefects in the opposite category are definitely doing it wrong. 
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The last dilemma that we have been able to uncover about administration in this 

material are situations when the prefects have a task but no tools which to solve it 

satisfactorily with. A task that several of the respondents have seen this problem with, 

is how to keep track of the employees´ work hours and how the hours are divided 

between research and teaching. Respondent A6 who has worked outside the 

university, gave a concrete example on this: 

We do not have any planning system for the employees… you write in 

small little books and no one keeps any real track of it.        

This generates a difference between talk and action even if it is not on purpose and 

this also reveals a conflict between the interest of keeping track of the hours and the 

ideas on how to solve this task.     

4.2.3 Personnel dilemmas  

This section will look at one of the other main parts of the prefects’ role, the 

employees. An often used quotation in this material is “how to herd cats” and is meant 

to   explain how the prefect’s role is only to walk behind his or her employees to see 

that no one falls behind and trying to spot danger before the group does. As discussed 

before, the prefects see their relationship to their employees more coupled than the 

one they themselves have with their superiors. The material shows that there is a 

certain group of people that tries to be less coupled than the rest of the group. These 

people require more work to stay with the group. Respondent A4 described it as 

follows: 

You have around 10% of your employees that take 90% of your time… 

it may even only be 3% but they take 100% of your time.  

This is a reoccurring theme among the respondents and they are all cohesive on the 

opinion that they take not only time but also energy. It is also said that usually it is 

the same group of people with some variation but usually the same employees’ names 

reoccur in these situations. Many see it as a problem with recruitment and the 

extensive rights the employees have since they work in the public sector. The 

employees’ rights leads to that an employee can take all the prefects’ time year after 

year with barely a possibility to discharge the person. The prefects still see that it is 

their responsibility to handle these employees and keep trying to solve the problem. 
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This is an obvious conflict between the interest in disposing the time-consuming 

factor that the employee has become and the value in being responsible to handle the 

problem properly (Brunsson, 1989/2006).  

 

Another partly related dilemma, is the employee environment with dominatingly 

careerists. Most employees at universities seem to work there to become a researcher, 

which creates a competitive environment where people sometimes support decisions 

because they will gain personally, even if these are not advantageous for the 

university as a whole. For many of the respondents this becomes a problem since they 

represent the university and this can become a strong conflict of interest in different 

situations where employees try to take advantage of the university without giving 

back (Brunsson, 1989/2006; Lipson, 2007). Respondent A7s institute is very research 

driven and he sums up the dilemma as follows: 

This is a little bit of a special workplace. There are very many 

careerists, the whole system is like that and there is a lot of 

competitiveness. You need to try to find a way where you create an 

environment where you simplify for the career that affirms the 

individual at the same time as you create understanding that, the kind 

of career you want is hard to achieve without a strong base in your 

institute. Make them invest in their environment and not only their 

own opportunities. 

Even if this may seem as a dilemma with a clear solution but obviously the continued 

problems with these situations show that it is not as easy to turn these guidelines into 

reality. 

 

Another dilemma that we have established in the course of our study is the conflict 

of interest between teaching and research. For many prefects it can be hard to 

motivate teaching, which is the university’s main assignment, since many of the 

employees work there for the freedom and opportunity for a research career. This 

becomes a conflict between the same interest as discussed previously, the employee’s 

career and the interest for the university as an organization and their duty to teach 

(Brunsson, 1989/2006). Most institutions require in the contract that teachers teach. 
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The problem does still exist since many institutions are depending on the money that 

researchers collect from assignments outside of the university. Respondent A7 

touched on the subject in the following remark: 

Sometimes we have a very low understanding for what our main duty 

is and how to solve it… many ´buy´ themselves out of the teaching 

obligation. 

This dilemma seems to be more common at those institutions that focus more on the 

research field and that have a budget that require extensive amounts of external 

research funding.         
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5. Conclusions and Discussion  

This section presents the conclusion, discussion and suggestions for future research.  

 

5.1 Conclusion 

Organizational hypocrisy is the result of a conflict between ideas, values and/or 

interests of an organization. One conflict that has been revealed between values and 

ideas is the factor of having collegial leadership at universities, where one of the 

colleagues gets nominated and elected to become a middle manager, leading the other 

colleagues. Another component of the conflict is that many of these leaders later on 

go back to being a regular employee. When a leader is chosen from among the 

colleagues it creates a conflict between your personal values and the interest of 

keeping the role and therefore creates an opening to please someone else’s values 

instead. With the factor that you one day may go back to being only a colleague adds 

a conflict of pleasing colleagues’ values instead of the interest of the organizations to 

not get retributions from the colleague who obtains the role after oneself.   

   

A second conflict that was found is a conflict between ideas and interests as well as 

values when a new prefect is appointed for an institution. The traditional idea is that 

a prefect should be someone who is selected for their high academic title and their 

great knowledge about both the university and the area of research of the institut ion. 

However this may come in conflict with the interest of the university and also the 

institution. By having the best researcher as a prefect instead of being a top researcher 

could cause both the institution and the university to lose their competitiveness. It is 

also debatable whether a top researcher is well suited to become a prefect due to the 

fact that they could be unique individuals who are very goal oriented and focused on 

their research. Appointing a new prefect could also lead to a conflict between the 

university’s values and the institution’s interest. The university values a gender equal 

society and are pushing toward having more female managers. However this can 

cause a conflict with the interests of an institution when they are male dominated and 

does not wish to waste their few female colleagues on managerial tasks.    
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Another major conflict that has been revealed is having a lot of freedom working at 

a university. University employees and prefects value the freedom and the decoupled 

hierarchy. By having a decoupled organization, prefects are free to steer their 

institution as they see fit, as well as, actually being able to perform the tasks as 

managers with the time given. On the other hand when the decoupled organiza t ion 

structure is discussed in the context of the relationship between the prefects and their 

employees, it is sometimes viewed as less positive. For example in these situations it 

can be seen as negative that employees can be hard to steer in a decoupled 

organization and that they use the freedom at universities too extensively. In this way 

the values of freedom and the prefect’s interests are in conflict with each other.  

 

The growing burden of administrative duties creates a conflict between ideas and 

values of the prefect and their superiors. The majority of the prefects interviewed 

have stated that the administrational duties are growing for every day that goes by. 

Their role becomes to a greater extent focused on handling administrative tasks rather 

than focusing on their ideas and values which are important for the institution, such 

as teaching and research. This causes an attitude to do the least amount possible of 

the administrational duties to not get disclosed by breaking rules and laws but at the 

same time have time for what themselves see as important. The prefect also value 

their relationship with the faculties and wishes to fulfill the tasks given to them in the 

best possible way as well as finishing the tasks appointed to them. 

 

The last major conflict found is the interests between the careerists and the interest 

between the prefect and the university. The personnel demands extensive amount of 

time and contains dilemmas. As any other middle manager, the prefects spend a great 

deal of time on their employees. The unique part of the prefects’ assignment is that 

their employees are highly educated and sometimes even academically superior to 

the prefect. Therefore the interests of an employee are more focused on making a 

career for themselves rather than focusing on the prefect’s as well as the university’s 

interests, such as the goals and success of the institution. This conflict can also be 
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difficult to handle for a prefect since they both represent the universities interests but 

are also supposed to support and encourage employees to both teach and do research.  

 

With the help of understanding these different types of conflicts between interests, 

values, and ideas and the way they create paradox situations and dilemmas we have 

gained understanding of our research question; what paradox situations and dilemmas 

must middle management handle at Swedish universities? A major finding is that 

most hypocrisy behavior within middle management at universities generates from 

paradoxes caused by conflicts of interests between different parties in the 

organization. Analyzing these conflicts above has led to a greater understanding of 

what causes hypocrisy behavior within middle management at Swedish universities.  

 

 

5.2 Discussion 

The empirical findings revealed a number of dilemmas and paradoxes among these 

prefects. A paradox is defined as a situation or statement that seems impossible or 

is difficult to understand due to two opposite facts or characteristics (Cambridge 

Dictionary, 2016). When learning about the role of a prefect, collegial leadership is 

something that goes hand in hand. As there are positive aspects of collegia l 

leadership it also brings dilemmas (Haikola, 2000). One of these dilemmas is having 

to make decisions that involve your colleagues. However, collegial leadership is a 

slow process while universities today are facing rapid change (Haikola, 2000; 

Gleeson & Knights, 2008). This creates a dilemma that slows down decision 

making in a rapid changing environment. 

 

A paradox to be addressed is the selection of who would be a good prefect. As 

universities are often resistant to change, changing views on leadership is a vital 

ingredient to why they are modernizing (Gleeson, Knights, 2008). This changing 

view on both the prefect role and the leadership raises the question, who is to 

become an institutional leader? All of the respondents argue for the prefect’s 
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knowledge as the primarily attribute. This is in accordance with Haikola (2000) who 

states that the authority needed to lead professionals comes from knowledge, which 

often comes from a high academic title. However, during the interviews a majority 

of the respondents wanted a prefect who suits Singhs (2013) interpretation of a good 

leader, by having high emotional intelligence. During the interviews it became 

evident that instead of focusing on leadership a high academic individual might be 

more driven toward research and the institution. This becomes a conflict of interest 

between values and ideas, which can lead to organizational hypocrisy (Brunsson, 

1989/2006).  

 

As previously explained in the introduction a middle manager is caught in the 

middle of a hierarchy and needs to satisfy both upwards and downwards (Gable, 

2002). According to the respondents and Haikola (1999), freedom and autonomy is 

necessary in order for academic leadership to work. Freedom creates a decoupled 

organization which increases the possibility for hypocrisy (Brunsson, 2003). The 

freedom that a decoupled organization provides is seen as a problem as well by the 

respondents because sometimes the “herd of cats” is too difficult to control. But it 

is not chocking that this situations exist since the decoupled party tend to go their 

own way (Brunsson, 1989/2006; Orton & Weick, 1990).  This becomes a paradox 

for the respondents because of the conflict between the interest in their own freedom 

and the interest in steering their employees.  

 

Another type of hypocrisy found is in the administrative tasks prefects need to 

handle. Collegial leadership flattens an organization (Singh, 2013), as an 

organization flattens the workload of middle managers in general increases 

(McConville & Holden, 1999). Universities are no different, and the respondents 

that have had the role as prefect for a while have noticed an increase in 

administrative work. The increased workload affects the managers in a negative 

way and the health and wellbeing of managers within universities are worse due to 

stress from the increased workload (Lorenz, 2014). The collected data shows an 

rising amount of hypocrisy occurring when the increasing workload creates a 
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conflict of interest between universities will to control and prefects that strive to 

develop and invest in education and research (Brunsson, 1989/2006).  

 

Some of the dilemmas embedded in the prefect role were traced back to personnel 

issues. Professionals such as professors need little supervision and attention, which 

is a part of professionalism (Mintzberg, 1998; Haikola, 2000). Therefore leadership, 

defined by Northouse (2010) is “a process where an individual influences a group 

of individuals to achieve a common goal”. According to the respondents “the winds 

are heading” whereas leadership is becoming more important than management in 

order to be able to lead professionals. This brings us back to what was said earlier. 

Who should be a leader? These are some of the dilemmas within personnel issues.  

All of these personnel dilemmas have its origin in a conflict of interest and values 

(Brunsson, 1989/2006).  

 

To return to the research question presented in section one, what paradox situations 

and dilemmas must middle management handle at Swedish universities?, the results 

present paradoxes and dilemmas exist within middle management at Swedish 

universities. There are paradoxes and dilemmas within the role as prefect and most 

of these situations are within collegial leadership, administrative work, and 

personnel-related work. The major findings show organizational hypocrisy, 

paradoxes and dilemmas exist at the two universities studied.  

5.3 Future Research 

The role of middle management within Swedish universities is changing. Some are 

adapting the change quicker than others while some have problems accepting the 

new role of a prefect. Together with change, new dilemmas and paradoxes rises and 

middle managers will learn how to deal with them in other ways than they do today. 

We propose that that future research can be carried out looking at all universities in 

Sweden. Is the organizational hypocrisy different throughout the country? By 

enlarging the research scale it will cause a much broader view of the phenomenon. 

As well as going international and comparing Swedish universities with 

international universities who as well uses collegial leadership. 
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Appendix 1 

Intervjuguide (Swedish) (semi-strukturerad) test intervju! 

 

Uppvärmning 

1. Vad är din position på institutionen? Hur stor är din avdelning? 

2. Hur skulle du beskriva dina arbetsuppgifter? Rutiner? En vanlig dag? 

3. Vad är ledarskap för dig? Varför?  

4. Vad är det som utmärker att jobba på ett universitet? 

 

Ämnesfrågor 

5. Vad utmärker att ha en chefsposition på ett universitet? 

6. Hur är det att vara chef över kollegorna? 

7. Anser du att din utbildningsnivå/kön/ålder spelar in i hur du ses i rollen som 

prefekt? 

8. Vad utmärker en middle manager enligt dig? 

9. Finns det tillfällen då du upplever att rollen som prefekt har utmaningar kopplade 

till sig? 

10. Medför jobbet motsägelsefulla ”kommandon”? Exempel? 

11. Hur löser du sådan situationer? Exempel? 

12.  Finns det situationer då beslut och handling skiljer sig åt för att nå ett lyckat 

resultat? Exempel? 

13. Finns det situationer då du får uppgifter som är omöjliga att utföra/går emot dina 

värderingar? Exempel på situationer/konflikter! 

14. Finns där några speciella egenskaper med just prefekt rollen? 

15. Har förutsättningarna för att vara prefekt ändrats under din period på posten? 

16. Finns det situationer då du måste försvara ett system som du egentligen inte 

stödjer? Eventuellt går emot de anställdas vilja/behov? 
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Appendix 2 

Interview Guide (English) 

 

Warm up! 

1. What is your position at the institution? How big are your department? 

2. How would you describe your work duties? Routines? A regular day?  

3. What is leadership for you? Why? 

4. What is different with working at a university?  

Subject question! 

5. How is a leadership position at a university special? 

6. How is it to be chief over the colleagues?  

7. Do you think your degree/gender/age affect how you are perceived as prefect? 

8. What stands out about being a middle manager for you? 

9. Is there moments where you experience that the role as prefect has challenges 

connected to it? 

10. Do you ever get contradictory instructions? Examples? 

11. How do you solve those kind of situations? 

12. Is there situations when you have to say one thing and do another to reach a 

positive outcome? Examples? 

13. Do you ever get tasks that seem impossible or against your morals? 

14. Is there something special about being prefect? 

15. Have the role changed during your active time? 

16. Is there situations when you have to justify a decision that you do not agree upon 

or that goes against the employees will/need? 
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Appendix 3 

 

A= University A, which is a big university in south of Sweden with a traditional structure.  

B= University B, which is a medium university in south of Sweden with a more modern 

structure. 

Participant  

Nickname  

Gender Department 

size* 

Year as prefect Field 

A1 Woman Medium More than 6 Natural science 

A2 Man Medium to Big More than 6 Social science 

A3 Man Big 3-6 years Natural science 

A4 Man Big 3-6 years Natural science 

A5 Man Small 3-6 years Social science 

A6 Man Medium to Big More than 6 Social science 

A7 Man Medium More than 6 Natural science 

B1 Man Small 3-6 years Natural science 

B2 Woman Medium to Big Less than 3 Natural science 

B3 Woman Medium Less than 3 Social science 

* Small= 20-40 Medium=40-60   

   Medium-Big=60-100      Big=100+ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


