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The primary focus of previous studies of university autonomy in Canada has been on 
the provincial “system” through an exploration of system-level policy and governance. In 
our study we shift the unit of analysis down to the level of the institution: how do specific 
universities experience institutional autonomy in the context of provincial systems? What 
can we learn by looking across these institutional experiences in different Canadian juris-
dictions?

Our work has also been influenced by Pierre Bourdieu (1993), who distinguished be-
tween fields of restricted cultural production (where autonomous producers create cul-
tural goods for other producers), and fields of large-scale production (where investments 
are driven by the quest for markets and profits, with production addressing pre-existing 
external needs and producers who are subordinate to those who control the mechanisms 
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In total, 86 interviews were conducted at the provincial and institutional levels. We then 
compared the data collected about the state-level governance and institutional governance 
of the six universities along numerous dimensions, to identify the following: commonali-
ties and differences amongst provinces and case universities; changes over time; implica-
tions for the governance of the universities and their relative autonomy; and insights into 
how the external and internal governance of the universities fostered the exercise of aca-
demic judgement and responsiveness to the needs and demands of external stakeholders.

External Governance of Universities in Canada

The great majority of Canada’s approximately 100 universities are not-for-profit cor-
porations, established by acts of provincial legislatures. Some were founded by colonial or 
(after 1867) provincial governments; others were sponsored by churches or private bene-
factors (Lang, 2005). As independent corporations, they traditionally had the capacity to 
enter into contracts, own assets, determine employment arrangements, allocate funds in-
ternally, and so on. Although the great majority are public (in that they receive operating 
funding from provincial governments), there are major differences between institutions 
in terms of size and program mix, and the sector is highly stratified. At the top of the hi-
erarchy are a handful of institutions that meet Altbach and Balan’s (2007) definition of a 
research university (p. 6) and are ranked amongst the global university elite. Most of the 
case universities in this study meet this definition, being the flagship universities in their 
respective provinces.

The provincial governance of the case universities was similar insofar as the latter 
all operated under provincial legislation, they all received provincial operating funding, 
there were similarities in the policy and regulatory regimes to which they were subject, 
and provincial governments appointed some of the members of their boards. That said, 
there were also differences in several of the dimensions discussed below, the significance 
of which emerged from the cross-case analysis. In the sections that follow, we describe 
these dimensions of the universities’ external governance before summarizing the impli-
cations for their autonomy.

Historical Context

Differences in the histories of universities in the five provinces and of their relationships 
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tions are within their control. In Nova Scotia and Ontario, universities were deemed to 
be outside the control of government and hence outside the GRE. In BC and Alberta, they 
were within. In Quebec, charter universities were outside whereas the UQ was within the 
GRE. Because the universities in BC and Alberta were within those provinces’ GREs, they 
had less authority over their finances than universities in Nova Scotia and Ontario, and 
their capacity to respond to other needs (e.g., to borrow money to build infrastructure or 
residences) tended to be correspondingly less. Although charter universities in Quebec 
were outside the GRE, all Quebec universities were required by law to obtain provincial 
approval for major infrastructure projects.

Provincial Policy and Regulatory Mechanisms

All five provincial governments appeared to be seeking to align universities’ activities 
or outcomes more closely with desired public policy goals. Officials interviewed in several 
provinces and at the federal level suggested that there was what one described as “conver-
gence in terms of an interest in university governance, transparency, accountability, value 
for money, and alignment with government’s public policy priorities” on the part not only 
of provincial governments in Canada, but also of jurisdictions abroad.

Provincial governments were described as increasingly concerned to ensure that uni-
versities’ activities address labour market needs and contribute to economic growth and 
innovation. The instruments that the provincial governments were employing or con-
templating varied from mandate letters or MOUs to funding mechanisms to legislation, 
official policy statements (énoncés de politique), and regulations. In some cases, a prov-
ince appeared to have adopted an idea from another one (e.g., the practice of providing 
a government letter of expectation to universities). Quebec universities were required to 
report annually to the Commission de la culture et de l’éducation de l’Assemblée national 
and to appear before the commission every three years.

In all provinces, the amount of regulation and accountability requirements was said 
to have increased substantially in recent years. In Nova Scotia, government and univer-
sity officials both described the provincial government as expecting more from the uni-
versities, while reducing funding. In Quebec, the amount of legislation and regulation 
had increased dramatically over the course of the previous decade: government officials 
acknowledged that the volume had become excessive and had undertaken to lessen the 
regulatory burden. In Ontario, reporting requirements were also described as having 
increased significantly. In Alberta, recent government initiatives had extended beyond 
increased accountability and reporting. The previous minister was said to have sought 
to transform Campus Alberta into “a semi-official entity that allocated programs among 
institutions and compelled them to join that activity in a much more ministerial-direct-
ed entity with 26 moving parts [i.e., institutions].” The minister in question had, in the 
words of one interviewee,

wanted to brand all of us under Campus Alberta with pins and logos and we would 
go to the world as “Campus Alberta,” lower case university of Alberta. That would 
be a disaster because, while we don’t like rankings for all kinds of sound reasons, 
the world does and we would never get Campus Alberta ranked, and if you did, it 
wouldn’t do very well. So we need an identity internationally to compete and you 
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have to be roughly top 100 to get any attention from that peer group, and if they 
can’t find you because you’ve been pushed into Campus Alberta, then quite literally 
they won’t talk to you.

Fortunately, from the point of view of the universities, the former minister’s conception 
of Campus Alberta had not come to fruition.

In BC, university boards were not allowed to borrow, sell assets, sign collective agree-
ments, set executive compensation, or establish new academic programs without govern-
ment approval. (Because of UBC’s land holdings, it was effectively able to borrow from 
itself, but it nevertheless faced other constraints arising from being within the GRE.) In 
BC and Alberta, one of the factors driving increased regulation was inclusion in the Gov-
ernment Reporting Entity. Historically, most Canadian universities have not been part 
of provincial governments’ reporting entities, with a few exceptions (e.g., UQ institutions 
and two universities in Manitoba). BC universities were moved into the GRE in the wake 
of a recommendation from the province’s auditor general in 2003. Alberta universities 
were included in the GRE in the same year in response to changes in the Public Sector 
Accounting Board (PSAB) Handbook.

Provincial Roles Relative to Institutional Governance and Leadership

In Alberta, the province appointed the university’s board chair and all non-ex officio 
board members, some as public board members and the rest upon nomination by constit-
uency groups. The provincial government was said to run  “the process [for appointing the 
chair and public members] very much like filling a human resource vacancy…in govern-
ment.” In BC, the government appointed more than half the members of a university board 
(including alumni association nominees). In contrast, order-in-council appointees made 
up less than one-third of the members of the University of Toronto’s governing council and 
approximately one-third of the Université de Montréal’s board, and the Nova Scotia gov-
ernment made appointments to the Dalhousie board only upon nomination by that board. 
With the exception of the rector, the members of the board of UQAM were all appointed 
by government, most upon designation by university bodies or groups, and some as repre-
sentatives of the college sector and of social, cultural, business, and labour communities.

Most of the case universities recommended to government external candidates for ap-
pointment to their boards, using some form of skills matrix to identify and assess candi-
dates for particular vacancies. In the case of Alberta, the process was unique in that it was 
the provincial government that sought applications and assessed them and provided the 
university board chair with an opportunity for input before making an appointment. In-
terviewees knowledgeable about the appointment processes at the case universities said 
that government normally appointed board members from amongst their nominees. (At 
Dalhousie, it was a requirement of the legislation that government do so.)

At five of the six universities, the president or rector was appointed by the board. At 
UQAM, the rector was formally appointed by the government upon the recommendation 
of the UQAM board of directors, but this took place after a consultation by means of a 
ballot and the process was described by interviewees as an election. Although, apart from 
UQAM, provincial governments did not play a role in the appointment of the president, in 
BC, presidential compensation required approval by the province’s Public Sector Employ-
ers Council.
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There were differences between provinces in the ways that governments related to 
universities. In Nova Scotia, Quebec, and Ontario, presidents were the principal inter-
locutors with governments on behalf of their institutions. A board chair might accom-
pany a president in meeting with a minister or other government official on a particu-
larly important occasion—and/or board chairs might receive periodic communications 
from government to make sure they were aware of developments or obligations—but it 
was normally the president with whom government communicated. Depending on their 
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(Fournier & Maheu, 1975). That said, the Parti Québécois government had chosen to put 
more emphasis on access relative to economic outcomes. Amongst its other initiatives, 
the PQ government had also introduced into the National Assembly in the fall of 2013 a 
charter of secular values that would have prohibited public sector employees—including 
university employees—from wearing religious symbols (e.g., turban, hijab, kippah). This 
would have affected not only faculty and staff but also students employed as teaching or 
research assistants. The rectors of numerous charter universities and the rector of UQAM 
publicly opposed the proposed legislation, on grounds including infringement of univer-
sity autonomy (Charbonneau, 2014). The bill did not become law, but it was an example 
of the type of legislative initiative (an extreme example being “campus carry” legislation 
enacted by some American state governments) that can have a profound impact on life 
on the ground on university campuses. Above and beyond variations in policy emphasis 
between governments of different political stripes, there appeared to be variations in the 
nature and strength of governments’ relationships with stakeholders. For example, inter-
viewees indicated that the Parti Québécois government in power in 2013 was in commu-
nication with student and faculty union leaders to a much greater extent than the previ-
ous Liberal government. The impact of a change in government on universities was also 
seen in Alberta after the research for this study.

The nature of the relationships between governments and universities naturally var-
ied between provinces. Some very positive things were said by interviewees representing 
both “parties.” At the same time, there appeared to be elements of mutual frustration and 
incomprehension between university and government officials. To the latter, universities 
could appear unresponsive, intransigent, and ungrateful for the massive public funding 
they received. For their part, many university officials interviewed said that members of 
the provincial ministry or department responsible for higher education had little under-
standing of universities.

Even in some large provinces, it was observed that ministries lacked strong policy ca-
pacity. (As one university official observed, lack of policy capacity could be a blessing: “In 
a way, it’s lucky because if they really had the capacity to drive what they say they want to 
do, I’d be worried.”) The result, however, was that government policies were often out of 
touch with institutional realities and did not achieve their intended objectives.

University and other interviewees indicated that ministries or departments tended to 
be restructured every few years and that not only ministers but also deputy ministers and 
assistant deputy ministers turned over frequently, causing discontinuity in relationships 
and the need to orient people anew. A number of government officials acknowledged this 
phenomenon and suggested it was not likely to diminish.

One long-serving official, who had had the opportunity of observing the interaction of 
provincial officials with university officials for many years, identified several factors that 
may help explain the nature of the government–university relationship:

• Deputy and assistant deputy ministers have complex and demanding jobs and tend 
to serve for relatively short periods in any given department. 

• Those serving in the department or ministry of higher education may have little un-
derstanding of how universities are governed and how that constrains the authority 
of presidents and boards and may apply to universities approaches originating in 
other sectors.
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• Finally, governments and universities operate on different time scales. Whereas 
“governments change visions every time a new government is elected,” and senior 
officials naturally pursue what ministers want, universities tend to have longer-
term agendas.

An additional factor, identified by an Alberta official, was that in a province, the “revenue 
reality [of which] change[s] very dramatically on an annual basis…the expectations of 
resource availability from institutions doesn’t necessarily match up with government’s 
ability to provide that level of stability on an annual basis.”

Summary of Findings Regarding Provincial Governance

In sum, it appeared that, in their relationships with provincial governments, the case 
universities embodied different traditions of university governance and autonomy. All 
were experiencing increased state supervision, but they were coming from and remained 
at different points on the state supervision/autonomy continuum. By and large, universi-
ties in Nova Scotia and Ontario appeared to be more independent of government than 
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There were instances in BC and Alberta, but also in other provinces, of policies, pro-
cedures, and mechanisms developed for other parts of the public sector being applied to 
universities. At a more general level, the adoption of new public management principles 
in Quebec and other provinces in prior decades, with corresponding increases in empha-
sis on accountability, informed provincial governance of the university sector.

Provincial governments’ efforts to put in place mechanisms to make universities ac-
countable for meeting public policy goals and targets creates tension within the institu-
tions, because governments’ expectations of universities’ behaviour tend to be inconsis-
tent with universities’ internal governance structures, policies, and cultures. As noted at 
the outset, research universities need shared governance and academic freedom in or-
der to succeed in their missions. In the course of our research, interviewees identified 
many factors that foster and protect the exercise of academic judgement and academic 
freedom, including bicameral governance structures, institutional policies and collective 
agreements, leadership, culture, and norms. While these may not preclude responsive-
ness to the needs and demands of external stakeholders, they do not promote collective 
responsiveness to government goals. A Nova Scotia official alluded to this:

We’ve got these major economic and demographic challenges and we’re turning 
to the universities and saying “you really have to be a part of the solutions.” At the 
level of the presidents, of course, they understand that—but driving down into the 
institutions and how people think and operate level at the faculty level—it’s not 
[understood]…When we talk about getting better socio-economic outcomes for the 
province, the presidents will say: “But I can’t tell my faculty what to do research on; 
I can’t tell them what to teach; they’re independent; they have academic freedom; 
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some university officials in Quebec. Our interviews in Quebec began a year after the “Maple 
Spring” of 2012, in which student opposition to the previous Liberal government’s plan to 
raise tuition fees had led to major province-wide protests and contributed to the defeat of 
that government. In none of the other provinces studied had a university-related issue had 
such a cataclysmic effect on society and government. In order to chart a path forward after 
its election, the Parti Québécois government had convened a higher education summit 
early in 2013 and struck four working groups to recommend policy on key themes. Stake-
holders interviewed had very different views on the policy issues at stake. Major changes 
in the structure of the system were expected or feared, depending on one’s vantage point. 
Provincial student union and faculty union leaders looked forward to a new framework law 
and council of universities because they believed that these would constrain institutional, 
board, and executive autonomy and power. Others were concerned about the prospect 
of more government and/or union and/or student association influence or control over 
universities. The diversity of perspectives shed light on the changes in the distribution of 
power and in system structure and dynamics that legislative reform could entail, even in a 
jurisdiction with traditions of extensive consultation and policy incrementalism.

Conclusion

Austin and Jones (2015), Jamet (2014), and others have observed that higher educa-
tion systems with very different traditions and degrees of university autonomy appear 
to be converging. The traditionally high level of institutional autonomy associated with 
Anglo-American systems appears to be declining in the face of increasing government 
regulation and accountability measures, and the findings of our study confirm that pro-
vincial systems in Canada are following a similar trend. Every university in our study 
was experiencing increased requirements for accountability, and increasing pressures to 
respond to government priorities.

This study found significant variations in the external governance of Canada’s major 
“public” universities in five provinces. The case universities appeared to be coming from 
and to remain at different points on a state supervision/autonomy continuum. All the 
universities appeared to be experiencing more provincial supervision and moving away 
from the autonomous end of the continuum, consistent with observations of convergence 
on the global stage.

At the same time, the six universities seemed to have the relative autonomy necessary 
to foster the exercise of academic judgement and academic freedom. The university acts 
played a major role in protecting this autonomy by assigning responsibility for important 
matters requiring academic judgement to the university, and more importantly, explicitly 
to the senate within the internal governance structure of the university. Interviewees also 
noted that the regular turnover of ministers and deputy ministers, combined with lim-
ited policy capacity within provincial ministries, led to an environment in which major 
government reforms were difficult to initiate or sustain. However, this relative autonomy 
was viewed as fragile by some interviewees: provincial coordination mechanisms and the 
governance of universities could be shifted dramatically with a change in government, 
and major reforms could be only one piece of legislation away.
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