
Running	Head:		PRIVATIZATION	OF	PUBLIC	RESEARCH	UNIVERSITIES	 1	
	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examining the Privatization of Public Research Universities 

Dissertation Proposal 

  



PRIVATIZATION	OF	PUBLIC	RESEARCH	UNIVERSITIES	 2	

Table of Contents  

1. Introduction         p. 3 

a. Overview of the Study       p. 9 

2. Statement of the Problem        p. 10 

a. Pressures of Privatization       p. 11 

b. Institutional Responses to Privatization Pressures    p. 15 

c. Outcomes of Privatization Efforts      p. 20 

3. Theory          p. 24 

a. Resource Dependence Theory      p. 24 

b. Institutional Theory        p. 30 

c. Connecting the Two Theories       p. 37 

4. Research Design         p. 40 

a. Sample Selection        p. 42 

b. Data Collection        p. 45 

c. Methodology         p. 48 

d. Validity and Reliability       p. 49 

5. Timeline          p. 51 

6. Implications          p. 52 

7. Appendix          p. 54 

8. References          p. 55 

  



PRIVATIZATION	OF	PUBLIC	RESEARCH	UNIVERSITIES	 3	

Introduction 

The United States established public higher education in order to benefit both individuals 

and the country at large (Labaree, 1997).  American higher education aims to prepare individuals 

for democratic citizenship, develop a productive workforce, and provide individuals with a 

means of economic advancement.  By educating millions of students each year, public 

institutions of higher education produce public goods that positively contribute to economic and 

democratic ends.   Although these goods are challenging to track and measure, the positive 

externalities stemming from higher education include: higher voting percentages, enhanced 

health, more community service, greater social cohesion and diversity acceptance, and easier 

adaptation to technology (Lewis & Hearn, 2003). 

To serve both public and private purposes, the U.S. has established a differentiated 

system of public higher education.  States support public two-year colleges as access-oriented 

institutions, public four-year colleges to provide baccalaureate and some master’s degrees, and 

public research universities—the focus of this study—to create knowledge and to instruct 

undergraduate and graduate students (Bastedo & Gumport, 2003).  These public institutions are 

operating in a time of changing demographics, public perception, federal policy, and state policy.  

One of the most critical changes facing public postsecondary institutions is declining state 

financial support.  In response to state funding cuts, public universities are altering their activities 

and missions.  This important change in public higher education financing—a sector that is vital 

to the American democracy and economy—merits attention.  Therefore, in this paper I will 

propose a study designed to better understand public institutions’ responses to a changing 

funding structure.  This proposal will examine literature related to the changing context in which 

public research universities reside, with a particular emphasis on declining state funding, and the 
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study will aim to examine how these changes alter public institutions’ relationships with external 

stakeholders.  To provide the context for the study, this introduction chapter will discuss public 

research universities’ position in American higher education, the roles of the federal and state 

governments in postsecondary education, and the changing missions of public research 

universities. 

Public Research Universities 

Public research universities educate 3.8 million undergraduate students each year.  Of 

those students, nearly one-third receives Pell Grants, and nearly 90% of enrolled students 

performed in the top half of their high schools (AAA&S, 2016).  Undergraduate students are 

more diverse than ever before (Glodrick-Rab & Cook, 2011).  The proportion of white students 

has declined, and the proportions of Hispanic, Asian, and African-American students have grown 

considerably.  At public four-year institutions, students come from families of all income levels, 

but enrollment is slightly skewed toward students from higher incomes.  Fifty-five percent of 

students come from families of incomes of $65,000 or higher, while 45% of enrolled students 

come from families making less than $65,000 (CollegeBoard, 2015).  However, some scholars 

have expressed concerns that if tuition prices continue on the trend of increased amounts, low-

income students will become increasingly limited in their ability to access public research 

universities (Hossler, 2006). 

In the last thirty years, the demand for elite education has increased, and top public 

universities have gained a stronger market power (Geiger, 2007).  This positioning has 

encouraged public research universities to increasingly engage in competitions with similar 

institutions for students and prestige (Bok, 2013).  Public universities have begun to recruit 

students from a national pool, demand higher SAT scores from applicants, reduce acceptance 
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rates, and charge higher tuition prices.  To compete with other institutions on prestige, 

universities pursue excellence and quality, which drives up costs (Ehrenberg, 2002).  The 

prestige competition for top students and faculty has inspired universities to allocate resources to 

reduce class sizes, provide students with experiential learning opportunities, and improve 

technology.  As technological innovations have occurred, top institutions have felt pressure to 

invest in infrastructure to incorporate new technology into classrooms, libraries, research sites, 

and residence halls (Geiger, 1993).  The competition for new technology and amenities has 

further driven up costs, because the technology used by elite universities does not enhance 

productivity or reduce education delivery costs (Ehrenberg, 2002; Johnstone & Marcucci, 2010; 

St. John, 2006).  

As public research universities’ market power has increased, American popular opinion 

has shifted to emphasize the private benefits of public higher education and has reflected a 

declining trust in these institutions’ abilities to fulfill their public purposes (St. John, 2006).  

Aligned with public opinion, policymakers and interest groups began to raise questions about 

institutions’ effectiveness in preparing a rising number of students to enter the workforce 

(Zumeta, 2011).  In response, state policymakers called for increased accountability from 

institutions, and higher education ballot initiatives increased considerably (McLendon & Hearn, 

2003; Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011).  To formalize these calls, policymakers have introduced a 

variety of outcomes-based policies to hold institutions accountable for public service (Frost, 

Hearn, & Marine, 1997).  

Federal Role in Public Higher Education.  The federal government helped to establish 

the public research universities’ leading role as prominent research institutions that educate a 

large proportion of undergraduate and graduate students.  In terms of higher education, the 
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federal government’s primary responsibilities are to sponsor research and provide financial aid to 

students (Geiger, 1993).  The federal financial aid is distributed through loans and need-based 

grants.  As the federal need-based grant program, known as the Pell Grant program, and other 

forms of need-based aid have failed to keep up with the pace of tuition, students have 

increasingly relied on loans to fund postsecondary education costs (Hossler, 2006).  By 

providing these grants and loans directly to students, the federal government has expanded 

Americans’ access to postsecondary education.  However, the availability of loans may have 

influenced the inelasticity of tuition prices and may have created a loan culture that allows elite 

institutions to benefit and grow wealthier and social stratification to continue (Geiger, 2011).  

State Role in Public Higher Education.  State governments play a critical role in the 

operations of postsecondary institutions.  States establish the governance systems in which 

institutions are managed, create policies that institutions must follow, and provide appropriations 

that fund universities’ missions.  U.S. higher education governance is less centralized and more 

market-oriented than other countries’ postsecondary systems (McLendon & Hearn, 2009), and 

American states typically employ coordinating boards or governing boards to manage public 

colleges and universities.  Governing boards exist at the state level and are consolidated entities 

that make decisions for institutions.  Frequently, studies have found that governing boards play a 

critical role in state policy adoption (e.g. Hearn, Lacy, & Warshaw, 2014; Tandberg, 2013; 

Tandberg & Ness, 2011; Titus, Vamosiu, & Gupta, 2015).  Coordinating boards are intermediary 

agencies that oversee statewide higher education planning and provide less oversight than do the 

governing boards.  

The political environment of states plays an important role in influencing public 

universities.  In many states, governors with higher levels of interest in the issue of education and 
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the legal power to do so have played an increasingly important role in state higher education 

policymaking since the 1980s (McGuinness, 2011).  Further, politics tends to affect state 

appropriations to institutions (McLendon, Mokher, & Doyle, 2009).  States with higher 

percentages of Republicans in office are more likely to adopt market or outcomes-based policies, 

and states with more Democrats in office and greater levels of electoral competition are more 

likely to allocate higher amounts of funding to postsecondary institutions (McLendon, Tandberg, 

& Hillman, 2014).  While the political climate shapes institutions, these universities also operate 

as political actors in their own states and in the nation (Pusser & Doane, 2001).  Institutions 

lobby state officials to request funding and to promote certain policies. 

One of the most important elements of the state context influencing public universities is 

the national trend of reductions in state appropriations to institutions—a topic that will be 

explored in greater detail in this proposal’s literature review.  In many states, funding cuts have 

been prompted by slow income growth that limits state tax revenues, competition for state 

resources among state agencies, and a tax revolt (Toutkoushian, 2009).  State appropriations are 

highly correlated with economic activity in states—wealth and positive economic growth are 

associated with increased funding to institutions (McLendon, Tandberg, & Hillman, 2014).  The 

funding in many states has reached its lowest levels in decades, and these reductions have 

encouraged institutions to seek alternative forms of revenue (Heller, 2006; Hossler, 2006; 

McLendon & Cohen-Vogel, 2008).  Ultimately, state funding cuts have altered the ways in 

which the research universities examined in this proposal operate in service of their missions 

(Cheslock & Ginneschi, 2008).  

Changing Missions of Public Research Universities.  Shaped by the broader context, 

scholars have observed that public institutions’ missions are changing to incorporate markets and 
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an increased focus on revenue generation (St. John, 2006).  Institutions have increased out-of-

state enrollment and tuition prices for all students (Bok, 2013; Brint et al., 2016; CollegeBoard, 

2015; Hearn, 2006; Heller, 2006; Hossler, 2006; Jaquette & Curs, 2015; Titus, Vamosiu, & 

Gupta, 2015).  In addition, universities have introduced commercialization—the sales of 

academic work to make a profit—to both the academic core and peripheral activities (Bok, 2013; 

Slaughter & Rhoades, 2011).   

Elite research universities also have altered their instructional missions to generate 

revenue (Eckel, 2003; Eckel & Morphew, 2009).  These institutions have expanded instructional 

offerings to short-term certificate programs and professional graduate education programs, such 

as professional master’s programs, part-time evening professional programs, and executive 

master’s programs (Ehrenberg, 2002; Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 2008).  In addition, institutions 

have hired non-tenure track instructional faculty, a cost-saving mechanism that expanded the 

number of part-time faculty members in the U.S. by more than 376% from 1970 to 2003 

(Altbach, 2011).   

As these changes occur, universities are altering their service missions to include the 

transmission of knowledge to local organizations as a part of economic development (Bok, 2013; 

Geiger, 2007).  These efforts encourage technology transfer practices and increasingly align 

industry with universities.  This arrangement benefits institutions financially in the form of 

corporate donations and government funding (Geiger, 2007; St. John, 2006).  Ideologically, the 

notion of economic development has been accepted, encouraged, and has provided institutions 

with greater public support and legitimacy among external stakeholders (Geiger, 1993; Lambert, 

2014).  
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Overview of the Study 

Within this rapidly changing environment, it is important to understand how public 

universities’ missions are changing and the ways in which stakeholders respond to institutional 

actions.  Many scholars have described this activity as privatization—defined as the replacement 

of state funding with tuition revenue and other private sources of revenue (Eckel & Morphew, 

2009; Lambert, 2014; St. John & Priest, 2006; Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 2008).  Privatization 

presents challenges and opportunities to institutions and the constituencies they serve.  Within 

the context of these changing conditions and because of the potential consequences of 

privatization, a limited amount of studies has been done to examine the outcomes of 

privatization.  To address an element of this gap in the literature, I propose a qualitative multi-

site case study that examines the responses of elite public institutions—those with the greatest 

ability to privatize—to declining state funding.  For this study, I intend to deeply explore the 

actions of three public research universities to answer research questions related to the roles of 

institutional context, privatization pressures, and state policymakers in a time of privatization.  

Specifically, I pose the following research questions: 

1. How does an institution’s context shape its positioning on the continuum of 
privatization? 

2. Why do similar pressures of privatization prompt different responses among 
institutions, and what factors shape a university’s responses to those pressures? 

3. How do administrators navigate an institution’s relationships with state policymakers 
while pursuing strategies of privatization? 
 

Therefore, in this proposal I will review the literature related to privatization, examine two 

theoretical frameworks that will help to explain institutional change related to privatization, and 

discuss the methods that are most appropriate to help answer the research questions that have 

been posed.  Finally, I will provide a timeline for this study.  
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Statement of the Problem 

As the modern public research university has evolved, it emerged as a unique entity that 

noted former University of California President Clark Kerr described as, “a new type of 

institution, it is not really private and it is not really public; it is not entirely of the world nor 

entirely apart from it. It is unique” (2001, p. 1).  For decades public universities have received 

funding from various sources, including federal and state governments, students, donors, and 

corporations.  However, in the 1980s, these institutions faced increasing pressure to turn to 

private sources of revenue, encouraging the privatization that has expanded over time.  Roger 

Geiger (2011) has referred to the time period of 1975 to 2010 as a generation of privatization for 

public higher education, suggesting that 1980 marked a critical point in which public institutions 

began receiving greater proportions of revenue from private sources.   Many scholars share 

Geiger’s conception of privatization and examine the phenomenon within the context of 

institutions’ missions as well as through the lens that privatization occurs on a continuum 

(Lambert, 2014; St. John & Priest, 2006).  Scholars have defined privatization as a shift in 

institutions’ reliance on public subsidies to a reliance on tuition and other external revenue 

sources.  This shift has been inspired by state economic conditions in which resources are 

constricted as well as by subsequent funding cuts for public higher education (Lambert, 2014).  

As these changes have transpired, public universities have altered their tuition policies, 

enrollment management strategies, and alumni outreach approaches to more closely resemble 

private institutions in order to preserve their levels of quality (Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 2008). 

To guide this study, I will employ the following definition of privatization based on the 

literature:  privatization is phenomenon in which states have cut funding to public universities, 

and the institutions have taken steps to secure additional revenue through increasing tuition 
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prices (Eckel & Morphew, 2009; McLendon & Mokher, 2009; Lambert, 2014; St. John & Priest, 

2006; Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 2008).  These actions have moved institutions closer to the 

market and largely have shifted the instructional cost burden from the states to students and their 

families.  To support revenue-generating activities, institutions have sought and secured 

increased autonomy from states (Eckel & Morphew, 2009; McLendon & Mokher, 2009).  

Ultimately, institutions’ steps toward privatization have increased the number of stakeholders 

engaged in public institutions (Lambert, 2014).  Scholars and university administrators suggest 

that public institutions are evolving to become hybrid organizations that are engaged in both the 

public and private sectors—blurring of the lines between the traditional roles assumed by public 

and private universities (Eckel & Morphew, 2009; Lambert, 2014).  Therefore, this chapter of the 

proposal will discuss relevant literature that identifies the pressures that encourage public 

institutions to pursue privatization, the institutional responses to those pressures, and the 

potential outcomes of institutions’ actions. 

Pressures Encouraging Privatization 

Since the 1980s, the U.S. postsecondary system has experienced the combined effect of 

increased public sector enrollment and diminished state fiscal support for higher education.  

Institutions have transitioned from state-supported to state-assisted because of the declining 

funding (AAA&S, 2016; Hearn, 2006; Hossler, 2006; Tandberg, 2010).  This reduction in 

funding is caused by limited tax revenue resulting from slow income growth and resistance to tax 

increases as well as from competition for funds among state agencies (Archibald & Feldman, 

2006; Eckel & Morphew, 2009; Toutkoushian, 2009).  State policymakers have recognized that 

public universities—unlike many other public state agencies—can generate revenue from private 

sources and consequently have cut funding to higher education.  Cuts have been particularly 
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severe in challenging economic cycles (Doyle & Delaney, 2009).  In fact, the share of state 

funding that higher education has received from states fell from 9.8% in 1980 to 6.9% in 2000 

(Bok, 2013). Higher education’s share of state revenue continued to decrease in the past 16 

years, which has diminished to 34%  (AAA&S, 2016).  

Despite these trends, both public support and enrollment vary by state (McLendon, 

Mokher, & Doyle, 2009).  In addition, despite the decades-long trend of state funding cuts, 

several studies (Delaney & Doyle, 2014; Wexler, 2016a,b) indicate a modest increase in states’ 

inclination for postsecondary support.  In the past several years, support for higher education in 

40 states has slightly increased (Wexler, 2016b).  Further, public spending on capital outlays 

increased over time, which Delaney and Doyle (2014) suggest may serve as an indicator of state 

support. 

In this era of privatization (Geiger, 2011), institutions also face a changing state policy 

context.  As governors realized universities’ impact on state economies, the 1980s began a trend 

of increased gubernatorial involvement in postsecondary education.  State legislatures also have 

appeared to demonstrate an increased willingness to introduce policy innovations that shape 

higher education in ways that encourage privatization (McLendon & Cohen-Vogel, 2008; 

McLendon & Mokher, 2009).  Institutions have experienced greater calls for accountability and 

an increased focus on student outcomes.  State policy innovations included finance schemes, 

merit aid, and accountability mandates—all of which are designed to bring institutions in line 

with state economic and education strategies (McGuinness, 2011).  This activity escalated in the 

1990s, as state leaders drafted legislation to further connect higher education to broader state 

policy strategies.  By establishing P-20 councils, enacting performance funding systems, and 

incorporating other accountability policies, states begun to introduce more metrics for 
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institutions to meet and illustrate clear courses of actions for institutions to follow (McGuinness, 

2011).  Within this changing state context, state policymakers have increased demands on 

colleges and universities, and governors have increasingly become involved in postsecondary 

education policymaking. 

Rising Cost Pressures.  In addition to state cuts as a contributor to rising tuition prices, 

some scholars cite escalating higher education costs as factor in the increased prices facing 

students and their families.  These rising costs are attributed to internal factors as well as external 

pressures, including: inefficiencies related to shared governance; federal regulations; limited 

federal need-based aid; research funding arrangements that transfer costs to institutions; and, 

external actors who advocate for costly initiatives (Ehrenberg, 2002).  As institutional theory 

would suggest, elite public universities are engaged in voluntary associations and have increased 

their competition with peer institutions over time in ways that could contribute to rising costs 

(Ehrenberg, 2002; Harcleroad & Eaton, 2011; Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 2008).  These 

institutions are competing for students and faculty in a national market for higher education—a 

competition that prompts institutions to maximize instructional and research quality by 

introducing initiatives to provide smaller class sizes modern technology, and other amenities 

(Ehrenberg, 2000; Geiger, 2011; Weisbrod, Balou, & Asch, 2008).  In addition, voluntary 

organizations, such as the AAU, provide considerable information to members and foster 

conditions in which mimetic and normative forces encourage institutions to take steps to more 

closely resemble one another in terms of admissions standards and research expenditures, among 

other factors (Harcleroad & Eaton, 2011).  As the U.S. has seen an increased demand for elite 

higher education, and because of the top public institutions’ prominent positions, they have faced 

limited resistance to these higher costs associated with the escalation of pricing (Geiger, 2011).  
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Ideological Pressures.  In addition to declining state support and rising higher education 

costs, some scholars suggest that certain ideologies promote privatization.  First, polling suggests 

that the public trust in higher education has declined (Zumeta, 2011).  Because of this, there is 

public support for market-based accountability measures (Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011).  

Second, it is clear that policymakers and the public have recognized the private benefits of higher 

education and may be willing to transfer the costs to the private beneficiaries.  Therefore, this 

line of thinking suggests, if higher education simply produces positive economic benefits for 

individuals, it is reasonable to shift the burden of cost from governments to students and their 

families (Hensley et al., 2013; Hossler, 2006; Johnstone & Marcucci, 2010; Toutkoushian, 

2009).  Further, this emphasis on the positive private benefits would support policymakers’ 

encouragement of an increased reliance on loans over grants (Hossler, 2006; Slaughter & 

Rhoades, 2011).  Ideologically, college could be conceived of as an investment—a cost for 

which the private beneficiaries should pay back with their high post-graduation incomes.  Critics 

of privatization, such as University of California Santa Barbara professor Christopher Newfield, 

express concern that this could alter instruction and inspire students to shift their career goals to 

focus on high-paying future careers (Zinshteyn, 2016).  It also could prevent low-income 

students, who are less able to invest in education, from attending college.  Third, a prominent 

national focus on the market has encouraged policymakers to pursue market-based accountability 

and finance policies (Kerr, 2001; Lambert, 2014; McLendon & Hearn, 2009).  Institutions 

compete in the economic marketplace, “and are viewed by policymakers and university leaders 

alike as quasi-state agencies, if state related at all” (Eckel & Morphew, 2009, p. vii).  Therefore, 

policymakers may support universities’ moves to the market.   
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Despite these policy positions that may have encouraged privatization, some scholars 

suggest that reduced state funding and public higher education’s subsequent turn to the market 

may be the result of a policy drift (Eckel & Morphew, 2009).  Scholars note that there has been 

limited public debate about privatization, and it appears that states and institutions have failed to 

develop a concrete plan to address the changes—indicating a policy drift (Ikenberry, 2009; 

Mumper, 2001). 

Institutional Responses to Privatization Pressures 

When faced with forces that encourage privatization, elite public institutions have 

responded by privatizing—generating revenue from tuition and diversified sources, securing 

increased autonomy, and pursuing commercialization strategies.  Despite the potential limitations 

of entering the marketplace, institutions have pursued privatized strategies as a reasonable 

response to diminished state funding, competition, and policy encouragement to engage in the 

market (Eckel & Morphew, 2009; Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011).  It is clear that America’s most 

elite public institutions, which have the greatest opportunity to privatize, have pursued 

privatization to maintain or boost quality (Bok, 2013; Geiger, 2007; Kerr, 2011).  Summarizing 

institutions’ responses to privatization pressures, Brint et al. (2016) noted: 

Very few institutions in our sample simply fell into a defensive posture in the face of 

state budget cuts and declining endowments … College and university leaders also tried 

to take advantage of the Recession to place their institutions on a financially and 

symbolically stronger footing (p. 887).  

The most common institutional response to declining state funding was the decision to 

increase tuition prices and recruit out-of-state students (Bok, 2013; Brint et al., 2016; College 

Board, 2015; Jaquette & Curs, 2015).  Further, institutions have increased the proportion of total 
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revenue from tuition—indicating a shift of the cost burden from states to students and their 

families.  These actions allow institutions to generate revenue to compensate for state cuts, and 

to preserve the quality of education (Brint et al., 2016).  

Evidence of the past decade’s tuition increase comes from the College Board (2015), 

which found that tuition prices grew by 40% from 2005-2006 to 2015 to 2016.  The changes 

have varied by state and region:  the lowest average in-state price is in Wyoming ($4,890), and 

the highest average price occurs in New Hampshire ($15,160).  Despite the differences 

nationally, in nearly all cases institutions substituted tuition revenue for lost state funding, and 

tuition funding has reached nearly half of institutions’ total revenue (AAA&S, 2016; Bok, 2013; 

College Board, 2015; Ehrenberg, 2002; St. John & Priest, 2006; Wexler, 2016a).  Importantly, 

Taylor and Morphew (2015) determined that public institutions with larger percentages of 

underrepresented students rely more heavily on tuition dollars, presenting outcomes that could 

challenge public institutions’ missions of access.  Illustrating institutions’ substitution of state 

funds with tuition revenue, Bok (2013) noted:  

Many flagship institutions have responded by raising their tuitions at a rapid clip, capping 

their enrollments, and recruiting larger numbers of well-to-do students from other states 

and overseas who can be charged substantially more than the in-state rate … Many 

flagship universities are coming increasingly to resemble selective private colleges by 

catering to students of high ability from more affluent segments of the population (p. 

100). 

To grow revenue from tuition, institutions have pursued a variety of revenue generation 

strategies, including tuition differentiation (Hearn, 2006).  Institutions have employed enrollment 

management strategies and have hired marketing firms to promote their universities to 
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prospective students.  They increasingly have competed for out-of-state students and raised out-

of-state tuition prices (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2011; Titus, Vamosiu, & Gupta, 2015; Weisbrod, 

Ballou, & Asch, 2008).   Because of competition, demand, governance, and market forces, the 

prices that public universities charge to out-of-state students have converged in recent years to 

become strikingly similar (Titus, Vamosiu, & Gupta, 2015).  Further, state institutions have 

experienced a decreased monopoly over students living in state—revealing a less geographically 

concentrated market for higher education. 

From 2002 to 2012, out-of-state enrollment increased from 20.7% of total first-year 

enrollment at public research universities to 24.7% (Jaquette, Curs, & Posselt, 2016).  Recent 

studies have shown a direct relationship between state funding cuts and rising nonresident 

enrollment.  Jaquette and Curs (2015) identified that a 1% decline in state appropriations 

corresponded with a 0.27% increase in first-year out-of-state enrollment at four-year institutions.  

The relationship between state cuts and nonresident enrollment was even more pronounced at 

research extensive universities.  At these institutions, which are similar to the universities 

selected to be examined by this study, Jaquette and Curs (2015) identified that a 1% decline in 

state funds was associated with a 0.5% increase in nonresident first-year enrollment.  Illustrating 

the potential consequences of increased out-of-state enrollment, Jaquette, Curs, & Posselt (2016) 

identified that greater nonresident enrollment coincided with decreased proportions of 

underrepresented minority students—a relationship that was stronger at prestigious universities, 

institutions in states with large minority populations, and institutions in states with affirmative 

action bans.  

 Altering Internal Dynamics.  In addition to increasing revenue from tuition, many 

institutions have altered internal dynamics in ways that shift power to revenue-generating 
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entities.  Many institutions are changing staffing structures and hiring professionals to manage 

initiatives, encouraging faculty to conduct applied research and seek grant funding, and 

introducing new curricular programs—including professional master’s degrees and other 

certificates (Eckel & Morphew, 2009).  Institutions also responded to the changing context by 

pursuing revenue generation strategies (Kerr, 2001; St. John, 2006).  Universities turned to the 

private sector to secure resources, form partnerships, hire professionals to manage revenue-

generating activities (Eckel & Morphew, 2009; Geiger, 1993).  

Universities also have engaged in some activities that appear to be disconnected from 

their missions in an attempt to generate revenue.  These types of activities touch a variety of 

external stakeholders and include: launching international branch campuses; engaging in drug 

testing; investing in faculty discoveries; hosting alumni cruises; and, managing logo licensing 

(Bok, 2013; Hearn, 2006).  Institutions pursue revenue generation through introducing profitable 

academic programs—activities more closely aligned with instructional missions.  These graduate 

education endeavors, such as professional master’s programs, part-time evening professional 

programs, and executive master’s programs, build upon past offerings and frequently are 

designed with goals of raising considerable sums of money (Ehrenberg, 2002).   

Because the 1980s presented a changing legal environment that permitted and 

encouraged institutions to pursue profits from research, universities have begun to seek revenue 

from scholarship (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2011).  The 1980 Bayh-Dole Act allowed institutions to 

patent discoveries and transfer technology to the marketplace, and copyright laws were changed 

to allow for internet-based education and to protect digital work (Geiger, 2011; Slaughter & 

Rhoades, 2011).  In the decades since 1980, the privatization of knowledge has increased.  

Research has grown in importance and has received more institutional funding; institutions have 
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pursued partnerships with industry; universities have encouraged faculty to increasingly pursue 

grant funding; and, institutions have turned increasing percentages of teaching to adjunct faculty 

to provide additional time to tenured faculty for their efforts to pursue research (Geiger, 2007, 

2011; Lambert, 2014; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2011).  

Institutions also have incorporated research into their public service missions and have 

framed revenue-generating research as an element of their service to the state.  This activity 

reflects a changing notion of public service that is represented by a switch from community-

based projects to economic development efforts spearheaded by research (St. John, 2006).  

Within the new framework of public service, universities secure revenues through grants, faculty 

are paid for independent contracting services, and universities receive positive publicity for 

service.  By incorporating economic development to public universities’ service missions, Geiger 

(2007) notes that public universities are rewarded both financially and in terms of public 

perception.   

Engaging in Development.  Another way that public universities have increased revenue 

is through expanding institutional advancement, increasing private giving, and growing 

endowments.  Public universities have grown institutional advancement efforts considerably and 

have brought development efforts into nearly all institutional units (AAA&S, 2016; Conley & 

Tempel, 2006).  Increased fundraising has been met with broad acceptance and has become 

professionalized within public institutions.  By expanding endowments, institutions obtain 

revenue that can be used to subsidize tuition prices charged to students, recruit top faculty, and 

build new facilities, among other initiatives (Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 2008).  Researchers 

have identified positive relationships between giving and an institution’s status as a research 

extensive or doctoral university, an AAU member, the presence of a law school, a strong U.S. 
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News and World Report ranking, and a competitive admission process (Cheslock & Ginneschi, 

2008). 

Engaging the Government.  To generate revenue and government support institutions 

employ lobbyists and engage legislators.  David Tandberg (2010) found that, “many, if not most, 

large public universities have an office of government affairs that lobbies at the state and federal 

level” (p. 419).  Much of this lobbying activity seeks additional funding for institutions, but it 

also engages on deregulation reforms.  Deregulation, which provides universities with increased 

independence, has advanced since the early 1980s (McGuinness, 2011).  Many of the efforts 

have involved the deregulation of state procedural controls; the reduction of state governance 

and coordination; the introduction of charter colleges; and, the removal of bureaucratic 

requirements (Bok, 2013; McLendon & Hearn, 2009).  These new market-based accountability 

arrangements have allowed for increased institutional freedom, which elite public universities 

have used to pursue excellence and compete with other peer and aspirational public and private 

institutions (Bok, 2013; Eckel & Morphew, 2009; Lambert, 2014). 

Outcomes of Privatization Efforts 

As institutions respond to privatization pressures, the outcomes of institutional behaviors 

have affected internal and external stakeholders with both positive and negative results.  Within 

institutions, privatization actions have changed the power dynamics of internal groups.  

Administrators have pursued academic capitalism—they have built infrastructure, created new 

programs, raised funds, established an institutional vision on entrepreneurship, and changed 

policies (McClure, 2016).  These actions have shifted power from faculty to administrators as 

well as to individuals within institutions who have supported academic capitalism efforts. 
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Much of the literature has noted that privatization also changed the power dynamics of a 

growing number of external stakeholders.  It has become a significant challenge for public 

institutions to manage multiple stakeholders and missions (Geiger, 2007; Lambert, 2014).  This 

increasing number of stakeholders has challenged traditional relationships and complicated state-

institution relations (Ikenberry, 2009; Pusser, 2008).  As public universities have competed for 

additional sources of funding, the proportion of revenue from the state decreased and may have 

reduced institutions’ ties to their states.  As connections potentially diminish, states may respond 

by continuing to cut funding and by encouraging institutions to pursue revenue from other 

sources (Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 2008).  This deterioration may be magnified by the trend of 

elite public universities recent efforts to serve their state missions while pursuing national and 

international prominence.  As universities look externally, legislators may challenge public 

institutions’ levels of commitment to their states, or punish institutions by reducing state fiscal 

support (Lambert, 2014). 

Benefits of Privatization.  Despite the considerable amount of literature that raises 

concerns about the dangers and challenges of privatization, some researchers have noted that 

there could be advantages to privatization.  First, if an institution can maximize revenue on 

peripheral activities, that university may be able to keep tuition low and focus on its mission-

based activities.  Therefore, privatization could allow institutions to generate resources used to 

pursue the academic mission (Lambert, 2014).  If universities are pursuing revenue generation in 

a way that preserves the academic core, privatization could be viewed as a positive strategy that 

helps public institutions survive state funding cuts.  A second potential advantage to privatization 

involves institutional responsiveness.  Researchers note that elite universities benefit from the 
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autonomy that comes with privatization.  Because of the increased freedom, institutions can be 

more responsive to the needs of the market (Geiger, 2007; Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011). 

Limits to Privatization.  However, many of the concerns regarding the disadvantages of 

privatization relate to how deeply privatization changes the public nature of public universities 

(AAA&S, 2016; Bok, 2013; Lambert, 2014).  Scholars have asked if institutions continue to 

receive smaller proportions of revenue from public sources, will these universities become less 

committed to serving public purposes (Bok, 2013; Hossler, 2006; Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 

2008).  Weisbrod, Ballou, and Asch (2008) summarize this phenomenon, writing:  

As public schools’ actual endowments grow, their financial dependence on state 

legislatures will decline.  Ironically, if public schools’ fundraising efforts are sufficiently 

successful, state legislatures could increasingly respond by cutting government grants 

that, in turn, could precipitate even more energetic forays by public schools into the 

market for private donations, leading to the privatization of public higher education (p. 

145). 

Another negative outcome has been observed as institutions have increased tuition prices 

as well as the share of revenue from tuition.  This change has resulted in negative consequences 

for low-income students.  These students are forced to turn to loans to finance their 

postsecondary education or to attend less prestigious public institutions, ultimately broadening 

structural inequality in education (St. John, 2006; Taylor & Morphew, 2015).  Yet another 

consequence of privatization involves the increased institutional autonomy allowed by states.  

The deregulation efforts may free elite institutions to pursue strategies that produce internal 

benefits—harming both state residents and less prestigious institutions within their states, which 
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have fewer outlets through which to secure additional revenue (Eckel & Morphew, 2009; 

McLendon & Mokher, 2009; Lambert, 2014). 

Not only could a retreat from public missions damage the nation as a whole, doubt in 

public universities’ commitments to the public good also could have negative consequences for 

the public’s perceptions of both public higher education as a field as well as individual 

institutions (Lambert, 2014).  Privatization promotes the notion that college attendance is a 

consumptive decision resulting in largely private benefits (Hossler, 2006; Lambert, 2014).  This 

could create a cyclical relationship with citizens so that they expect and demand privatized 

services and accept the privatized public institutions.  Therefore, it is important to understand 

institutional responses to privatization forces as well as state policymakers’ perceptions of those 

responses.  In the next chapter of this proposal, I will examine two theoretical frameworks that 

could guide a study of privatization. 
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Theory 

In studies of organizational change in higher education, scholars apply relevant 

theoretical frameworks, including resource dependence theory and institutional theory, to help 

explain phenomena.  Resource dependence theory highlights how colleges and universities have 

an interdependent relationship with the environment in which they pursue resources and, 

ultimately, survival (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976).  Institutional theory, which considers variables of 

legitimacy, prestige, and homogenization, offers an explanation for why postsecondary 

institutions in the established field of U.S. higher education become more similar to one another 

in order to survive (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Although either theory could be applied 

independently to empirical research, a combination of the two perspectives may provide scholars 

with a more complete explanation of academic findings (Tolbert, 1985).  Because of the two 

theories’ relevance to this study—and their unique contributions to higher education 

scholarship—I will apply resource dependence theory and institutional theory to guide this study 

with the aim that the frameworks will help me to more deeply understand the changing funding 

environment facing public research universities.  In this section of the proposal, I will examine 

literature related to the two theories and discuss the ways in which the theories can be applied as 

I design this study and analyze the data I collect. 

Resource Dependence Theory 

Resource dependence theory, an evolutionary framework that helps to explain 

institutional change, outlines the interdependence of the environment and organizations in an 

organizational quest for resources and survival (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976; Harris, 2013; Gumport 

& Pusser, 1999; Kezar, 2012; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).  Operating under the assumption that 

organizations depend on external funding, resource dependence theory suggests that an 
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organization’s primary goal is to acquire the resources that ensure its survival (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 

1976; Kezar, 2012; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).  The theory suggests that resource acquisition is 

influenced by external actors—including intermediary organizations and government agencies—

which can significantly influence institutional change (Kezar, 2012).  Because of the importance 

of relationships, this framework focuses on how organizations attempt to manage the 

environment through decisions, power, and influence (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976; Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978), and the theory examines the ways in which power dynamics within an 

organization shift because of resource dependencies (Bastedo & Bowman, 2010). 

Resource dependence theory is particularly relevant to higher education, because it 

operates under the assumption—one that rings true for public colleges and universities—that 

institutions lack sufficient resources to operate independently and subsequently depend on 

external organizations for some of the resources that guarantee their survival (Harris, 2013; 

Neumann, 2012).  Because of this dependency, institutional leaders are pressured to make 

choices in order to respond to, and sometimes conform to, the environment to maximize their 

chances of obtaining resources (Neumann, 2012; Titus, 2006).  Resource dependence theory 

distinguishes between different positions of organizations and suggests that institutional 

characteristics, including size, mission, and the level of connection between subunits, influence 

the ways in which organizations respond to their environments (Titus, 2006).   

The framework suggests that resource dependencies influence institutions’ internal 

relationships.  Resource allocation within a university could be viewed as a political process, and 

subunits attempt to acquire influence within the institution in order to gain greater levels of 

resources (Birnbaum, 1988a).  Importantly, when researchers have applied resource dependence 

theory, they have determined that as institutions seek resources, the power distribution within the 
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college or university shifts to the well-resourced elements of the institution (Slaughter & Leslie, 

1997; Salancik & Pfeffer, 1974; Titus, 2006).  The acquisition of resources and power can create 

a cyclical relationship—as subunits accrue influence, they can generate increased levels of 

resources. Stemming from this cycle, Salancik and Pfeffer (1974) found that institutions treated 

influential and well-resourced subunits more favorably than lower-resourced counterparts, 

potentially intensifying inequality within the institution.  

At the institution level, the colleges and universities with greater levels of resources have 

greater abilities to engage and significantly influence the environment than poorly resourced 

institutions are able to do (Titus, 2006).  Highly resourced institutions are often found to have 

increased levels of quality and prestige (Volkwein & Malik, 1997).  Magnifying their impact, 

wealthier institutions are better able to diversify and expand their revenue sources.  Those 

institutions can diversify suppliers and customers, create additional external partnerships, and 

establish new relationships through marketing, lobbying, forming coalitions, and merging, 

among other strategies (Harris, 2013).  These partnerships often are created when one stream of 

resources is constricted.  Therefore, as funding for higher education is reduced, institutions will 

compete for new funds by shifting away from basic research to applied studies, increasing tuition 

prices, putting more effort into retaining students and the corresponding tuition dollars, cutting 

costs by shifting from full-time to part-time faculty, and increasing sales and services (Slaughter 

& Leslie, 1997; Titus, 2006).  Ultimately, Titus (2006) suggested, resource dependence theory 

shows how institutions make internal changes to acquire the external resources necessary for 

survival. 

Role of Partnerships.  Within the resource dependence framework, organizations are 

unable to generate sufficient funds independently in order to sustain operations (Aldrich & 
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Pfeffer, 1976; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).  Because these institutions must rely on external groups 

to provide essential resources, partnerships play a critical role.  To continue to receive resources 

from external groups, institutions must negotiate with their partners to satisfy external 

expectations for performance while maintaining the partners’ approval of the dependent 

organization’s activities (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).  However, the level 

of dependence varies because of several factors:  the importance of the resource provided, the 

institution’s level of autonomy in using the resource, the concentration of the resource, and the 

availability of other resources (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997).  

In recent years, public colleges and universities have experienced considerable cuts in 

state funding and without receiving subsequent federal support that would compensate for the 

state reductions (Johnstone, 2011).  As funds are limited, resource dependence theory suggests 

that public institutions will increasingly seek partnerships with external funders to offset their 

losses.  In practice, scholars clearly have identified that public colleges and universities are 

actively seeking partnerships with other institutions, community organizations, and businesses in 

order to generate increased revenue (Powell & Rey, 2015).  Since resources play a significant 

role in organizational survival, resource dependence theory suggests that within partnerships, 

organizations begin to assume the characteristics of their funders (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997).  

Resource dependence theory’s prediction of organizational changes raises important questions 

for researchers and administrators in higher education.  If institutions shift to resemble funders, it 

is important to consider questions of mission drift and how the dependencies will influence the 

public’s perception of higher education (Gumport & Pusser, 1999).  For this study, it will be 

important to consider how partnerships alter institutions’ missions and context.  In addition, this 
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study will aim to evaluate how external partnerships shape institutions’ relationships with 

stakeholders, including state policymakers. 

Responsive to the Environment.  Resource dependence theory argues that an 

organization and its environment exist in an active setting in which the organization both 

responds to and shapes its environment (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; 

Powell & Rey, 2015).  This theory highlights the importance of fit between an institution and its 

environment, and it suggests that organizational leaders can work to alter the environment to best 

fit with the organization’s strengths and characteristics (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976).  By applying 

resource dependence theory to study institutions, the model helps to highlight the ways in which 

administrators work within their institutions and also assume a responsibility for managing their 

environments in order to generate resources.  Aldrich and Pfeffer (1976) suggest that 

administrators’ external activities “may be as important, or even more important” than their 

internal efforts (p. 83).  Resource dependence theory suggests that to acquire resources, colleges 

and universities can adapt their services to the needs of the market, and they also can make 

decisions about which elements of the market they will serve (Powell & Rey, 2015).  Therefore, 

it will be important throughout this study to identify the ways in which the institutions studied 

have changed in order to adapt to their environment.  The study will seek to understand if these 

changes have altered institutional missions, the student body served, or the units that are funded.   

Benefits and Limitations.  Resource dependence theory provides scholars with a useful 

framework through which to view organizational change.  The benefits of resource dependence 

theory stem from its ability to help researchers understand how institutions seek resources and 

function in relation to their environments.  This framework operates under the useful assumption 

that institutions depend on external revenue sources for survival, and, therefore, resource 
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dependence theory enhances scholars’ understanding the decisions that college and university 

leaders make regarding organizational change (Senge, 2013).  The theory helps researchers 

evaluate relationships between organizations, distributions of power, and the effects of 

partnerships, and it makes clear predictions about organizational behavior (Senge, 2013).  

Despite the evident strengths of resource dependence theory, the framework is limited 

because it fails to consider the broader context in which institutions operate.  Colleges and 

universities are operating in complex environments, and administrators’ decisions are shaped by 

many environmental and organizational factors (Hearn & McLendon, 2012).  Within this broader 

context, resource dependence theory does not consider economic, cultural, technical, symbolic, 

or political factors (Dobbin, 1994; Gumport & Pusser, 1999; Senge, 2013).  Therefore, it fails to 

explain power dynamics that are caused by factors other than resources (Senge, 2013).  Another 

limitation to resource dependence theory comes from its origin of examining for-profit 

organizations.  The majority of U.S. postsecondary institutions are not-for-profit organizations, 

and though many institutions seek to maximize revenue, resource dependence theory’s 

translation to higher education may miss some elements.  The theory assumes that administrators 

and faculty members fully understand the availability of funding, but they may miscalculate or 

fail to plan strategically to capture resources (Gumport & Pusser, 1999).  Because the majority of 

U.S. postsecondary institutions are not-for-profit organizations, studies that apply resource 

dependency theory also may fail to capture cultural or mission-related elements of postsecondary 

institutions that stem from their nonprofit nature (Gumport & Pusser, 1999; Senge, 2013).   

Although the theory has limitations, it is uniquely suited to address the research questions 

posed by this study.  Therefore, I will apply resource dependence theory to the study design and 

data analysis to offer insights as I examine matters related to institutional context, universities’ 
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responses to the environment, and the institutions’ external relationships.  It is clear that resource 

dependence theory offers useful guidance to studying the privatization of public higher 

education.  As state funding is constricted, public universities turn to external partners to secure 

resources, and resource dependence theory will help to explain those actions.  

Institutional Theory 

Institutional theory offers an explanation for organizational homogeneity and survival.  

The theory posits that when an organization is positioned in a well established and highly 

structured field, its leaders face pressure to conform to the norms of the field in order to gain 

legitimacy and endure over time (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Many of these norms have been 

accepted as standards by field and direct institutions’ operations, eventually preventing change 

and innovation (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  This process of institutional conformity is captured by 

the concept of isomorphism—the pressure that forces organizations in a field to take action to 

more closely resemble other organizations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Isomorphism is most 

prevalent in the established fields in which institutions are operating in conditions with unclear 

technical rules.  Therefore, isomorphism encourages organizations to disregard notions of 

efficiency in order to comply with externally established norms and project the appearance of 

success (Rowan & Miskel, 1999).  This conformity protects organizations from high levels of 

uncertainty and buffers against pressure to measure higher education’s outputs—a challenge that 

institutions largely have not answered (Harris, 2013; Rowan & Miskel, 1999).  

Because postsecondary institutions operate in a field with unclear technology and 

outputs, institutional theory provides an effective framework through which to study higher 

education.  When applied to the scholarship of organizational change in colleges and 

universities, institutional theory highlights that institutions interact with environmental standards, 
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beliefs, and values (Bastedo & Bowman, 2010).  When colleges and universities adapt to these 

established standards of the field, institutional theory contends that institutions obtain greater 

resources—both monetary and in the form of prestige, which also serves as a valuable resource 

(Bastedo & Bowman, 2010; Toma, 2012).  By reaching higher levels of prestige, institutions 

gain more resources, a process could be considered cyclical because many of the oldest 

institutions are the most prestigious universities in the country, and they have significant 

concentrations of wealth.   

Despite the relationship between longevity, resources, and prestige, institutional theory 

helps to explain how many different types of institutions act similarly in order to gain greater 

levels of legitimacy and the accompanying resources (Toma, 2012).  Because of a significant 

amount of pressure on institutions to enhance their levels of prestige, college and university 

leaders frequently work to manage external perceptions of their institutions’ levels of success.  

For example, administrators invest considerable amounts of resources in strategies employed by 

the most prestigious colleges and universities, such as introducing the residential learning 

communities often employed by elite liberal arts institutions (Toma, 2012).  In addition, when 

administrators lead strategic change, they often focus on bolstering the institution’s image 

instead of making substantive adjustments (Gioia & Thomas, 1996).  These actions help 

institutions to influence their environments—a notion suggested by institutional theory.  The 

framework recognizes that although institutions frequently conform to the norms of the field of 

U.S. higher education, colleges and universities can influence the environment in which they 

operate (Harris, 2013).  This critical element contributes to the ultimate purpose of institutional 

theory, which is to evaluate how norms in environments evolve and how those environments 

influence orgs and society (Rowan & Miskel, 1999).   
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Institutional theory has been applied to higher education to understand how the structure 

of education systems has evolved.  Rowan and Miskel (1999) noted that legitimized rules and a 

drive for conformity have led to the creation of education bureaucracies.  Although 

postsecondary institutions were established to operate within separate sectors, regulated by state 

agencies and serving specific populations, colleges and universities face external pressures to 

conform to one model (Rowan & Miskel, 1999).  In this study, institutional theory will offer 

useful guidance as I seek to understand how an institution’s environment shapes its response to 

privatization pressures.  In addition, the theory will help to explain how different universities 

respond to privatization pressures in similar ways. 

Isomorphism.  Within institutional theory, the concept of isomorphism captures the 

“constraining process” in which postsecondary institutions begin to resemble each other 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 149).  Colleges and universities have clear understandings of 

other institutions’ actions through the press coverage as well as through established networks, 

such as the AAU, and these networks inform institutions about the ways in which organizations 

with high levels of prestige and legitimacy operate.  Therefore, many colleges and universities 

identify peer and aspirational institutions and measure themselves relative to other institutions on 

metrics related to prestige, including enrolling students with higher SAT scores or increasing 

endowments (Toma, 2012).  These activities are undertaken with the overall belief that 

increasing prestige results in larger and more stable sources of revenue, leading to remarkable 

similarities among colleges and universities across the nation.   

In addition to external pressures, isomorphism is an important force within postsecondary 

institutions, because these organizations—along with the professionals employed by them—

value the notions of prestige and status (Toma, 2012).  Therefore, administrators and faculty 



PRIVATIZATION	OF	PUBLIC	RESEARCH	UNIVERSITIES	 33	

members will make the pursuit of prestige a key internal priority.  Because of these individuals—

and the outside funding agencies that provide financial support—view legitimacy and prestige as 

the path toward increased resources and stability, institutional theory suggests that 

administrators’ and faculty members’ focus on legitimacy will overshadow their interest in 

increasing efficiency (Rowan & Miskel, 1999; Toma, 2012).  Therefore, university leaders will 

not consider efficiency a strategic priority.  They instead will increase spending to boost quality 

in the quest for prestige (Toma, 2012).  However, in an era of constricted resources, institutions 

must identify ways in which to save money.  Due to isomorphic pressures, many administrators 

look to reduce or eliminate costs removed from the prestige hierarchy, including cutting 

spending in administrative areas (Toma, 2012).  

Within the notion of isomorphism, researchers have identified three key mechanisms of 

change:  coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphism.  Coercive isomorphism results from 

formal pressures, such as government regulations, as well as informal pressures, like social and 

cultural expectations of postsecondary institutions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Coercive 

isomorphism occurs when institutions make changes resulting from government regulations or 

mandates, or when individuals or groups of donors encourage institutions to adopt programs or 

to build facilities (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Rowan & Miskel, 1999; Toma, 2012).  Mimetic 

isomorphism—institutional action often resulting from uncertainty—encourages institutions to 

model their organizations after other institutions that are perceived to be successful (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983; Rowan & Miskel, 1999; Toma, 2012).  Because postsecondary institutions operate 

in a field with unclear technology and ambiguous goals, institutions often copy the programs and 

policies employed by institutions viewed as more legitimate, successful, or prestigious.  Mimetic 

isomorphism is a less costly way to reduce uncertainty and demonstrate effectiveness, and this 



PRIVATIZATION	OF	PUBLIC	RESEARCH	UNIVERSITIES	 34	

mechanism is often encouraged by a skilled labor force or diverse customer base (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983; Rowan & Miskel, 1999).  Normative isomorphism occurs when institutions 

conform to the norms of professionalized fields.  Because faculty members have received formal 

education and participate in professional networks, these individuals expect colleges and 

universities to pursue prestige and follow certain norms (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Rowan & 

Miskel, 1999). Ultimately, it is clear that these three mechanisms shape the operations of public 

research universities, and it will be interesting to identify how these pressures influence the 

decisions administrators make in relation to privatization. 

Researchers have identified predictors of isomorphic change, which occur at both the 

organizational and field levels.  Many higher level elements of postsecondary institutions serve 

as organization-level predictors for isomorphic change.  First, as institutions become increasingly 

interdependent, isomorphic change will occur more frequently (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  

When one institution relies heavily on another organization for resources, the initial institution 

will begin to resemble its resource provider.  Second, as colleges or universities pursue 

increasingly ambiguous goals and uncertain outcomes, they are more likely to emulate 

institutions that they revere as successful.  Third, as the workforce becomes more 

professionalized—holding advanced credentials and participating in professional associations—

institutions are more likely to model themselves after other entities in the postsecondary arena 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  

At the field level, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) have identified several predictors for 

isomorphic change.  First, as the field increasingly relies on one source for funding, isomorphism 

will increase.  Second, as institutions within the higher education field interact with government 

agencies, isomorphism will increasingly spread throughout the field.  Third, if there are few 
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examples of different ways to organize institutions isomorphism will spread more quickly 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Fourth, when the field must operate with unclear technologies or 

goals, isomorphism will prevail.  Fifth, as a field hires an increasingly professionalized 

workforce, isomorphism will increase.  Finally, as a field is more structured, isomorphism will 

be more prevalent (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  

The Cultural Model.  Within institutional theory, scholars have identified the cultural 

model, which provides a holistic view of institutions (Peterson & Spencer, 1990) and suggests 

that organizational change is a slowly evolving process that occurs in response to the 

environment (Kezar, 2012).  The cultural framework views postsecondary institutions as 

distinctive social organizations that possess histories, traditions, values, beliefs, myths, and 

rituals (Kezar, 2012; Neumann, 2012; Peterson & Spencer, 1990; Senge, 2013).  The cultural 

model expands scholars’ ability to analyze postsecondary institutions by positioning them in a 

larger context (Senge, 2013).  This model posits that an institution’s culture evolves as a result of 

its past, its leaders, its subcultures, and of the critical events in the institution’s history (Smerk, 

2010).  As the cultural model examines the notion of change, it assumes that change is a dynamic 

and ongoing process primarily motivated by the notion of legitimacy.  

Within the cultural model, scholars have identified the notion of organizational saga, an 

accepted narrative about an institution based on the organization’s history that claims a 

significant accomplishment (Clark, 1972).  The organizational saga unifies institutions and 

serves as a critical resource that connects individuals to one another and to the organization. 

When a developed saga is incorporated throughout the institution, it generates widespread belief 

from powerful individuals.  For a saga to be accepted, institutions must have unique programs, 
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external buy-in, a student subculture, and evident imagery (Clark, 1972).  If a university leader 

leverages an established saga, that individual can manage change more effectively.   

Researchers have applied the cultural model to many studies of postsecondary institutions 

and found that it offers significant explanatory power for the complexity of colleges and 

universities and the decisions that leaders must make in times of change (Smerk, 2010).  By 

incorporating the notion of saga and considering the levels of institutional cohesion around the 

saga, scholars have determined that the cultural model helps researchers better understand 

institutions in times of change by identifying multiple groups, meanings, and ideas.  As I 

consider the cases in this study, it will be important to understand the institutions’ histories and 

sagas to better understand how the institutions make sense of change related to privatization.  In 

this study, the notion of risk will be useful as I seek to understand how an institution’s context 

shapes its unique response to national pressures.  

Resources and Risk.  Although institutional theory explains how in a quest for resources 

institutions make choices to resemble each other and seek prestige (Toma, 2012), the theory also 

helps to illuminate the different ways in which wealth influences the types of decisions 

institutions are able to make (Harris, 2013).  Well-resourced institutions are better positioned to 

make investments in opportunities with unclear outcomes than lower-resourced institutions, 

because the wealthier institutions have more resources available to risk.  Therefore, these highly 

resourced institutions can avoid some of the normative pressures and make innovative decisions 

that could further position themselves as pioneers and leaders in the field of postsecondary 

education—ultimately providing these well-resourced institutions with greater levels of wealth 

and prestige (Harris, 2013).  
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Benefits and Limitations of Institutional Theory.  Institutional theory has been used in 

higher education scholarship and demonstrates considerable strengths as a theoretical framework 

through which to view organizational change.  One of the most important benefits of institutional 

theory is its holistic view of organizations and its ability to view institutional change in a broader 

context (Senge, 2013).  This expansive theory has strong explanatory power for the ways in 

which institutions conform within the field of postsecondary education (Rowan & Miskel, 1999).  

It also helps to explain how well-resourced institutions can make risky decisions to innovate 

while lower-resourced institutions are less capable of taking chances (Harris, 2013).  

Although institutional theory provides clear strengths to postsecondary research, the 

framework has several limitations.  Institutional theory fails to offer clear predictions regarding 

the outcomes of institutional actions (Rowan & Miskel, 1999).  In addition, institutional theory 

does not account for innovations and risk-taking led by less prestigious institutions.  Despite 

these limitations, institutional theory will be relevant to this study.  Institutional theory offers a 

strong explanation for similar actions taken by different institutions, while allowing for 

innovative behavior.  This theoretical framework provides space to consider an institution’s 

context, and it will help this study to further explain institutional norms and the risks that 

administrators decide to take.  Finally, the theory also considers matters of prestige, which are 

particularly important to the AAU institutions that will be included in this study’s sample. 

Connecting the Two Theories 

Organization scholars have found considerable value in using multiple theoretical 

frameworks through which to explain organizational change.  By applying multiple theories, 

researchers are able to provide a more complex depiction of organizational change in 

postsecondary institutions (Birnbaum, 1988; Kezar, 2012).  Importantly, Tolbert (1985) found 
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considerable explanatory power by employing both institutional theory and resource dependence 

theory in the same study.  She noted that when the two frameworks are applied together, “an 

institutionalization perspective defines conditions under which hypotheses generated by a 

resource dependence perspective will hold” (p. 11).  Following Tolbert’s guidance, this study 

will employ the two theories to provide a better explanation for the complex decisions 

institutions must make when faced with declining state financial support.  

Differences Between Theories.  Because institutional theory can establish conditions 

that create dependencies, the two theories may explain different elements within this study.  

Resource dependence theory may help to explain institutional differentiation.  As institutions 

adapt to the needs of the marketplace or attempt to serve or to develop new markets, 

administrators and faculty may introduce programs or services that would distinguish their 

college or university from other institutions (Powell & Rey, 2015; Tolbert, 1985).  This notion of 

differentiation within resource dependence theory differs significantly institutional theory’s 

notion that institutions face significant pressures to conform to a standard in order to obtain the 

necessary resources to survive. Although both theoretical frameworks address the role of 

resources in institutional survival, institutional and resource dependence theories discuss 

resources in slightly different manners.  In a recent study, Powell and Rey (2015) noted that 

institutional theory discusses how resources interact with the environment in relation to 

institutional culture.  In comparison, the study suggested that resource dependence theory is used 

to examine how institutions are affected by and manage the environment, and how the 

environmental constraints influence administrators’ and faculty members’ behavior.  Therefore, 

the two theories highlight the influence of different elements in institutional decision-making—
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institutional theory illuminates the importance of internal characteristics, while the resource 

dependence framework emphasizes the key role of the environment. 

Similarities Between Theories.  Despite the differences between the two frameworks, 

the theories have noteworthy similarities and could converge in ways that make it challenging to 

draw conclusions when I apply the theories to this study’s findings.  Both theories address the 

important role of environmental scanning (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Toma, 2012), and suggest 

that institutions must remain aware of the actions of other organizations within their 

environment.  If this awareness leads to institutional similarities, it could be difficult to identify 

whether isomorphism or competition for resources led to the conformity.  In addition, as 

dependency relationships at one postsecondary institution become accepted as part of that 

organization’s culture, associations could be legitimized and adopted by other institutions 

(Tolbert, 1985).  If many institutions establish similar types of relationships, it could be 

challenging to attribute the partnerships to resource dependencies that exist separately from 

isomorphic pressures that encourage institutions to develop similar alliances.  Importantly, as 

external partnerships become more financially significant to postsecondary institutions, the 

colleges and universities may begin to resemble their funding partners (Slaughter & Leslie, 

1997).  Therefore, these resemblances could become normalized within a single institution 

(Tolbert, 1985) and adopted by other institutions that are conforming to the standard set by the 

initial institution or competing with that institution.  If this occurs, it will be difficult to 

distinguish the effects of resource dependencies from the influence of institutional cultures.  

Ultimately, the overlapping characteristics of the two frameworks could present dilemmas as I 

analyze this study’s findings.  However, to draw insightful conclusions, I will closely examine 

the theoretical literature and discuss conclusions with other researchers.   
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Research Design 

Qualitative studies are, by nature, exploratory.  These studies put the researcher in the 

field, close to participants, and allow for in-depth analyses of phenomena.  Within qualitative 

studies, researchers examine multiple forms of data (Creswell, 2009).  Qualitative researchers 

conduct inductive data analysis, identifying patterns and themes as they analyze the data.  In 

qualitative studies, researchers attempt to understand the broader meaning of participants’ 

experiences (Creswell, 2009). 

In higher education research, scholars have examined the forces encouraging 

privatization and some of the actions that institutions have taken in response to those pressures.  

However, the scholarship of privatization is still emerging.  There are gaps in the literature that 

prompt this study to employ a qualitative research design, including: how institutional context 

shapes privatization; the institutional responses to the context and to forces of privatization; 

which elements represent the public nature of a public university or the privatized nature of the 

university; and, how privatization influences relationships with policymakers.  Therefore, 

because limited research has been conducted to identify the different ways in which different 

institutions privatize and the various outcomes of privatization, qualitative methods are 

appropriate to leverage to answer the following research questions: 

1. How does an institution’s context shape its positioning on the continuum of privatization? 
2. Why do similar pressures of privatization prompt different responses among institutions, 

and what factors shape a university’s responses to those pressures? 
3. How do administrators navigate an institution’s relationships with state policymakers 

while pursuing strategies of privatization? 
 

Guided by these research questions, this section of the proposal will expand upon the plans for 

the study’s sample selection, data collection, and data analysis.  It will demonstrate how this 

study will employ a multisite case study design in which I will conduct document and archival 
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analyses as well as interviews to obtain data that, when analyzed, will illuminate institutional 

responses to privatization and the subsequent stakeholder responses. 

Case Study Approach 

The case study examines a unit of analysis that exists within a bounded system to discuss 

the global nature of the unit (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2014).  This strategy of qualitative inquiry 

allows researchers to explore processes, activities, and events (Creswell, 2009).  By examining a 

single event, program, or phenomenon, a case study produces a descriptive analysis that provides 

a deeper understanding for the study’s reader.  The multisite case study approach—an expanded 

version of the case study—allows researchers to collect and analyze data from several cases 

(Merriam, 2009).  This approach enhances the study’s external validity and frequently allows for 

a more compelling interpretation.  Multiple case studies are considered more compelling than 

single case studies, and examinations of multiple sites offer more robust analyses (Yin, 2014).  

Case studies benefit the broader knowledge of subjects because they offer detailed and 

contextual examinations that advance a field’s knowledge, but these studies are limited in their 

generalizability (Merriam, 2009).  For effectiveness, case studies depend on the researcher’s 

integrity for reliability, and validity. 

The multiple case study approach allows this study to examine within the bounded 

context of an institution how several prominent universities—with many avenues for revenue 

generation but declining state revenues—respond to privatization forces and to identify the 

outcomes of each university’s actions.  By incorporating the multiple case approach, I can 

identify trends across institutions, observe the influences of state contexts, and increase the 

study’s validity and reliability.  Although the study does not intend to produce findings that are 

generalizable to all public institutions, it aims to offer insights about the ways in which well-
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resourced research universities address state funding cuts and competitive pressures.  Therefore, 

I pose the following research questions to guide this study: 

1. How does an institution’s context shape its positioning on the continuum of privatization? 
2. Why do similar pressures of privatization prompt different responses among institutions, 

and what factors shape a university’s responses to those pressures? 
3. How do administrators navigate an institution’s relationships with state policymakers 

while pursuing strategies of privatization? 
 

Sample Selection 

Qualitative researchers employ nonprobability sampling (Merriam, 2009).  Within this 

approach, many scholars use purposeful sampling—a technique that allows researchers to 

identify samples that provide rich data to expose a phenomenon.  In case studies, researchers 

must employ sampling strategies to identify both cases to study and participants to interview 

(Merriam, 2009).  For this study, I have elected to use nonprobability sampling to identify a 

purposeful sample of cases, which will allow me to identify public research universities with 

multiple avenues to generate revenue from external sources—institutions that are best positioned 

to privatize.  To identify those cases, I established the following selection criteria to identify the 

most appropriate institutions to examine in this study:   

1. Because of elite research universities’ abilities to generate external revenue, cases must 
be public research universities that are active members of the prestigious Association of 
American Universities, a selective organization that identifies members based on 
institutional research productivity; 

2. Because of the study’s key assumption that privatization is largely motivated by state 
funding cuts, cases must be institutions that experienced declining state support from 
1990 to 2014, including:  

a. Institutions that experienced real declines in state funds;  
b. Institutions that experienced real declines in state funds per FTE; and,  
c. Institutions that experienced a more than 10% decline in the proportion of revenue 

received from the state; 
3. Because of the study’s definition that suggests that institutions replace state support with 

tuition revenue, cases must be institutions that increased tuition prices from 1990 to 2014, 
including:   

a. Institutions that experienced increases in real tuition dollars;  
b. Institutions that experienced increases in real tuition dollars per FTE; and, 
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c. Institutions that experienced a more than 10% increase in the proportion of 
received from revenue from tuition; 

4. The literature shows that institutions are turning to out-of-state students to generate 
tuition revenue.  However, to control for institutions that must employ this practice to 
account for population declines, cases must be institutions located in states that 
experienced at least a 1% population growth from 1990 to 2010, according to the U.S. 
Census. 
 
When I examined the institutions that meet the selection criteria, I identified 34 public 

AAU institutions.  Then, by employing IPEDS data I found that 21 public AAU institutions had 

experienced the three types of state funding cuts discussed above.  Of those, 16 met the three 

criteria of increased tuition funding.  Finally, of those institutions, 15 are located in states with 

population growth.  From that sample, I identified three institutions that experienced the forces 

of privatization in powerful ways.  It is clear that despite this study’s effort to control for 

institutional type, prestige, and privatization, there is still a variety in the ways in which public 

research universities privatize.  These forces have been imposed in different ways for each 

institution—creating unique cases to allow me to investigate how the context of an institution 

shapes its responses to privatization.   

After considering the institutions that met the case selection criteria, I identified three 

public research universities that will provide interesting contexts through which to more deeply 

understand privatization (please see Appendix A for a table indicating how each institution met 

the selection criteria).  The three cases that will be examined in this study are:  The University of 

California at Berkeley (Berkeley), the University of Oregon (Oregon), and the University of 

Washington-Seattle (Washington).  In the selection criteria’s time frame, Berkeley experienced a 

26 percentage-point decline in the proportion of revenue received from its state and a 30 

percentage-point increase in the share of revenue from tuition.  The institution also experienced a 

real decline in state funding per-FTE of $21,422 and generated an additional $19,477 per-FTE in 
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tuition revenue.  Oregon experienced a 26 percentage-point decline in the share of revenue it 

received from the state—a decline that was reflected in the decrease of $6,388 per FTE.  In the 

same time frame, Oregon increased the share of revenue received from tuition by 35 percentage-

points and saw an increase of $14,061 per-FTE in tuition dollars.  Finally, during the 24-year 

time span, Washington experienced an 18 percentage-point decline in its share of revenue from 

the state (-$13,173 per FTE) and an increase of 11 percentage-points in the share of revenue 

from tuition (+$21,089 per FTE). 

Each of these institutions presents an interesting case through which to examine the 

pressures of—and responses to—privatization.  Berkeley has been considered to be a prominent 

example of the importance of outstanding public higher education (Kerr, 2001), but in recent 

years it has experienced rapid declines in state funding.  The university has compensated by 

rapidly increasing the proportion of funding from tuition revenue.  While facing criticism for 

abandoning its public mission, Berkeley also has been publicly criticized for its enrollment of 

out-of-state students (Jaschik, 2016).  By leveraging IPEDS data to examine privatization metrics 

in preparation for this study, it was clear that Oregon has pursued strategies of privatization 

throughout the institution—weathering state funding cuts, raising tuition, increasing enrollment, 

hiring non-tenure faculty, and securing external funding.  In addition, Oregon has sought and 

secured autonomy in governance (Paulson, 2015), received multi-million dollar gifts from 

prominent donors for academic enhancements (Fain, 2016), and continued to increase in-state 

and out-of-state tuition prices (Theen, 2016).  IPEDS data also presents Washington as an 

interesting case to study.  Washington receives one of the lowest (of all AAU publics) 

proportions of revenue from its state (7%).  In addition, it is the top public AAU in committing 

expenditures to research, which can serve as a significant revenue generator.   
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Ultimately, these three cases offer compelling opportunities to examine the forces of 

privatization.  Although there are other institutions that fit the selection criteria, the selected three 

institutions offer unique contexts that could provide interesting data that allows an examination 

of privatization.  These cases provide opportunities to examine the relevance of institutional 

mission, the pressures of external stakeholders, the influence of federal funding, and more. 

Data Collection  

Within the case study, researchers employ sampling strategies to collect data at selected 

sites.  Some of the forms of data used in qualitative research include interviews, document 

analysis, and archival analysis (Creswell, 2009).  Interviews—one-on-one or focus groups—are 

unstructured sessions in which the researcher asks open-ended questions to participants.  

Interviews provide context; give researcher control over questions; and useful when observations 

are unavailable.  But, interviews include participants’ filtered perspectives, are not natural, and 

may be biased by the researcher (Creswell, 2009).  Despite the bias that can be introduced from 

the questions and responses, Yin (2014) calls interviews one of the most important sources of 

data.  Documents involve public documents (newspapers, meeting agendas, reports) and private 

documents (journals, memos, letters).  This form of data shows participants’ language; is 

accessed on the researcher’s time; is thoughtfully produced; and does not require transcription. 

But, the information may be unavailable, hard to find, incomplete, and inaccurate (Creswell, 

2009; Yin, 2014).  With similar strengths and drawbacks to documents, archival records can be 

important and include public files (census, state data); service records; organizational records 

(budgets); maps and charts; and, survey data (Yin, 2009).   

For this study, I will employ purposeful sampling and engage in a two-stage data 

collection process.  By first conducting a document and archival analysis in the spring of 2017, I 
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will more deeply understand the context in which the cases reside.  I will learn about many of the 

important figures in the institutions, and I will gain an initial understanding of the budgets, 

controversies, and news of the cases.  As a first step in my data collection and analysis, I will 

collect data that includes news coverage; institutional communication to external audiences; 

institutional histories and missions; budgets; and, legislative records.  To understand the ways in 

which institutions communicate objectives to external stakeholders, I will analyze presidents’ or 

chancellors’ annual reports, provosts’ reports, university newsletters and magazines, blogs, 

websites, and videos.  To identify external perceptions of the decisions and activities of 

institutions related to privatization, I will examine press coverage.  These documents also will 

allow me to identify university officials who play an important role in external relations—further 

ensuring that this study will sample relevant participants.  The press coverage to be examined 

will be news reports of: state funding of public institutions, legislation tied to public higher 

education, broader state budget issues, governors’ priorities related to higher education, 

controversies related to the cases, and national coverage of the cases.  To identify institutional 

priorities and degrees of privatization, I will analyze documents related to universities’ budgets.  

Because institutional theory—one of the frameworks guiding this study—highlights the 

importance of institutional culture and history, it is important to understand the context in which 

these institutions operate.  Therefore, I will analyze institutional histories and historical as well 

as more recent documents related to institutional governance arrangements. 

Following the document and archival analysis, I will conduct interviews with university 

administrators.  I will employ a purposeful sampling strategy to select a collection of participants 

who serve as decision-makers on matters related to privatization.  These individuals would 

provide considerable insight regarding state support for higher education and how the 
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institutions’ relationships with their states have changed as funding has been cut.  The 

participants I would like to include in my study include: officials in provosts’ offices, presidents’ 

offices, offices of government relations, development, and university finance.  I also intend to 

conduct interviews with members of governing boards.  Because Berkeley and Oregon have 

undergone recent leadership changes (DeSantis, 2016; Stripling, 2015), I will attempt to conduct 

interviews with the outgoing Berkeley Chancellor and the former Oregon President.  In addition, 

to understand how these institutions fit into the broader national context, I would like to include 

higher education faculty members who work at each of the three institutions in my sample of 

participants.  For this study, I intend to conduct interviews with between seven and ten 

representatives from each institution, with the goal of at least 21 interviews.  My goal is to hold 

these interviews in the summer of 2017 in person or on the telephone, with the preference of in-

person interviews.  To establish connections with university and board officials, I will send to 

them via email information about this study and an invitation to participate.  If it is possible, I 

will include the administrators’ assistants on the email to facilitate an easier scheduling process. 

As I prepare for the interviews, I will design the questions with the intention of obtaining 

responses that best address my research questions.  To obtain a detailed understanding of 

privatization forces, interviews will be conducted in an open-ended and semi-structured format.  

These interviews will be scheduled to occur over the course of an hour, and—given participant 

approval—they will be recorded digitally.  I will store the interview transcriptions in a password-

protected Dropbox folder and in a password-protected Deduce account.  To protect participants’ 

identities, I will remove names and titles from the transcriptions and will provide broad 

descriptions of each individual.  With each participant, I will discuss his or her comfort level 

with my descriptions in the dissertation.  If this proposal is approved to move forward, I will 
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send data collection and analysis plans to the University of Georgia Institutional Review Board 

and seek its approval.  Following the IRB approval, I will contact the three cases individually to 

obtain approval to do research on those sites.   

Methodology 

Data analysis is an ongoing process that benefits from reflection and written memos 

(Creswell, 2009).  Qualitative researchers follow a systematic but iterative process in which they 

take raw data, organize it, prepare for analysis, read data, code data, analyze data for themes, 

connect related themes, and interpret the meaning of the themes.  When qualitative researchers 

code data, they organize it into segments of text and apply a relevant label.  It is useful for 

researchers to maintain a codebook to maintain clear definitions of codes and validate the 

researchers’ analyses (Creswell, 2009).  Researchers can establish codes before beginning data 

analysis, they can develop codes organically, or they can use a combination of strategies.  The 

coding stage is a time for researchers to synthesize information and identify themes (Miles, 

Huberman, & Saldana, 2014).  In the first coding cycle, researchers apply codes to chunks of 

text. This is followed by a second cycle that uses pattern codes to group initial codes into broader 

themes. Coding can be done with descriptive codes; in vivo codes (using participants’ language 

for codes); process codes (employing gerunds); and, affective codes that use emotion and values.  

Researchers can use deductive—use a derived list of codes—or inductive coding, in which 

researchers develop codes as they analyze the data (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). 

In this study, I will obtain electronic or physical copies of public documents and 

institutional histories.  For electronic documents, I will store files electronically on a password-

protected Dropbox folder, and I will use an online coding program, such as Deduce, to code the 

data.  I will code by hand the physical documents.  I will use a largely deductive coding strategy 
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with descriptive codes, especially on the first cycle.  I will obtain descriptive codes from the 

literature and plan my coding organization strategy based on my research questions, theoretical 

framework, and literature review.  As I begin to analyze the data obtained from the interviews, I 

will employ deductive coding with descriptive codes during the first cycle of coding the 

interviews, but I will allow for some inductive coding with in vivo codes to capture unexpected 

themes.  During the second cycle, I plan to apply participants’ phrases to capture broader themes 

and structure my understanding of the larger meaning of the data.  I will maintain a codebook 

with definitions.  Throughout data analysis, I will draft memos on: themes identified from the 

data, differences across cases, unexpected findings, as well as data collection and analysis 

decisions. 

Validity and Reliability.  In qualitative research, the notion of validity references the 

researcher’s efforts to ensure the accuracy of the study’s findings.  Creswell (2009) suggests that 

strategies to maintain validity include: triangulating data to make sure it justifies themes; 

member checking to ask participants whether the study’s analysis is accurate; writing rich, thick 

descriptions to discuss the findings; clarifying bias; presenting conflicting or negative 

information to present a complete picture of the case; spending prolonged time in the field; using 

peer review; and, asking an external reviewer to examine the study.  Yin (2014) notes that 

construct validity can be established by using multiple sources of evidence, establishing clear 

chains of logic, and by engaging participants in reviewing the analysis. Internal validity 

references the study’s ability to connect the findings to the experiences of the participants 

(Merriam, 2009).  

Reliability references the whether the initial researcher’s approach to the study could be 

replicated by other scholars (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 2009).  To ensure reliability, researchers 
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fact-check transcripts, maintain code definitions, and ask other researchers to cross-check codes 

(Creswell, 2009).  In addition, Merriam (2009) encourages researchers to understand their own 

biases/thinking and maintain detailed records of the decisions made during the research process.  

To expand reliability, researchers should use case study protocol and develop a case study 

database in which they keep clear notes and account for decisions (Yin, 2014).  Finally, to help 

other researchers identify ways in which the initial study could apply to other studies, Creswell 

(2009) writes that qualitative generalization allows scholars to translate findings to similar cases. 

To create a useful dissertation, validity and reliability are particularly important.  I aim 

for this study to produce an accurate analysis of the ways in which the three cases respond to 

privatization forces and the outcomes of those decisions.  Therefore, I will employ strategies to 

preserve the internal validity, external validity, and reliability.  By engaging in a two-stage data 

collection process, I will spend sufficient time analyzing the cases with the ultimate result of 

more deeply understanding the contexts facing the institutions.  In addition, I will rely on 

triangulation of data through document analyses and interviews.  Further, I will demonstrate a 

willingness to present conflicting narratives and question my assumptions.  As I write, I will 

provide in-depth descriptions of the cases to convey the study’s findings effectively.  Also in the 

final version of the paper, I will discuss how the unique sample used in this study limits its 

generalizability to public research universities with robust research enterprises, selective 

admissions, and strong alumni and donor support.  Finally, to preserve the study’s reliability, I 

will define codes and maintain consistency, and I will make regular use of memos regarding my 

decision-making process.  To ensure my conclusions are logical, I will ask peers to review my 

work and present elements of the study at conferences. 
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Researcher bias.  As I conduct this study, I will be aware that in qualitative research, the 

researcher’s experiences, thoughts, and opinions can influence the findings of the study.  It is 

important to consider the notion of researcher bias and to take steps to prevent it from negatively 

influencing a study’s results.  While I am a doctoral student embarking on a research project, I 

also hold a graduate assistant position in the University of Georgia’s (UGA) Office of the 

President.  My assignments and relationships in this role may influence my conceptions of the 

importance of state policymakers as external stakeholders.  In addition, it may influence my 

perception of administrators’ reticence to discuss state policy and policymakers in a negative 

light.  However, as I conduct this study, I will acknowledge my potential biases and consistently 

strive to not let my experience at UGA color my perceptions of other institutions.  In addition, I 

will clarify to participants that I am not entering these interviews as a representative of UGA’s 

administration.  Instead, I am conducting the interviews in my capacity as a graduate student. 

Timeline 

 As I embark on this research project, I recognize that the data collection efforts will drive 

the progress of the study.  Upon receiving the committee’s approval for this study, I will 

immediately seek IRB approval from UGA and subsequent approval from the research sites.  

While the IRB approval process is underway, I will begin to identify and collect the documents 

and archival records that will serve as the first phase of the data to be analyzed.  Throughout the 

spring of 2017, I will gather documents and begin an ongoing data analysis process.  I will 

identify relevant themes and draft memos on the preliminary findings.   

Based on these initial findings, in the late spring I will develop several conference 

proposals that are focused on the privatization of public institutions.  From the documents, I 

intend to develop a paper exploring the ways in which institutions communicate privatization 
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efforts to internal and external stakeholders.  Also, based on the data analysis that I conducted in 

preparation for this proposal, I intend to compose a paper about the ways in which scholars 

should examine privatization.  By presenting at conferences, I can obtain scholars’ feedback on 

my findings and enhance the effectiveness of this study. 

 Following IRB approval and the first stage of data collection and analysis—ideally in 

June 2017—I will contact the identified administrators at each of the institutions to discuss the 

research project.  Then, about two weeks after the initial contact, I will request that they consider 

participating in this study.  In the second correspondence, I will include additional information 

about the study and propose that we schedule interviews during specific blocks of time.  If 

participants agree, I intend to travel to the three sites to conduct these interviews in August 2017.  

I aim to complete data collection at these sites by September 2017.  Following the interviews and 

any additional data collection, I plan to conduct the second phase of an iterative data analysis 

process in the fall and winter of 2017.  Throughout the data collection and analysis, I will write 

memos and draft elements of the dissertation.  Ultimately, my goal is to submit an initial draft of 

the dissertation to my major professor, Dr. James Hearn, by January 2018.   

Implications 

The importance of public research universities is evident.  These institutions educate 

millions of undergraduate and graduate students, provide valuable services to their states, and 

create new knowledge that impacts the world.  It is critical to understand the changing 

environment facing these institutions.  As many public research universities experience state 

funding cuts and respond by increasing the tuition prices charged to students and by seeking 

financial support from external stakeholders, it is important to understand how universities’ 

contexts shape their decisions related to privatization and the subsequent responses they face 
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from state policymakers.  Therefore, I hope that this study can contribute to the broader 

knowledge about the actions institutions take regarding privatization and the outcomes 

associated with those actions.  I am eager to begin this study, and I look forward to discussing it 

in more detail with the committee. 
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Appendix 
 

 Berkeley Oregon Washington 
AAU Membership Joined in 1900 Joined in 1969 Joined in 1950 
Change in state 
funding 

-$316M -$64M -$175M 

Change in state 
funding per FTE 

-$21,400 -$6,400 -$13,200 

Change in proportion 
of revenue received 
from the state 

-26 percentage-points -26 percentage points -18 percentage-points 

Change in tuition 
funding  

+$528M +$289M $647M 

Change in tuition 
funding per FTE  

+$19,500 +$14,100 +$21,100 

Change in proportion 
of revenue received 
from tuition 

+30 percentage-points +35 percentage-points +11 percentage-points 

Percent change in 
state population, 
1990-2010 

+ 25% +35% +38% 

Notes:  All dollar amounts are recorded in constant 2014 dollars. Changes in state funding 
occurred between 1990 and 2014. 
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