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Building boards: A qualitative analysis of the 
perceptions of the role of external governors on 
university governing boards 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

 
Universities are acknowledged to play a critical role within their 

societies.  With the fall of the Berlin Wall and the ascendency of 
neoliberalism, the role that the university plays within society is 
undergoing a substantial change.  The university is no longer perceived 
to be a bastion for the elite but is increasingly viewed as an instrument of 
social and economic development.  In order to redefine the role of the 
university, the state has redefined the university as a corporation.  
Depending on jurisdiction, different macro-level legislative changes have 
been made to the governance structure of the university so that it 
supports the state’s economic agenda.  The imposition of legislative 
changes by the state, or the potential for legislative change, indicates that 
the nature of the binary relationship between the university and the state 
is not equal.  Two key factors reveal the imbalance in power between the 
university and the state: the university is dependent on the state for 
funding, and the state has the ability to recast the role of the university 
through legislative actions.  These two factors indicate that the university 
is not autonomous.  But the question this raises is how much, if any, 
autonomy does the university actually have?   

In most western jurisdictions, the public university has been 
restructured so that it now has a governing board composed of both 
internal and external Governors.  The rationale for the governing board is 
to provide oversight of the actions of the university as a public 
corporation.  Within Canada, the majority, usually by one, of the 
university governing board members are appointed by the state to ensure 
that the university is meeting its fiduciary obligations in the allocation of 
its annual operating grant.  Since the university is a multi-million dollar 
operation which the governing board is charged with overseeing, the 
question that this raises is to whom do the Governors of the university 
think they are accountable to and represent?  This question is critical to 
help understand the nature of the university and how it operates.  Very 
little research has been done about the perception of individual governing 

board members.  Most research about university governance has 
focused on the role of the President with some very limited 
research done about how the board works as an entity but not about 
the perception of the individual governing board members. 

The purpose of this dissertation is to examine the 
perception of individual governing board members to see if and 
how this affects the behaviour of the university.  A qualitative 
research methodology was used that combined both a grounded 
theory and case study framework to examine the role of governing 
board members.  This methodology provided a means of 
examining the perception of Government appointed external 
Governors and ask them whom do they think they represent? 
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