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Diffusional effects of excellence education on the institution
as a whole
Renze Kolster

Center for Higher Education Policy Studies (CHEPS), Faculty of Behavioural, Management and Social
Sciences, University of Twente, Enschede, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Having found that excellence education in Dutch higher education
institutions can function as a testing ground for educational
innovations, we ask the questions: Are ‘excellence education’
teaching methods diffused towards courses in regular study
programmes? Are organisational structures affected? And are
there noticeable external effects? And through which processes
are the rest of the organisation impacted? We study these
questions using qualitative empirical insights of five case study
higher education institutions. We see some educational,
organisational, and external diffusional effects. In education,
teachers indicated to experiment with educational content in
excellence education, after which they implemented this in
regular study programme courses too. On the organisational
level, a prominent effect was the creation of new relationship
structures, particularly amongst teachers involved in excellence
education. Commonly heard external effects included heightened
reputation and visibility of the institution due to offering
excellence education. Reflecting on the diffusion process, we
observe that the diffusion mainly happens through teachers who
are involved in excellence and regular education. Policy
instruments are rarely specifically designed to create diffusional
effects. Consequently, steering of the diffusion of innovations by
inter alia university management appears not to happen often.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

Excellence education in the Netherlands is provided since the late twentieth century
through ‘university colleges’ and dedicated (honours) programmes. Excellence
(honours) programmes are often extra-curricular and have a disciplinary or interdisci-
plinary focus. The programmes take around 1 to 2 year to complete. These classes or pro-
jects come in addition to students’ regular study programmes. Often teachers with a
proven track record in education are asked to be involved in excellence education.
The excellence education or honours education is available to a selected group of high
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performing and motivated students during their bachelor or master programmes. Excel-
lence education is, however, not only said to have individual effects, also the wider insti-
tution is to benefit (Wolfensberger, van Eijl, and Pilot 2004; 2012). A recent study of five
case study institutions in the Netherlands concluded that excellence education can func-
tion as a testing ground for education innovations (Kolster 2020; in this volume).

Educational innovation that emerged from the testing ground are, for example,
student-driven learning approaches, student assessment practices, educational content,
educational tools, and aspects of organising education. However, the role of the excel-
lence education in the development of educational innovations should not be overesti-
mated. The amount of diffused innovations is rather limited, and our study showed
that excellence education is not the most important source of educational innovation.
Irrespective of the quantity of educational innovations, the diffusion process and the
potential broader impacts – or diffusional effects – beyond education deserve detailed
study because it contains insights into the extent to which higher education institutions
can be learning organisations. Although ‘the learning organisation’ has been the topic of
research for a long time, not much is known about how higher education institutions
learn (Dee and Leisyte 2016).

In this paper, we look at three types of diffusional effects of excellence education as
seen within the higher education institutions: primary (education), secondary (organis-
ational), and tertiary (external) effects. We discuss which actors are important in the
diffusion and reflect on the policy side of the diffusion. The overriding research question
we have to research this is:

What are the diffusional effects, and its preceding processes, resulting from excellence edu-
cation at five Dutch higher education institutions?

Conceptualisation

To analyse the diffusional effects of excellence education, and its preceding processes, we
elaborate on a number of relevant concepts in this section. Also provided is an analytical
framework that aims to conceptualise the place of excellence education in an innovation
cycle at higher education institutions.

A key concept in this study is diffusion, which is “the process in which an innovation is
communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social
system” (Rogers 2003, 5). The social systems in our conceptualisation are the higher edu-
cation institutions. Following Boyce (2003), we conceptualise that there primary, second-
ary, and external (tertiary) diffusional effects may occur. Primary effects of diffusion from
excellence education concern effects on the regular education, for example, in the didac-
tics used and in the usage of educational tools. Secondary effects are effects on the regular
organisation. Creating networks of teachers, new units in the organisation, changes in
organisational culture, are examples of secondary effects. The third type of effects is
related to the external aspects. These include, for example, reputational effects of
having excellence education on employers, social partners, and prospective students.
We would like to note that diffusional effects may also be negative. For example,
diffused educational innovations may not necessarily work best for some students in
regular study programmes.
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Diffusional effects may take a direct or indirect route. The direct route means that
an effect is achieved in the regular organisation or education, without the assistance of
intervening factors, i.e. steering instruments. For instance, teachers use an innovation
(often using tacit knowledge) outside the context of excellence education, where it
achieves an effect. When steering instruments are used to achieve an effect, we call
it indirect diffusion. This route relates to ‘policy-driven innovation’, ‘directed inno-
vation’ (Hannan 2005, 981) or ‘guided innovation’ (Silver 1998, 150). Several steering
instruments can influence actors to achieve diffusional effects, for example by finan-
cially supporting diffusion or through regulations making diffusion mandatory. Fol-
lowing the classic grouping of policy instruments by Hood (1983) (also see Hood
and Margetts 2007; Van Vught and de Boer 2015), in addition to regulation and
funding, also organisation and information instruments may be used to steer
behaviour.

The concepts discussed lead to the analytical framework presented below. The frame-
work visualises the hypothetical innovation cycle. Figure 1 frames excellence education as
a testing ground for education innovations (see Kolster 2020; in this volume). The area
on the right side represents the regular organisation, including regular education, where
diffusional effects and its preceding processes take place. The feedback cycle consists of
three steps. First, innovations emerge from the testing ground of excellence education.
Second, innovations are diffused to the regular organisation and regular study pro-
grammes. And third, diffusional effects may become institutionalised, thus affecting
institutions’ characteristics.

Methodology

To study the diffusional effects of excellence education, we have performed in-depth
qualitative case studies at three research universities (coded as UNI 1, 2, and 3) and
two universities of applied sciences in the Netherlands1 (coded as UAS 1 and 2).

Figure 1. Analytical framework of the innovation cycle emerging from excellence education
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Our case studies employed three research methods. First, we performed a document
analysis to identify the institution’s vision on (excellence) education, educational
mission, didactical approaches, study culture, rationale for excellence education, and
reported diffused innovations and effects. Selected documents included annual reports,
quality assurance documentation, study programmes’ syllabi and exam regulations,
internal and external policy reports and evaluations, and news items. Second, invited
interviewees (except students) were asked to fill out a digital survey and 27 respondents
did so. In the survey we asked, inter alia, for examples of diffused innovations. The results
from the document analyses and survey fed into the protocol of our semi-structured
interviews. Finally, through a carefully designed interview protocol semi-structured
interviews and focus groups (in Dutch) with key actors within higher education insti-
tutions we collected data on, inter alia, diffusional effects and the preceding processes.
The interviewed actors are teachers in excellence programmes, students who participated
in excellence education and those who did not, administrators (coordinators and pro-
gramme managers) of excellence programme, and policy makers on institutional and
faculty levels. In total, we interviewed 30 employees at five higher educational institutions
and 15 students studying at four higher education institutions.

The interviews were transcribed, after which structured case study reports were
written. These case studies also included information collected through the other two
methods, thus allowing us to triangulate and increase the internal validity of the empiri-
cal evidence.

The case studies are not necessarily representative of the entire Dutch higher edu-
cation sector. Particularly, also because excellence education has developed in a wide
variety of forms (Allen et al. 2015). Consequently, it is best to view this study as explora-
tive, but valuable because not much is known about broader diffusional effects of excel-
lence education.

Results

In this section, we present the found diffusional effects (Table 1). To discuss the preced-
ing processes, we willexamine the diffusion route, by reviewing the involved actors and
the applied steering instruments.

Primary effects: education

In all five case study institutions, mainly teachers indicated that excellence education has
influenced the educational concepts used in regular study programmes. The intensity,
however, differs across institutions. At one institution (UAS1), teachers indicate that
in excellence education they do not experiment much with new didactics and if this is
done, only marginal – individual – diffusion takes place to regular study programmes.
Teachers of two institutions (UNI2; UNI3), on the other hand, see that the didactics
of many regular study programmes have been impacted because of the experiments in
excellence education with research-based learning and student-driven learning.

Diffusional effects on student work and supervision approaches are recognised by
respondents involved in education. One institution (UAS1) highlights the multidisciplin-
ary nature of excellence education also becomes more visible in regular study
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programmes, though at a slower pace than students would like to see. The students in a
health-related multidisciplinary excellence programme reason that employers in the
health sector are also increasingly working multidisciplinary, and education should
follow suit. With respect to supervision, one case study (UAS2) indicates that the teachers
in excellence education have a more coaching role, based on equality between student
and teachers. Also this approach has been diffused to regular study programmes. Simi-
larly, at a case institution (UNI3), honours student work in self-guided groups, which
are supported by a teacher.

Policy makers and teachers at three institutions (UAS1; UAS2; UNI2) recognise diffu-
sional effects on assessment methods and criteria. Examples include assessment of port-
folio, assessment criteria set by students themselves, and formative assessment practices.

Teachers, administrators and policy makers see that because of excellence education,
regular study programmes have started to include the input (i.e. requests, ideas, and sug-
gestions) from students in the design and deliverance of education (UNI2; UNI3; UAS1;
UAS2), thus allowing more flexibility in the learning pathways of students. An example is
the internship period of one institution. It used to be 20 weeks at one hosting organis-
ation, but now students can arrange to split the internship period between different
organisations (UAS1).

The interviewed teachers provided examples of diffused educational content, which
they now use in regular lectures and courses. Examples included that guest lecturers in
excellence education provided valuable insights into professional practices, which are
shared in regular education (UAS1). Successful assignments used in excellence education
are re-used (after some tailoring) in regular study programmes (UAS2). First-year stu-
dents are taught by teachers of the honours programme about how their discipline

Table 1. Diffusional effects indicated by respondents.

Diffusion type Diffusion effect category Diffusion effect
Nr. of cases in
which observed

Primary: Education Content and didactics in
regular education

Educational concepts 5
Student work and supervision approaches 5
Design of education with input from students 4
Assessment methods and criteria 3
Lectures 3
Courses 3
Educational tools 1

Interaction Teachers that teach in both excellence and
regular education, supporting diffusion

5

Honours students in regular education (active
role in lectures, advising and helping regular
students)

4

Interaction between honours students and
teachers, resulting in intellectual challenges for
both

3

Secondary:
Organisational

Work and learning
environment

Satisfaction and motivation of students 3
More active students on campus 3
Vision of education and excellence 2
Study success (e.g. lower drop out) 2
Excellence culture / culture of the organisation 1

Staff and networks Networks between staff 4
Satisfaction and motivation of teachers 3

External effects Attractiveness Reputation of the organisation 5
Visibility of the organisation 4
Attractiveness for prospective students 2
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relates to other academic disciplines (UNI2). Note that the diffusion process can also be
reverse: successful courses or assignments may find their way from regular study pro-
grammes to excellence education (UNI2).

Having excellence education appears to affect the interaction among students and
between students and teachers. These effects are, however, more intuitive than tangible.
Moreover, the group of honours students and honours teachers is usually too small to
have a large-scale impact and relatively few teachers of regular study programmes
know which students are participating in excellence education (e.g. preventing making
informed project group compositions). However, some teachers note that having
honours students in regular study programmes classes has positive effects. For
example, on group dynamics because honours students are more motivated (UNI3),
raising the level of in-class discussions (UNI2), or by having honours students provide
lectures in regular study programme courses (UAS1; UNI2). Also, students themselves
see that the study attitudes learned in honours programmes positively affect their
approaches in their regular study programmes (UNI2).

An administrator and a policy maker provided two examples of excellence education
affecting the interaction between students and teachers. First, academics who previously
were not very motivated by education have become eager to supervise honours students
(UNI2). Second, a community formed between honours students and honours teachers
because both are challenged through excellence education (UNI3). Note that these are
internal honours networks, with limited external interaction.

Secondary effects: organisation

Respondents hesitate to claim causality between excellence education and changes in
institutions’ vision on education. More reasonable, they say, is to assume that excellence
education is an outcome of the institutions’ educational vision. For example, UNI2’s
vision of education is based on research-based learning, and the excellence programme
with it strengthened focus on students doing research can be seen as a result of that
vision. Interestingly, the staff involved in excellence education, such as the vice-dean
of the University College, were also involved in developing the university’s educational
vision.

All actors of UNI3 noted that the – later developed – institution-wide education model
uses similar educational concepts as its excellence education.2 Examples are research-
based learning, independent project work, students formulating their own educational
goals, team-based learning, societal orientation in education, reflectiveness of students,
T-shaped professionals, and teachers and module teams. Respondents are reluctant to
claim direct causation, yet one teacher asserts that the implementation of the education
model would have been more difficult if the institution did not have the positive experi-
ence of excellence education.

Policy documents of the two universities of applied sciences and one university
(UNI2) state that excellence education is to contribute to a change in the institution’s
culture. In short, when an increasing number of students excel, others will follow suit,
creating an institution-wide culture of excellence. As indicated by two administrators,
a policy maker, and a teacher of one university of applied sciences (UAS1) and a
policy maker and a teacher of the university (UNI2), respondents do not (yet) see that
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this institution-wide cultural change has taken root. The UAS1 and UNI2 respondents
argue that the scale of excellence education is too small in terms of participating students
to have a broad cultural effect. Moreover, the interviewed university students (UNI2) still
see the typical low level of ambition amongst regular students. They observe this particu-
larly amongst domestic students, while international students are keener to participate in
excellence education and do well in their regular study programme. A policy maker,
administrator and teacher of the other university of applied sciences (UAS2) are more
positive about a cultural change; in their institution, it has become more accepted that
students differentiate their study programme, for students to stand out, and work
multidisciplinary.

Largely based on anecdotical evidence, policy makers and students from the two uni-
versities of applied sciences see some effect on students’ study success, satisfaction, and
motivation of honours students (i.e. limited broader diffusional effects). Students have
heard stories of peers that would have dropped out of their regular study programme,
if it they would not have participated in excellence education. However, some students
indicate that they may have achieved better grades in their regular study programme,
if they were not involved in excellence education.

Honours students as a distinct group of students at the institution facilitate diffusional
effects at three case study institutions (UNI2; UNI3; UAS1). These students organise or
are involved in events on campus, such as design labs, hackathons, and prospective
student recruitment events.

There are two types of diffusional effects related to staff and their networks. Two
administrators at UAS1, a policy maker at UNI2, a teacher and an administrator at
UNI1, and two teachers and a policy maker at UNI3 indicate positive effects on the sat-
isfaction and motivation of teachers. Through the multidisciplinary orientation, teachers
learn from honours students and guest lecturers (UAS1). Motivation of honours teachers
at UNI2 is increased because of (1) the freedom they have to determine education
content (they can teach their ‘hobby’), (2) teaching motivated and interesting students,
and (3) because of the lack of stringent regulations (vis-à-vis regular education). Two
respondents added that excellence education has a motivation effect on teachers
because it provides variation in their tasks (UAS1) and it allows them to experiment
with new teaching methods (UNI3).

A diffusional effect of excellence education is that it creates networks between teachers
and between teachers and support staff within an institution. Honours programmes
connect teachers from different departments, who would usually not work together.
This makes excellence education not only a testing ground for education innovation,
but also a place where motivated teachers get in touch with each other. That said, insti-
tutional efforts to create a community of honours teachers are limited and the networks
are largely internal (i.e. among actors involved in excellence education).

Tertiary effects: external

External diffusional effects are observed concerning the attractiveness of the institutions.
Results from excellence education may be used to increase the visibility of the organis-
ation. According to policy makers and teachers at UNI2 and UNI3 the honours students’
products (theses, projects, and designs) are used to exemplify the institutions’
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educational vision, thus improving the visibility of the institution and of excellence edu-
cation. Likewise, the initiatives and achievements of honours students often receive
media attention (UNI3). Policy makers and administrators of the universities of
applied sciences and one university (UNI2) observe a positive effect on the connection
with the professional fields, as a rule through their involvement in projects done by
honours students.

Excellence education may also improve the academic reputation of institutions. An
administrator of UNI2 shared that their student exchange partner universities abroad
were very impressed by honours students’ achievements and that one even considers
developing their own excellence education.

Respondents are hesitant – also in the absence of evidence – to claim that excellence
education has an effect on the attractiveness of the institution towards prospective stu-
dents. Students say in this respect that many Dutch higher education institutions offer
some form of excellence education, thus not making excellence education a differentiat-
ing aspect (UNI3).3 Yet, relying on anecdotal evidence some staff respondents say they
have heard of students choosing their institution because of their excellence education
offer (UAS1; UNI2). At all case study, institutions excellence education gets promotional
attention at events aimed at prospective students.

Negative effects

The mentioned diffusional effects are positive of nature. However, respondents also men-
tioned negative diffusional effects. First, Dutch higher education traditionally has been of
an egalitarian nature: everyone is to be offered similar opportunities. With the emergence
of excellence education, higher education institutions – and students – broke this tra-
dition. Some respondents (policy makers, administrators, teachers, and students) say
this may lead to a divide in the student population. It is the opinion of some employees
that excellence education is taught to an elite group of students, and adhering to the ega-
litarian tradition they view this as an unwanted development. To counter the image of an
elite group of students, or elite type of education, higher education institutions started to
use different terminology to refer to excellence education. For example, avoiding the
term excellence programmes, but using honours or talent programmes (UNI2; UAS2).

Honours students also occasionally encounter a lack of understanding amongst their
peers: “why would you voluntary follow education on Monday evenings?” (UAS1). Like-
wise, some honours students indicate that in project work in regular study programmes
they do a majority of the work (UNI2). This is related to them having to attain a high
GPA to be allowed to continue to participate in excellence education and to their
peers in regular education expecting them to do more work. A strategy to overcome
this is to work together with fellow honours students on projects in regular education.
However, this reduces the potential diffusional effects between honours and regular
students.

Second, as indicated by teachers, administrators, and students, the diversification in
educational pathways students can follow in Dutch higher education may have contrib-
uted to the performance pressure experiences by students (UAS1; UNI2). Excellence edu-
cation, together with other education choices, such as obtaining a board experience,
international experience, or do a relevant part-time job, add to what is expected of
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students. Just following the regular study programme may not be enough anymore to get
a positional advantage on the labour market (UNI2; UNI3). Teachers and students at
UAS1 and UNI3 also see this in the students’ motivations to participate in excellence
education. A portion of the participating students has an extrinsic motivation (partici-
pation for resume building) (also see Kolster, van Dijk, and Jongbloed 2016). According
to interviewed students, these students do not appear to take full advantage of what is
offered by not striving to excel, but rather just to pass (UAS1).

Third, improvements are possible in the organisation of excellence education. Excel-
lence education requires a high degree of coordination between staff from different
departments, academies, or faculties. At the same time, coordinators of a programme
in excellence education have a high degree of autonomy, leading to a varying interpret-
ation of the excellence education concept, and to differing results, also in terms of diffu-
sional effects. That said, in a situation where excellence education has a high diffusional
effect on regular study programmes, the distinctiveness of excellence education is lost.
Consequently, excellence education should always be keen on developing itself (UAS2;
UNI1).

Fourth, linked to the discussion on the suitability of excellence education in the ega-
litarian tradition, are the costs associated with excellence education. The extra education
requires extra resources which otherwise could be dedicated to the regular study pro-
grammes (UNI1; UNI2). Teachers (often the more dedicated) who devote time to excel-
lence education, do not have this time available for regular study programmes (UNI2). A
counter-argument to devoting more resources to students that perform well is that in
regular study programmes they are often the group that requires fewest resources (e.g.
tutoring time) (UNI2).

Finally, the different actors see an issue in that the added value of excellence education
is not very visible, hard to measure, and as a result remains unclear to most (UAS1;
UAS2). According to a policy maker at UNI3 this (limited insights into the benefits of
excellence education) makes it more difficult for the board of the university to legitimise
funding excellence education. Consequently, actors at UAS1, UAS2, UNI1, and UNI3
express their desire for excellence education, and those involved, to show (or increase)
the benefits of excellence education, also in terms of (identified and currently limited)
diffusional effects.

Actors involved in the diffusion process

We distinguish five types of actors that can be involved in the diffusion process: teachers,
students, administrators, policy makers, and managers.

The most prominent actor in the diffusion of educational innovation (primary effects)
are teachers. Three factors are of relevance for their key positions. First, teachers in excel-
lence education that remain involved in regular education can more easily diffuse inno-
vations (UAS1; UAS2; UNI2; UNI3). Second, honours teachers are often also involved in
educational developments, coordination or decision making on study programme,
faculty, or institutional level (UAS1; UAS2; UNI2; UNI3). Third, and more related to sec-
ondary diffusional effects, honours teachers are often involved in promotional activities
of excellence education to students and other teachers (UAS1). Note that a limitation is
that there are a limited number of teachers involved in excellence education (UAS1;
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UAS2; UNI2; UNI3), and often there is no equal contribution to excellence education of
teachers from different study programmes (UAS1; UNI3). Honours programmes that
rely strongly on external guest lectures to provide excellence education also miss the con-
nection with regular study programmes (UAS1).

Students have a limited role in the diffusional effects emerging from excellence edu-
cation, particularly because there are relatively few honours students (UAS1; UAS2;
UNI2). Yet, they may have some influence through three identified functions. First,
they can be ambassadors of excellence education, and by doing so they are involved in
marketing and visibility of excellence education (UAS1; UAS2; UNI1; UNI2; UNI3).
Honours students are also involved in external quality assurance activities (e.g. as
student representative) (UNI2), or in boards of study associations (UNI3). Second,
through the continued participation of honours students in regular education they can
utilise gained knowledge in excellence education (e.g. on research methodologies)
(UAS1; UNI2). Although not happening often, teachers may also give honours students
a distinct role in regular educational activities (e.g. in group formation, UNI2). Third,
honours students can vocalise education desires of aspects they experience in excellence
education and would like to see in regular education. Examples include graduation cer-
emonies (UNI2), common rooms (UNI2), and an internship in a regular study pro-
gramme (UNI1).

Administrators and policy makers may facilitate diffusion (UAS1; UAS2; UNI2). They
can connect teachers, involve teachers in policy making, include teachers in the pro-
motion of excellence education, and facilitate dedicated teacher professionalisation
courses. They could also monitor diffusional effects, however, this is hardly systematically
done, which results in a lack of insight into the effects of excellence education (UNI2).

The managers of excellence education (rectors, vice-rectors, or deans) can spread
information of innovation throughout their higher education institutions, or have a
guiding role in the wider diffusion of effects. In one case the institution’s rector actively
did so (UNI3). However, a policy maker at UNI3 and a teacher at UNI2 note that the
management layer usually appears to pay limited attention to what emerges from the
testing ground and the potential diffusional effects (UNI1; UNI3). Illustrative is that
excellence education is not standardly mentioned in strategic documents as an essential
component linked to quality assurance and the institution’s educational vision (UAS1;
UNI3; exceptions are UAS2 and partly UNI2).

Based on the above, we observe that most primary effects follow the direct route
through teachers. The route is largely informal, unstructured, spontaneous and a
bottom-up process. Essential are teachers involved in both excellence education and
regular education.

Applied steering instruments

Teachers are essential for attaining primary effects, but for secondary and tertiary effects,
steering instruments may be used. We talk in this respect of indirect diffusion routes. We
provide an overview of the observed instruments, clustered along four types of policy
instruments.

First, regulation is used to create the conditions for excellence education. For example,
the selection and retention criteria for students, internal quality assurance processes, and
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selection and participation of teachers. These regulations partly form the testing ground,
but are not necessarily linked to achieving diffusional effects. In this respect, we observed
only few regulations, such as:

. Regulation determines that educational projects with which honours students com-
plete an honours programme are to have external visibility through (graduation
thesis like) publications and presentations (UNI2)

. Honours students are asked to sign a form agreeing that they are ambassadors of
excellence education and can be asked to contribute to information meetings (UAS1).

Second, funding mechanisms are used to facilitate excellence education, such as
additional compensation for faculties organising excellence education and funding of
teachers’ involvement (UNI1; UNI2; UNI3). We have not observed any funding instru-
ments that aim to impact the diffusion of innovations or effects.

Third, through organisational instruments conditions are shaped for excellence edu-
cation to function as a testing ground. Enlarged autonomy is part of this in all case study
institutions. Steering excellence education is characterised by a degree of decentralisa-
tion: it is up to the management, administrators, teachers, and students to form excel-
lence education. Yet, there is a difference between institutions regarding the
organisation of autonomy. Four of the five case study institutions have created an over-
arching structure to manage and create coherence in excellence education within the
institutions (exception is UAS1), usually called an honours academy. Three institutions
have created a dean-level position for the management of excellence education through
the honours academy, which is either a position on par with deans of other faculties
(UNI3), a position a dean from a faculty has in tandem (UAS 2), or a function of the insti-
tution’s rector (UNI1). In one case the institution’s vice-rector oversees the organis-
ational unit that organises excellence education (UNI2). Looking more at the
organisational instruments to create diffusional effects, we observe:

. Recruiting honours teachers amongst regular education teachers (UNI1; UNI2; UNI3;
UAS1; UAS2).

. Organising honours teacher’s trainings explicitly meant to create and share inno-
vations (UAS2).

. The internal quality assurance scheme is designed in a way that honours programmes
can learn from each other. It facilitates honours teachers meeting each other (UAS2).

. A community of honours teachers and students is actively organised by four insti-
tutions (UNI1; UNI2; UNI3; UAS2). These institutions also have formal associations
for honours students. The communities organised academic and social activities for
exchange of experiences and for networking in general. Note that diffusion is
limited because of the internal (honours) focus of these communities.

. Related to external diffusional effects, some institutions actively participate in external
networks. The network of Honours Deans and network of Honours Students Associ-
ations are examples (UNI3). This too is interaction among honours communities, but
then across higher education institutions.

. One institution employs an account manager and a marketeer (UAS2). The account
manager gathers assignments for honours students from employers in the regions.
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The marketeer helps honours students with the (external) communication of edu-
cational products.

Finally, information instruments can be used to spread knowledge about inno-
vations emerging from excellence education. Often existing platforms are used to
this end. For example, an online newsletter (UAS1) and the university newspaper
(UNI2). In the latter, honours students report their research findings. Institution-
wide education days to share best practices are also used (UNI1; UNI3). Note that at
none of the institutions the information instruments’ focus is explicitly on excellence
education. More related to individual effects, two institutions actively gather infor-
mation on honours alumni (UAS2; UNI2). Attention is paid to alumni’s professional
and educational careers.

Discussion and conclusion

Having presented the empirical data, we now turn to answering the research question:
What are the diffusional effects, and its preceding processes, resulting from excellence
education at five Dutch higher education institutions?

We have observed primary effects on education, secondary effects on the organisation
and tertiary or external effects. For education we have seen diffusion in educational
content, didactics, and interaction between actors. Examples include educational con-
cepts (student-driven learning), honours students in role in regular education (active
role in lectures, advising and helping regular students), and honours teachers continued
involvement in regular education.

Secondary effects on the organisation were observed concerning the work and
learning environment and on staff and networks. Effects include satisfaction and
motivation of students and teachers, activities of students on campus, and networks
between staff.

The tertiary effects relate to the attractiveness of the higher education institution. In
particular, the visibility, reputation, and attractiveness for prospective students.

There are also some negative diffusional effects, which relate to a division in the
student population (regular and honours), costs, limited diffusional effects, extrinsic
motivation of honours students, pressure to perform, and diversity of the approaches
to excellence education due to decentralised steering.

Diffusional effects often prove to be small scale, consequently having a limited impact
on the entire institution. Moreover, diffusional effects are often not seen by all involved
actors. Particularly policy makers on a more central level admit having limited insight
into the effects of excellence education on regular education and the organisation.

Related to the above, we observed that the role of students, administrators, policy
makers, and management in achieving diffusional effects is limited. In the case studies,
these actors mostly appear to have a facilitating role. Teachers, to the contrary, are the
key actors in the diffusion processes. Three conditional factors are of importance.
First, honours teachers continue to be involved in the delivery of regular education.
Second, in some cases, honours teachers are intentionally involved in development,
coordination or decision making of regular education. Third, honours teachers have a
role in the promotion of excellence education. Therefore, we conclude that teachers
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are vital in achieving diffusional effects from excellence education, and that this most
often happens through the direct diffusion route.

The indirect diffusion route is not entirely invisible. Regulation instruments are used
to create and shape conditions of excellence education. However, they do not often con-
tribute to the creation or spread of diffusional effects. We find this surprising because
three of the five institutions envisioned at the inception of excellence education that it
should have diffusional effects to the broader institution. Consequently, we could have
expected regulations that, for example, ask those involved to report on diffused inno-
vations or on diffusion effects, or even set quantitative targets to do so.

Similar to regulation, funding instruments are not used to guide the diffusion of inno-
vations and diffusion effects. One could imagine funding schemes that enable honours
teachers to adapt innovations emerging from excellence education for inclusion into
the context of regular education. However, such initiatives specifically for excellence edu-
cation were not observed.

Several policies under the organisation instruments were identified as contributing to
diffusional effects. The instrument mainly does so by creating links between the regular
organisation and excellence education, for example through communities and networks.
The latter two are, however, particularly focused on the communities of excellence edu-
cation and its students, thus limiting the external visibility of, for example, good practices
and innovations. Moreover, the teachers’ communities are often informally and de-cen-
trally organised.

Also information instruments might have an important role in the diffusion of inno-
vations, though, they appear to be hardly used to this end. In the few observed examples,
existing platforms were used to spread information.

To sum up, excellence education has had some but limited, mostly positive, diffusional
effects in the five case study institutions. Effects were shown in education, organisation
and externally. Teachers are the primary actors to create diffusional effects, particularly
with respect to education. Steering instruments can be linked more to the second- and
third-order effects. However, few policies were observed that aim to create such diffu-
sional effects. Therefore, we conclude that there is limited steering on excellence edu-
cation to develop broader effects on the institution as a whole. It appears that
diffusional effects are largely left to individual teachers and to a degree of chance. The
latter is a reminder of the garbage can model of decision making (Cohen, March, and
Olsen 1972), in which solutions, problems, and actors form separate streams that in a
contextually opportune moment may meet to create an innovation. The reliance on
bottom-up processes, absence of steering instruments and limited diffusional effects
shows that excellence education in the case studies have had a limited impact on
making institutions learning organisations.

Reflecting on the above, we consider that ex ante expectations about potential diffu-
sional effects of excellence education were in many cases overstated. Excellence education
is small-scale with limited administrative support and has few students and teachers
involved. In this context, it seems reasonable not to expect excellence education to
have a major impact on, for example, a culture of excellence in the broader organisation.
Nevertheless, opportunities to get more diffusional effects from excellence education are
missed. The diffusion process currently relies strongly on individual teachers that diffuse
experiences through a bottom-up process. We see few signs of policy-driven, directed or
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guided innovation initiated by actors other than teachers. Consequently, there is room
for policy makers, administrators, and managers to expand their contribution to diffu-
sional effects. They can identity innovations with high potential and support their
diffusion by considering aspects that individual teachers may not (e.g. needs of the
entire population, financial feasibility to implement and innovation). Similarly, better
embeddedness of excellence education in the organisation could support the diffusion
process. We think here particularly of organisational and information instruments.
Policy makers and management can:

. ensure teachers from a wide variety of study programmes are involved in excellence
education,

. create a common organisational unit that supports excellence education, creates
coherence, and assists in diffusion of effects,

. closely monitor and spread information on what is developed in excellence education,

. monitor diffusional effects, e.g. attractiveness of excellence education on prospective
students or civil effects of honours certificates and degrees,

. utilise funding instruments to assist teachers in making developed tacit knowledge
explicit, thus accelerating diffusion of innovations and effects,

. improve the internal and external visibility of excellence education, e.g. through com-
munities and active communication.

Our study is a stocktaking of the diffusional effects of excellence education on a
specific time. We can imagine that with excellence education becoming more mature
and more integrated within higher education institutions, new or more substantial diffu-
sional effects can emerge.

Notes

1. UAS are mainly bachelor-level, mainly teaching-oriented higher education institution with a
focus on professional training, although they also have a minor (applied) research role and
award a small number of masters’ degree programmes.

2. In the Dutch context, an educational model is an operationalisation of an institution’s edu-
cation vision, determining for all study programmes aspects related to didactical approaches
and deliverance of education, e.g. project-based learning in student teams.

3. Note, however, that the design of excellence education varies widely between universities
(Allen et al., 2015).
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