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This article examines shifts in the structures of Ukrainian higher education and research
based on historical institutionalism with a focus on the dynamics of change and stability
during critical junctures. We show how critical political junctures influence higher
education, how institutions of higher education and research have experienced con-
version and drift, and how international trends such as quality assurance and the concept
of the research university have been implemented in Ukraine. We find that gradual
institutional change (conversion) and deliberate non-change (drift) in a political envi-
ronment characterized by widespread corruption have resulted in a high degree of
diversion of both financial and intellectual resources. Due to a lack of political support
for the implementation of reforms and rampant political favoritism, organizational
forms frequently are mismatched with their core organizational tasks.
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Introduction

This article focuses on patterns of change and stability in Ukrainian higher

education (HE) over the past century. Ukrainian HE — like its Central and Eastern

European counterparts (Dobbins and Khachatryan, 2014) — has faced tremendous

challenges after more than 70 years of isolation from the West. The newly
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independent country inherited a system heavily rooted in the Soviet legacy of state-

centeredness and hierarchy. Unlike Humboldt-oriented systems, it lacked collegial

governance structures and exhibited a stringent institutional differentiation between

teaching and research (Clark, 1983; Hladchenko et al., 2017).

Yet globalization, increases in transnational communication and the overall

interest of the West in Ukraine have given Ukrainian policy-makers an opportunity

to redesign HE since the 1990s. In particular, the Bologna Process conveyed

transnational reform discourses and models while increasingly exposing Ukraine to

a culture of ‘‘international comparison’’ (Martens et al., 2010). Ukraine’s

orientation toward western institutions and policy-making templates was further

cemented with the signing of its Association Agreement with the EU in 2014. Yet

despite increasing exposure to international examples of ‘‘best practice,’’ the

implementation of structural reforms has not produced the intended outcomes (de

Knecht, 2017).

To explain the sluggish reform trajectory and relative stability of preexisting

structures and practices, we draw on the historical institutionalist approach

developed by Mahoney and Thelen (2010). While focussing on critical junctures

(Gourevitch, 1986), we show that in Ukrainian HE and research, both domestically

promoted and transnationally inspired policy innovations in many instances did not

successfully materialize due to a lack of political support. In line with the concept

of ‘‘drift,’’ existing rules or institutions frequently were held constant despite

changing external circumstances, causing their outcomes to change (Mahoney and

Thelen, 2010). In other cases, institutions were converted to serve initially

unforeseen (self-serving) purposes.

Along these lines, our article contributes to a sizable body of research dealing

with the troubled path of Ukrainian HE, much of which has focussed on corrupt

practices and their detrimental impacts (Osipian, 2008, 2017). Research has shown

that governments have exerted strong leverage over universities through corruption,

while inconsistent and incomplete reforms have left numerous avenues open for

corrupt practices within the HE system, including licensing, accreditation,

admissions and testing (Osipian, 2008, 2017). We build on this previous literature

by systematically showing how favoritism has also shaped the institutional

architecture of Ukrainian HE and research to the benefit of powerful actors. We

focus thereby not so much on corrupt practices themselves, rather on how the

politics of ‘‘status enhancement’’ and favoritism has resulted in a situation in which

organizational forms are largely decoupled from their endowed tasks and thus

impede fundamental reform and the alignment with western HE models.

We first present our theoretical assumptions and highlight our theoretical

approach. To better understand the Ukrainian case, we subsequently provide a short

overview of the historical context during Ukraine’s early attempts at statehood and

under Soviet communism. We then analyze events after the collapse of the Soviet

Union in greater depth, while relating the political dynamics to parallel
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developments in HE. Our analysis is based on process-tracing (Beach and

Pedersen, 2013), which allows us to establish a coherent sequence of causal

mechanisms ultimately leading to the explanation of policy drift and conversion

(see below). The article concludes with a summary of our results and reflections on

our general conceptual contribution.

Theoretical Assumptions: Historical Institutionalism and the Spread
of Global HE Ideas

Following neo-institutionalism, we see actors as being constrained by their

environment and especially historical institutions. This requires the adjustment of

societal institutions to allow for changes that are unaligned with the existing

institutional order. Historical institutionalists define institutions as legitimate rules

of behavior and apply the term not only to policies, but also to organizations if their

existence is grounded in societal norms. Accordingly, inherited rules and structures

may function as a buffer against policy change, compel actors to stick to

preexisting institutional pathways (i.e., path dependence), and provide explanations

for the distinctiveness of national outcomes. Yet far-reaching change may still

occur despite deeply embedded historical institutions. One widespread concept to

explain encompassing change is that of ‘‘critical junctures’’ (Gourevitch, 1986).

During critical junctures, the institutional equilibrium is punctuated, opening the

possibility for more fundamental changes. Thus, critical junctures, similarly to the

punctuated-equilibrium theory, explain how political processes can be driven by a

logic of stability and incrementalism for a long time, but occasionally produce

large-scale changes (True et al., 1999). As crises do occur in any political system,

they also have an impact on the public understanding of policy problems. In these

situations, an equilibrium is punctuated by changes in either a) political institutions

or b) the bounded rationality of decision-making (True et al., 1999). Both factors

have an impact on agenda setting as well as issue definition. Thus, during critical

junctures and punctuated equilibria, the legitimacy of existing institutions may be

increasingly doubted, prompting actors to compete to redefine the existing

paradigm and pursue alternative institutional pathways. Therefore, both stability

and change are important elements of the policy process.

While this theory of institutional change is regularly applied to shifts in political

systems, these dynamics are also highly relevant for HE, as it has always fulfilled

key functions for the nation-state. Governments have in turn vested HE with a

regulatory framework, public funding, and institutional legitimacy (Trow, 2006).

This relationship has been conceptualized as a pact between HE and society, which

is mediated through politics, i.e., the arena in which societal issues are negotiated

and decided on (Gornitzka et al., 2007). Thus, critical political junctures can be

expected to have a similar effect on HE as the struggle for power also opens the
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possibility for a re-negotiation of the pact between HE and society, and in turn a

window of opportunity for institutional change in HE.

While critical junctures may foster far-reaching institutional change, Mahoney

and Thelen (2010) emphasize that institutions can also be transformed through the

accumulation of subtle gradual changes (see also Thelen, 2004; Streeck and Thelen,

2005). When power dynamics during critical junctures do not produce clear

winners, change may be gradual. These authors have elaborated four such modes of

change: displacement, layering, conversion, and drift (Streeck and Thelen, 2005;

Mahoney and Thelen, 2010; Hacker, 2004). Displacement involves a removal of

existing rules and models through the introduction of new ones. It occurs when new

models emerge and spread. The establishment of these new institutions requires

actors to be endowed with power and resources. As a rule, displacement is initiated

by actors disadvantaged by old institutions.

If actors advantaged by old institutions have significant power, layering

(Mahoney and Thelen, 2010) may be a more viable options. Layering is the

introduction of new rules alongside existing ones (Schickler, 2001). Unlike

displacement, layering does not involve the introduction of entirely new institutions

or rules, rather amendments, revisions, or additions to existing ones. Thus, the old

institution remains, but the overall trajectory is altered (Thelen, 2002, 102). Drift

involves the changed impact of existing rules due to changing circumstances

(Mahoney and Thelen, 2010). It occurs when formal rules are deliberately held

constant amid environmental shifts. This results in an alteration of the outcomes of

the rules (Hacker et al., 2015; Hacker, 2004). By contrast, conversion refers to

situations when the institution ‘‘as a product of one particular set of conflicts and

interests’’ is ‘‘redirected to new ends’’ (Thelen, 2002, 103; Streeck and Thelen,

2005). Conversion can occur, for example, through the inclusion of actors who

were not expected to participate when the institutions were created (Thelen, 2002).

Conversion and drift differ in that under drift the changing circumstances change

the effects of institutions, while conversion implies that political actors reinterpret

the rules and redirect them to the achievement of new ends (Hacker et al., 2015).

In order to study institutional change during critical junctures, we focus on two

dimensions of organizational change. First, we analyze changes in the organiza-

tional form of HE. This is based on the classical neo-institutional idea that formal

structures influence actors’ room to maneuver, what is perceived as rational or

appropriate behavior, and that formal organizational structures create path

dependence for organizational development (March and Olsen, 1989). Thus, we

explore shifts in how organizations in the HE system are structured or governed.

Second, we study changes in organizational tasks. Public management studies

reveal that requirements and constraints inherent in primary tasks of organizations

influence how these organizations are governed (Pollitt et al., 2004). The main idea

is that tasks matter and that one cannot discuss organizational structures and

processes without taking into account the particular activities to which they apply.
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Moreover, it is important to explore what functions HE is expected to fulfill for

society and to what extent these functions change after a critical juncture.

We can identify several phases which potentially can be seen as critical

junctures for Ukrainian HE and research, all of which had elements of crisis and

impacted the public understanding of policy problems, political institutions, and the

bounded rationality of decision-making. This includes, first, the short-lived era of

independent statehood in the late 1910s, and second, the Soviet takeover of Ukraine

and thus the imposition of Marxist–Leninist ideology on the education system. The

collapse of the Soviet Union and ensuing independent statehood were a third

crucial juncture, while both Ukraine’s integration into Bologna Process starting in

2001 and the events following the so-called Revolution of Dignity (2014 and

onward) also had the potential to rattle the institutional order, thus opening critical

windows of opportunity for policy change.

After the presentation of our research design, methods and data, we examine

institutional change and stability in Ukrainian HE and research with a particular

emphasis on these critical junctures and punctuated equilibria. Throughout the

empirical analysis, we exhibit our main argument that, time and time again,

institutions were either converted to serve the special interests of powerful

academic lobbies or deliberately held constant for the sake of political favoritism.

As a result, the institutional forms of Ukrainian HE and research institutions have

become detached from their intended tasks and purposes.

Research Design, Methods, and Data

Our analysis is based on process-tracing (Beach and Pedersen, 2013), which allows

us to establish a coherent sequence of causal mechanisms ultimately leading to the

explanation of policy drift and conversion. More specifically, we use a case-centric

process-tracing method (Beach and Pedersen, 2013, 18 et seq.) with the main aim

to understand how the development of Ukrainian HE was impacted by develop-

ments in the political environment. This allows us to build an explanation for the

process through which HE developed in Ukraine over the last decades. In doing so,

we are also able to identify processes that are arguably transferable beyond the

case. In this sense, the mechanisms of interaction between HE and the Ukrainian

political environment serve as a hypotheses-generating case study (Lijphart, 1971)

through which we will highlight general features of the relationship between HE

and its political environment that can serve as a basis for future analysis. Thus,

while our overall focus is on case-specific developments, we leverage it to suggest

more general mechanisms. To perform the process-tracing, we rely on qualitative

data. Given the long time-span of the analysis, the data consist of diverse sources

including public debates as covered in media outlets, position papers from interest

groups in the sector, existing academic literature, as well as nine interviews with
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policy-makers involved in the establishment of research universities, university

(vice-)rectors, and researchers. An overview of the specific documents can be

found in the end of the article. We evaluated the qualitative data by first structuring

it according to the timeline of events and then analyzing it with regard to our two

analytical dimensions, namely changes in organizational form and changes in

organizational tasks. These diverse data sources allow us to collect multiple

observations on each phase of the development of Ukrainian HE, which in turn

enables us to evaluate the accuracy of each piece of data and judge the development

based on multiple pieces of data allowing for triangulation (Beach and Pedersen,

2013, 120 et seq.). While this process creates a high level of internal validity due to

the intense focus on the case, the external validity of the results is more limited.

However, by generating hypotheses about the relationship between HE and its

political environment during critical junctures, our results will also have relevance

for studies on other countries.

The Origins of the Ukrainian HE and Research Institutions and Their
Soviet Transformation

Contemporary Ukraine can be traced back to the Kyivska Rus’ established in the

ninth century around the present-day capital Kyiv. The Kyivska Rus’ era was

followed by a century-long struggle for nation-building. The earliest HE

institutions in Ukraine were schools and collegiums, which trained the ecclesias-

tical and political elites of the Polish, Austro-Hungarian or Russian empires

(Oleksiyenko, 2014). In 1694, the Kyiv-Mohylanskyi Collegium was recognized as

a HE institution, while universities were established in Lviv and Chernivtsi in 1661

and 1875, respectively. While the former was under the authority of the

Rzeczpospolita (Poland), the latter was under the rule of the Austro-Hungarian

Empire. Universities opened in 1805, 1834, and 1865 in Kharkiv, Kyiv and Odessa,

respectively, under the authority of the Russian Empire. Alongside the research-

oriented universities, several vocational HE institutions were established in the

nineteenth century, e.g., veterinarian and polytechnic institutes (Polonska-Va-

sylenko, 1992).

The revolution of 1917 constituted a critical juncture as Ukraine became an

independent nation-state. This led to a growing national awareness and changes in

the public understanding of policy problems and the rationality of decision-making.

This political development also impacted HE, as, for example, in 1918, the All-

Ukrainian Academy of Sciences1 was created to support the project of nation-

building (Polonska-Vasylenko, 1955). Following the punctuated-equilibrium

theory, this suggests both changes in an institution and decision-making rationality,

as the creation of national institutions was a new and emerging policy aim.
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However, independent Ukraine was short-lived as in 1919 it was occupied by

Bolsheviks, while in 1922, Ukraine was forcefully annexed by the Soviet Union.

Thus, the window for political change opened by the critical juncture of the 1917

revolution led to the inclusion of Ukraine into the Soviet Union. This also affected

HE as the Academy of Sciences was Sovietized and universities were closed.

Subsequently, postgraduate students in the Academy of Sciences were no longer

selected by researchers, rather had to be appointed by the communist party. As of

1927, all research was subject to the communist party’s approval, while after 1929

the public community was allowed to recommend ‘‘akademik’’ candidates

(= official members of the academy of sciences or ‘‘academicians’’) (Polonska-

Vasylenko, 1955; Gabovich et al., 2015). By these means, Ukrainian researchers

affiliated with the Academy of Science were gradually replaced by communist

party members. The main entities of the Academy were restructured into research

institutes, and collegial governance was replaced with hierarchical structures

characterized by ‘‘powerful secretaries, a parliamentary façade, direct channels of

governmental interference, and covert party control’’ (Vucinich, 1956, 9). The

Sovietization of the academy involved the closure of the humanities departments,

as well as the destruction of library materials. Between the Soviet takeover and

World War II, the communist party put more than one thousand Ukrainian

academy-affiliated researchers into prisons, concentration camps or sanctioned

their execution (Polonska-Vasylenko, 1958). Besides the systematic oppression of

Ukrainian history, culture and the nation (ibid.), preexisting institutions, such as the

Ukrainian Academy of Science, which were originally established to foster

Ukrainian nation-building, were converted into institutions aimed at promoting

Soviet ideology.

Ukrainian research was also embedded in extremely hierarchical structures

under Soviet rule. The most ‘‘distinguished’’ academics were awarded the status of

corresponding member and ‘‘akademik’’ (academician). These statuses provided

lifelong income, thus ensuring loyalty to the communist system. Individual

academics strived to move up the academic hierarchy by accepting and promoting

communist ideology, thereby reinforcing and increasing the legitimacy of

communist academic institutions. The critical juncture of Sovietization also

heralded numerous significant structural changes: All universities were closed and

restructured into HE institutions catering to individual areas of industry, e.g.,

agriculture. They focused on spreading communist ideology and producing

‘‘communist people’’ for the communist society (Froumin et al., 2014). In 1934,

several but not all HE institutions established on the basis of former universities

were again designated as universities, as they were no longer mono-disciplinary

and authorized to provide doctoral education. However, the closure of all Ukrainian

universities in the interbellum period and their reorganization as mono-disciplinary

HE institutions also involved the ‘‘dismissal of all [pre-Soviet] Ukrainian

professors’’ (Polonska-Vasylenko, 1958, 37; addendum by authors) and all
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teaching in newly established universities was done in Russian (ibid). To this end,

the Ukrainian HE system comprised several universities, but the majority of HE

institutions were mono-disciplinary and aligned with various areas of industry in

the planned economy.

The Soviet system of HE and research implied both vertical and horizontal

separation. In particular, fundamental and applied research were detached from

universities and conducted in research institutes of academies (Froumin et al.,

2014) which were also authorized to provide postgraduate (doctoral) education.

This division of organizational forms and tasks in Soviet HE and research was

guided by ‘‘the general ideology of the planned economy and social engineering’’

(Froumin et al., 2014, 211). This institutional differentiation was characteristic of

the Soviet HE system and clearly differed from Western universities, as even in

countries with non-university research institutes (such as Germany) universities

still performed both tasks equally (Clark, 1983).

Returning to our explanatory framework, institutions of HE and research under

Soviet rule were transformed on both dimensions of organizational change.

Regarding their organizational form, the old universities were redesigned as mono-

disciplinary HE institutions, but later relabeled as universities. Similarly, the

transformation of HE governance, visible for example in the Academy of Sciences,

began with the inclusion of new actors such as communist party officials, who

gradually introduced new rules to cement Soviet ideology. A critical mass of

communists in the academy facilitated a gradual shift toward hierarchical

governance and partisan dominance. These shifts represent the displacement of

existing rules and also supported the changes on the second dimension, namely

organizational tasks. Here the HE system was redesigned to perform not only

research or teaching tasks, but also spread Soviet ideology (Polonska-Vasylenko,

1958). Institutions like the academy became a ‘‘tool for construction of socialism’’

and ‘‘the executor of the prescriptions of the party’’ (ibid, 11). Moreover, the

renaming of the ‘‘All-Ukrainian Academy of Sciences’’ into ‘‘Academy of Sciences

of the Ukrainian SSR’’ resulted in its conversion from ‘‘a national to a territorial

institution’’ (ibid, 37). The separation of teaching and research and the political

control over the direction and focus of research activities also represented a

significant shift in the tasks HE institutions performed. These changes resulted from

the new political power arrangement following the 1917 critical juncture, which

modified the societal contract between the state and HE. Thus, also from a

punctuated-equilibrium perspective, 1917 was a clear crisis that reshaped the public

understanding of policy problems, transformed political institutions, and signifi-

cantly altered the bounded rationality of decision-making (True et al., 1999). The

focus on Sovietization instead of the creation of national institutions and the impact

it had on both organizational form and tasks show that policy dynamics were

altered, which in turn strongly impacted the HE system.
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Ukrainian HE Institutions from Independence to the Present
(1991–2017)

Ukrainian higher education after 1991: general background

The establishment of Ukraine as a nation-state in 1991 and the following transition

to a market economy constituted another critical juncture, which provided an

opportunity to rearrange political and institutional dynamics and replace Soviet

institutions. This punctuated the policy-making equilibrium because the public

understanding of policy problems, political institutions, and decision-making

rationality underwent significant changes, whereby Soviet ideology was supposed

to be replaced with democratic decision-making structures. This window of

opportunity also was supposed to lead to a re-negotiation of the contract between

HE and society in order for independent Ukraine to align itself with the twenty-first

century knowledge economy.

However, power struggles to define the new status quo were a formidable

obstacle to consequential political change. State policies aimed at lustration2 and

de-Sovietization were not implemented. For example, the first two presidents held

high positions in the Soviet hierarchy. Moreover, inconsistently implemented

privatization allowed a post-Soviet oligarchy consisting of the Soviet political elite

and actors from the Soviet shadow economy to emerge (Yurchenko, 2018; Åslund,

2000, 2001). Partly facilitated by the weakness of Ukrainian civil society, this

development resulted in what Yurchenko (2018, 4) defines as ‘‘neoliberal

kleptocracy,’’ according to which ‘‘typical neoliberal features are exacerbated by

omnipresent corruption and institutionalised state asset embezzlement’’ (Yurch-

enko, 2018, 4). As a result, Ukrainian governmental institutions were frequently

converted from intended outcomes — the representation of public interests —

toward new ends, in particular exploitative activities by business and political

oligarchies, e.g., the preservation of sectoral monopolies and economic subsidies.

Due to its dependence on the political environment for regulations, funding, and

legitimacy, HE also entered a phase of instability, as powerful actors both in

government and HE — including, e.g., politicians, rectors, heads of the academy of

sciences — often aimed to expand their influence and prestige (Gabovich et al.,

2015; Stadnyi, 2013b). As Osipian (2010) argues, corruption at the state level also

pervaded institutions of HE and science. University rules and regulations (e.g.,

accreditation, degree requirements, curricula) became objects of public policy,

while universities were seen by the political elite as venues of political

socialization. Corrupt practices, in particular bribery in admissions3, grading and

diplomas, became widespread, whereby the state showed little interest in

eradicating university corruption as it also was pervaded by corruption.

Building on and moving beyond Osipian’s observations, we argue that, under

the scope condition of pervasive corruption, political favoritism has also heavily
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distorted the institutional architecture of Ukrainian HE and research. Following our

historical institutionalist approach, we contend that institutional order of HE has

been reconfigured or deliberately held constant in terms of function and aims to

serve objectives of various interest group coalitions, which partly used them for

securing personal advantages. Two frequent means of doing so were institutional

drift, i.e., strategically holding institutions ‘‘in place’’ despite altered external

circumstances, and conversion of their purpose to other ends (Hacker et al., 2015).

At the same time, the critical juncture also opened Ukraine to international policy

ideas promoted within the framework of trans-European HE cooperation and later

the Bologna Process (Voegtle et al., 2011). This offered other more internationally

oriented actors within the HE sector the chance to introduce ideas from the

European level, which at least in some cases then interacted with the local

dynamics to shape the reform trajectory.

Like during the prior critical juncture, changes after 1991 affected both

organizational forms and organizational tasks. Concerning the former, Ukraine

maintained the division between primarily teaching-oriented HE institutions and

research-oriented institutes of the Academy of Sciences (Hladchenko et al., 2016;

Osipian, 2014). Unlike other more rapidly westernized post-communist countries

(e.g., the Baltics or Czech Republic), many of which quickly developed a binary

HE system differentiating between professional HE institutions and universities,

Ukraine preserved a unitary system. In parallel, many private HE institutions

emerged and state HE institutions were authorized to charge tuition fees for up to

49% of students. These shifts in the organizational forms were accompanied by a

first wave of international policies that influenced the development of Ukrainian

HE through the European TEMPUS program.

TEMPUS-TACIS as a Reform Stimulus

One first opportunity to modernize Ukrainian HE and research was the European

TEMPUS-TACIS4 program in the early 1990s. As one interviewee explained,

Ukrainian HE institutions (e.g., teacher training institutes, agricultural institutes)

were given the chance to gain the status of ‘‘university’’ by engaging in

consortiums with Western European partner universities (Interview, Ukrainian

university ex-rector, 2017). A core aim was to better align post-communist HE

institutions with economic demands by developing new teaching and research

programs, modernizing HE administration and enhancing university-industry

cooperation (TEMPUS-TACIS Project Management Handbook, 1996). This

openness to changes in the HE system that TEPMUS-TACIS envisioned is a good

indicator for the punctuated equilibrium and the shifts in the public understanding

of policy problems, agenda setting as well as issue definition. These goals
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addressed both organizational form as well as tasks and were inspired by global

ideas about appropriate structures and aims of modern HE.

One interviewee, who used to be a rector in that period, reflected on how HEIs

were turned into universities: ‘‘The education ministry pushed for these consor-

tiums, as they allowed academics affiliated with Ukrainian HE institutions involved

in consortiums to study and research abroad. Once the consortium partners were

found, the Ukrainian HE institutions could apply to the education ministry to

rename their institutions into universities. Soon however, HE institutions were

authorized by the Ukrainian government to apply for university status without

having found a consortium partner if they simply stated their intention to

participate in the future. Hence, they could gain this status, even if consortium

partners were never found’’ (Interview, Ukrainian university ex-rector, 2017). In

1993 and 1994, 57 HE institutions were designated as universities, purportedly as

an ‘‘improvement’’ to the HE system (Cabinet of Ministers, 1993, 1994a, b). The

latecomers were particularly motivated by their willingness to increase prestige and

funding as the university status attracted more self-paying students. Known as

‘‘universitization’’ (Maximova-Mentzoni, 2013), this change in organizational form

was essentially an institutional ‘‘relabeling.’’ It resulted in the ‘‘upgrade’’ of a

multitude of institutions, which severely lacked common features of universities

that the TEMPUS-TACIS program aimed to promote based on the idea of a

research university (TEMPUS-TACIS Project Management Handbook, 1996).

According to the legislation, these relabeled universities were indeed authorized

and encouraged to conduct fundamental and applied research (Cabinet of Ministers

of Ukraine, 1996), but the mere status did not entail an increase in state funding to

do so. Therefore, while the organizational tasks were expanded for these

institutions, their organizational form could not match this due to insufficient

resources. Lacking research capacities also prevented universities from collabo-

rating with industry, thus also hollowing out their knowledge-transfer function,

while in the ‘‘oligarchic economy’’ (Yurchenko, 2018; Åslund, 2000, 2001),

industries had only little if any interest investing in research and innovation. Hence,

in the language of Mahoney and Thelen (2010), HE institutions were converted to

new ends, namely securing western funding, conducting research as well as

knowledge transfer, and later status enhancement. In particular, the university

status translated into more prestige and an increase in self-paying students. Yet

despite somewhat greater financial leeway, universities still lacked solid founda-

tions for knowledge transfer. Thus, while their organizational tasks were expanded,

their preexisting organizational forms simply drifted into the new context and

remained unable to properly tackle their new tasks. Despite the partially broader

disciplinary profiles5, the preexisting HE institutions with non-existing research

capacities, but now designated as universities, remained primarily teaching-

oriented and structurally mismatched with their endowed new task of promoting a

research-driven knowledge economy.
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Establishment of ‘‘National Universities’’

Meanwhile, the old universities preserved since the Soviet period experienced

negative effects from mass ‘‘universitization,’’ i.e., the widespread granting of

university status to specialized, teaching-oriented institutions, as it undermined

their previous position of prestige. After 1991, the structure of some old

universities remained unchanged, while others responding to market demands

experienced cases of layering through the introduction of new faculties for highly

demanded specializations (e.g., management, marketing). In 1994, three Ukrainian

universities were awarded the status of ‘‘national university.’’ The President6

designated two universities as ‘‘national universities.’’ The first one, Taras

Shevchenko National University of Kyiv, is the leading old classical Ukrainian

university, while the National University of ‘‘Kyiv Mohyla Academy’’ is a

medieval HEI revived in 1991 in the context of nation-building. The Parliament

also granted this status to the National Agricultural University, while the head of

the Parliament was an alumnus of this university. The new national universities

were promised increased autonomy and funding for development.

Thus, Ukrainian policy-makers generated a new organizational form for new HE

tasks. In 1995, a regulation on ‘‘national institutions’’ was adopted stating that this

status is awarded to those establishments that best ‘‘use the intellectual potential of

the nation, realize the idea of national revival and development of Ukraine’’

(President of Ukraine, 1995). One year later, the President passed a regulation on

national HE institutions, defining 13 ‘‘groups’’ according to which national

universities could be established, e.g., classical university, agricultural, teacher

training. Meanwhile, only three public universities could obtain the status of

‘‘national’’ in each group, allowing for 39 national universities (from a total of 199

state HE institutions in 1996/1997) (Finnikov n.d.).

However, in 1998 and 2000, amendments were made to the regulation and the

number of ‘‘groups’’ increased to 17 (President of Ukraine, 1996). Meanwhile,

there were still no clearly defined criteria for national universities other than ‘‘the

national and international recognition of the achievements of the institution’’

(President of Ukraine, 1995). Thus, political actors had extensive leeway in

granting the status, which made it possible to turn it into a means of political

favoritism. Shortly before elections, Ukrainian presidents were particularly

‘‘generous’’ in awarding the status to create political coalitions with rectors. As

one interviewee explained, the new status not only resulted in gains for the HE

institutions themselves, but also rectors of national universities, whose mandates

were extended from 5 to 7 years (Interview, educational expert, 2015).

Due to mutual political favoritism between rectors and governmental actors, the

system of national universities encompassed 117 HE institutions by 2013, far more

than the initially planned 39. Hence, the ‘‘national university’’ became a means of

political advantage, as it enabled governmental actors to gain the loyalty of rectors,
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who in turn expected increased funding and prestige. In other words, the concept of

flagship national university was converted from a signifier of academic quality to a

reward for political loyalty. However, due to the economic crisis, the state was

unable to allocate all institutions the promised additional funding (Stadnyi, 2013a).

Without specific classification criteria, the national university status was essentially

nominal and a source of prestige enhancement for institutions and their leadership.

Specifically, national universities remained primarily teaching-oriented as a

significant part of research funding was still allocated to academies of sciences,

again weakening their organizational capacity to fulfill the newly endowed

organizational tasks of research and knowledge transfer.

The Establishment of Research Universities

In the mid-2000s, HE policy in Ukraine was largely driven by status preservation

and enhancement of high-ranking academics and HE institutions, while most

universities were unable to fulfill their newly regained core tasks of research and

knowledge transfer. However, amid large-scale processes of internationalization of

HE policy and economic stagnation, and a perception of the inferiority of Ukrainian

universities, the well-known rector of a leading technical university pushed for a

globally inspired model of the research university (Zgurovskyi, 2005). Broadly in

line with Mohrman et al. (2008) and Altbach’s (2007) considerations, global

research universities were expected to integrate research, teaching, knowledge

transfer and facilitate the development of a knowledge economy in Ukraine

(Interview, Ukrainian university rector, 2015). This push toward research

universities can be seen as a reaction to the failure of both national universities

and newly labeled universities to properly fulfill the organizational tasks of

research and knowledge transfer. At the same time, the creation of both national

universities and research universities represented a process of layering of

organizational forms in an attempt to find a structure that properly addresses all

organizational tasks that the political level expected of HE based on a new pact

between HE and society.

Following up on this proposal, in 2007, the Ukrainian government declared its

intention to establish five more generously funded research universities (Cabinet of

Ministers, 2007). However, no corresponding policies were adopted until

immediately before the presidential elections in 2009, when seven HE institutions

were relabeled as ‘‘research universities.’’ However, as economic reforms stalled,

the new research universities were instead converted from their intended mission of

promoting a knowledge-based economy toward being a reward for loyal rectors.

Specifically, powerful governmental actors, in particular the Prime Minister at that

time, rewarded the status of ‘‘research university’’ to potential academic allies
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before presidential elections (Hladchenko et al., 2016). The rectors, in turn, hoped

that the new status would enhance their funding and prestige.

In early 2010, the government promised to allocate extra funding to the research

universities, while demanding them to earn significant income from knowledge

transfer within 5 years. Based on agreements between governmental actors, e.g.,

the Cabinet of Ministers and rectors, the number of research universities increased

from seven to thirteen during the same year (Cabinet of Ministers, 2010b).

However, in 2010, a newly appointed cabinet of ministers and awarded the status of

a research university to one more HEI and amended this policy. First, the amount

that could be allocated from the state budget to the universities decreased. Second,

universities irrespective of their disciplinary profile were called on to establish a

science park and to earn a significant part of income externally within one year

(Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, 2010a). In parallel, the research funding allocated

to the universities decreased every year and in 2014 a newly appointed Cabinet of

Ministers completely abolished the regulation on research universities. Thus, the

organizational form and task of the research university were converted to new ends

— ensuring the political loyalty of rectors, resulting in an increase from seven

research universities in 2009 to fourteen in 2010.

This layering of organizational forms into the preexisting structural configuration

and the accompanied policy drift into new circumstances had the effect that there was

not sufficient funding for institutionally ‘‘upgraded’’ research universities or national

universities. Hence, they were unable to properly address new organizational tasks

with the organizational forms and state appropriated resources. Once again, a new

institutional form — the research university — was introduced in Ukraine, but lacked

the necessary political support to function properly, limiting its capacity to support

the development of a knowledge economy (Hladchenko et al., 2018).

The Development of the Academy of Sciences in Independent Ukraine

The development of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine can also be

understood from the gradual institutional change paradigm. Despite the political

transition following the 1991 critical juncture and the re-establishment of links

between research and teaching in some universities, the preexisting hierarchical

governance structures of the academy research institutes were preserved and they

are still run by a board comprising academicians (National Academy of Sciences of

Ukraine, 2017).7 Moreover, the President of the National Academy of Sciences has

held his position since 1962, and the average age of researchers with leading

positions in the academy is 75 (website of the National Academy of Sciences of

Ukraine, 2017). Thus, similarly to the political and economic system, preexisting

structures with powerful agents retaining their positions have been preserved even

after critical junctures.
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Building on Mahoney and Thelen’s terminology, we could label this

phenomenon as ‘‘duplicated drift’’: After 1991, Soviet-era actors duplicated the

non-reformed model of the Academy of Sciences in specific disciplines by creating

‘‘sectoral’’ academies of sciences in areas such as agriculture, medicine, education,

law or art. In 1992, for example, the Institute of Pedagogy established in the Soviet

period became the nucleus for the Academy of Pedagogical Sciences. The director

of the former institute became the new president of the Academy of Pedagogical

Sciences. His successor was a former Minister of Education and previously a high-

ranking communist party member. Hence, the 1991 critical juncture and the

following struggle for power both at the political level but also in subordinate

sectors did not lead to a complete overhaul of the system. Instead, powerful

individuals active in the previous political order were able to maintain their

influential position and shape the path of institutional development.

Through the spread of smaller disciplinary academies, preexisting practices and

institutions were multiplied, resulting in a situation in which the research function

of the Ukrainian HE system remained scattered and uncoordinated, as an increasing

number of organizations were active in research. In parallel, the academies also

underwent conversion toward new ends after 1991. While it is globally increasingly

common to allocate part of research funding as basic funding and part as

competitive project money, in Ukraine the dominant funding principle is

institutional allocation, while the share of competitive project-based funding is

insignificant (Schuch et al., 2016). Keeping this funding model stable secures the

advantaged positions of the leadership of the academies of sciences (Osipian,

2018). Furthermore, the preservation of the academies of sciences allowed

academicians and corresponding members to uphold their status granted before the

critical juncture. Like in Soviet times, Ukrainian academicians and corresponding

members receive lifelong income for holding this status irrespective of their

performance.

Altogether, the National Academy of Science and the sectoral academies

underwent drift, as the organizational form persisted, whereas the environmental

conditions changed significantly after 1991. While increased internationalization

made other models of research organization and internal research governance

available policy options, the lack of a coherent coalition of actors with the

necessary power to induce change enabled old elites to preserve the institutional

structure from before the critical juncture.

Ukrainian Institutions of Higher Education after the Revolution
of Dignity (2014–2017)

The public disappointment with the exploitation of state institutions by the personal

interests of powerful oligarchies was a main factor behind the Revolution of
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Dignity in 2014, which also provided a ‘‘window of opportunity’’ for a

revitalization of the Ukrainian political system and institutions of HE and research.

However, we argue that this window for change did not yet translate into a critical

juncture, because, at least up to now, established patterns of action largely persist.

Despite the political realignment and targeted efforts to purge Soviet-era practices,

governmental institutions are again attracting new actors often pursuing self-

interests and the state — as well as HE institutions — remain a source of political

favoritism and financial gains for powerful actors who head them (Härtel and

Umland, 2016; Pleines, 2016). Hence, the policy-making equilibrium has been

punctuated by the Revolution of Dignity, but so far the system has not settled in a

new state of equilibrium, rather is characterized by ongoing changes in the public

understanding of policy problems, political institutions, and decision-making

rationality. This situation has been intensified by the Russian intervention in the

eastern part of the country and the ensuing violent conflict, which created an

ongoing crisis situation for the state.

The situation of university rectors and the new European-inspired quality

assurance agency provide fitting examples for the stability of preexisting practices.

According to 2013 data, 17% of the 177 rectors of national universities had been in

their position for 21 years or more, and 42% for more than 14 years (Stadnyi,

2013b). This means that a significant number of university rectors assumed their

positions in Soviet times or shortly after independence.8 In 2014, a limit of two

five-year terms was introduced for rectors. However, irrespective of how long the

rector is in the position, all of them are considered to have only their first tenure

when the law was adopted. Even after 2014, the factual involvement of other

stakeholders such as academics or business representatives in university gover-

nance is almost absent (Hladchenko et al., 2017) and rectors are often called

‘‘feudals’’ due to their unlimited authority within the university (Yehorchenko,

2014). Under these conditions, loyalty to the university leadership tends to

outweigh the professional qualifications of academics and their achievements as

key values at universities (Mokryk, 2017). This in turn undermines the professional

development of academics and creates barriers for quality enhancement. Thus, in a

situation in which the Ukrainian economy requires human capital, new channels of

knowledge transfer, and enhanced research capacities, the preexisting internal

governance structures simply have drifted into a new environment without

significant adaptations.

In a political attempt to reorganize the institutional setup of HE, a new version

of the HE Law was indeed adopted in 2014 (Parliament of Ukraine, 2014). In the

context of European integration, the government aimed to shift part of the

education ministry’s tasks to a government agency. Following the dominant

international model of HE quality assurance, it created the National Agency for

Higher Education Quality Assurance (NAZYAVO), which is supposed to ensure an
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adequate peer review system and implement the European Standards and

Guidelines for Quality Assurance (ESG) (ESG, 2015).

However, the Bologna-inspired NAZYAVO was accompanied by problems

resulting from national political power dynamics. Specifically, representatives from

the academies of sciences and the Federation of Employees were not elected, rather

appointed by the leadership of these organizations. In addition, two former

education ministry officials, who were lustrated in 2015, were elected by the rectors

of public HE institutions as their representatives in NAZYAVO (Ministry of

Education and Sciences of Ukraine, 2015). Finally, two other representatives of the

HE institutions were accused of plagiarism (Blahodeteleva-Vovk, 2016). In

September 2016, the two lustrated officials were substituted by other individuals.

However, these newly elected members of NAZYAVO were also accused of

plagiarism (Kvit, 2016).9 In 2017, all prior members lost their mandate and a new

procedure for the selection of candidates was adopted. Thus, instead of the

dismantling of preexisting departments of the education ministry and the

establishment of NAZYAVO as an autonomous, non-politicized entity based on

western quality assurance practices, the institutional and personnel structures the

Ministry simply drifted into a new environment.

Conclusion

In this article, we traced the institutional development of Ukrainian HE throughout a

period of approximately 100 years including critical junctures in 1917 and 1991. We

started our analysis from the assumption that, due to HE’s reliance on the state for

legitimacy as well as its regulatory and fiscal framework, critical political junctures also

impact the HE system. Against this background, we explored Ukrainian HE focusing

on two dimensions, organizational forms and organizational tasks. In the aftermath of

both critical junctures, we identified numerous changes on both dimensions. In line

with expectations from the punctuated-equilibrium theory (True et al., 1999), we find

that both stability and change are important elements of the policy process. Especially

once a critical juncture punctuates the policy-making equilibrium, a room for more

significant changes opens. The critical junctures in the political environment allowed

for the acknowledgement of new policy problems, the possibility of new policy

solutions, and triggered changes in the bounded rationality of actors. This is visible in

the HE reforms that followed the critical junctures in the political environment and that

addressed both organizational form and tasks. However, with regard to the latest

juncture, it is questionable whether a new equilibrium has already been reached or

whether the instability persists, thus creating a situation of ongoing policy changes.

Table 1 provides an overview of these changes.

These changes clearly show that critical junctures in the political environment

lead to a re-negotiation of the pact between HE and society through powerful
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political actors. In line with our central argument, the results also indicate that,

especially following the 1991 critical juncture, change happened mainly gradually.

Due to the absence of a stable reform-oriented coalition, there was no coherent

agreement about a new set of organizational forms and tasks for HE. Therefore,

change processes have been characterized by back-and-forth dynamics and

individual interests. The current state of semi-reform is, in our view, partially

the result of the drift of preexisting structures from the Soviet or early

transformation era and partially the result of institutional conversion for the sake

of prestige enhancement or monetary gain. Instead of pursuing fundamental reform

and/or aligning Ukrainian HE and research institutions with western counterparts,

influential governmental and academic actors often simply relabeled existing

institutions for status enhancement and financial gains, while underlying modes of

operation largely remained unchanged or, in the words of Mahoney and Thelen

(2010), ‘‘drifted’’ into the new post-communist socioeconomic context.

Ukraine has also pursued a path of European integration, leading to an openness

for international models for HE including, for example, the creation of a quality

assurance agency, or the establishment of research universities. However, these

ideas were mediated through national reform processes in which a lack of political

support resulted in only superficial policy implementation and the conversion of

preexisting institutions. This frequently led to a mismatch or detachment of

organizational forms and tasks, as new rules have not been implemented or were

converted to serve different tasks. Therefore, global models for HE have mainly

been used as legitimizing factors, but the practices of actors to a large degree

Table 1 Changes in organizational form and organizational tasks after the two critical junctures in

Ukrainian HE

Changes after 1917 Changes after 1991

Organizational

form

Universities are transformed into

mono-disciplinary HE institutions and

later restructured as universities

Majority of HE institutions are mono-

disciplinary

HE governance is controlled by the

communist party

Upgrading of HE institutions to universities

without significant additional resources

Move back to multi-disciplinary HE

institutions

Creation of new types of organizations

(national universities & research

universities)

Creation of disciplinary academies of

science

Organizational

tasks

Spread of Soviet ideology is added as a

task of HE

Research and teaching are to a large

degree separated into different

organizations

Research is subject to the Communist

Party’s approval

Research and knowledge transfer are added

to the tasks of universities in line with the

global model of the research university

Nation-building and introduction of the idea

of a knowledge economy
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remained decoupled from these models (Bromley and Powell, 2012) with the effect

that the preexisting structures and functional logic of Ukrainian HE remain

stable and only rudimentarily adapted to the new circumstances of a globally

oriented knowledge economy.

Our analysis offers not only empirical knowledge on the case of Ukraine but also

several general lessons for HE policy research. First, we show that critical junctures

in the political system matter for HE as it relies on politics for regulations and

funding. Second, lacking political support for the implementation of reforms

following critical junctures can limit the potential for change due to the path

dependence of existing institutions, but also vested interests of actors who draw

advantages from the status quo. These actors can limit the degree of reforms, and

thus preserve (parts of) the existing institutional order. Regarding the 1917 critical

juncture, the absolute power of the Soviet communist party allowed it to

systematically re-structure the institutional order in both the political and HE

system. By contrast, powerful actors frequently driven by self-interest have

prevented a coherent reorganization of Ukrainian HE following the 1991 critical

juncture. It seems at this point that only stable political support for the

implementation of reforms and a crack-down on political favoritism can bring

about a more coherent and substantive reform of Ukrainian HE.
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Notes

1 The law of the 1918 fulfilled the long-term wish of the Ukrainian intelligentsia to have their own

Academy (Polonska-Vasylenko, 1958).

2 Lustration in post-communist Europe generally referred to the purging or limitation of the political

participation of former active communists from the political apparatus and security services.

3 Since 2008 admission to HEIs is based on the scores, school leavers achieve in exams conducted by

the Independent External Evaluation Body. This significantly alleviated the problem of corruption in

admissions.

4 Trans-European cooperation scheme for higher education.

5 In many cases, this resulted in their transformation from mono- to multi-disciplinary HE institutions.

6 It occurred before the presidential elections, and the president who signed this resolution also

competed in the elections.

8 It is also not forbidden for rectors to be members of political parties or deputies of the Parliament

(Stadnyi 2013a), which allows them to reinforce their power at HE institutions.
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9 This resulted in the situation that the academics under suspicion of plagiarism were given the

responsibility for developing requirements for Ph.D. defenses.
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