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CHAPTER 10

Public Service Resilience
in a Post-COVID-19 World: Digital
Transformation in Nordic Higher Education

Michael Oduro Asante,
Sudeepika Wagivakumari Samavathunga Liyanapathiranage,

and Romulo Pinbeiro

INTRODUCTION

In the wake of the still ongoing COVID-19 health pandemic, public ser-
vice organisations such as higher education institutions (HEIs) have expe-
rienced sudden disruptions in day-to-day service delivery (Crawford et al.,
2020; Krishnamurthy, 2020; UNESCO, 2020). With the crises extending
beyond an academic year, the global impact on HEIs’ continuity and
operations cannot be overemphasised. According to various surveys, by
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UNESCO, the Institute of International Education (IIE), International
Association of Universities (IAU), the European Association for
International Education (EAIE) and the Erasmus Student Network
(ESN), the crisis disturbed on-campus academic lectures, imposed new
digital infrastructure requirements for teaching and learning, and con-
strained patterns of student and staff mobility (Crawford et al., 2020;
UNESCO, 2020).

Moreover, the crisis has exposed critical loopholes in the adaptive
capacities of HEIs and brought to the fore the importance of resilient
crisis management policies and mechanisms, particularly relating to digital
resources and inclusion (Bartsch et al., 2020; Dewar, 2020). The shortage
of'vital digital institutional resources in the public sector (equipment, staff,
finances, time) (Bartsch et al., 2020) and a general lack of bureaucratic
slack (Trinchero et al., 2020) have exacerbated existing challenges. The
ongoing crisis seemingly highlights vagaries in sustaining academic excel-
lence and continuity, bringing to the fore discussions about digitalisation
and the future of teaching, learning, research and organisational crisis
management. HEIS’ crisis management agendas (anticipation, coping and
adaptation strategies) have been varied and include the shift from tradi-
tional face-to-face teaching and classroom examinations to online teach-
ing and learning and assessment, the cancellation of physical events and
social (networking) activities, alongside the formation of a “new normal-
ity” (Anholon et al., 2020; Tesar, 2020; UNESCO, 2020). Work from
home has become the new normal for the majority of academic staft, with
most teaching, supervision and research being carried out online or
remotely. That said, there are differences in preparedness and capability
among HEIs when delivering and sustaining academic excellence and
operational continuity.

Starting in the early 2010s, both as a response to broader global devel-
opments with respect to digital transformation on the one hand and the
rise of mass open online courses (MOOQOCs) on the other (cf. Laterza et al.,
2020), Nordic HEIs began taking initiatives towards building solid tech-
nological infrastructures that supported digitalisation across the board.
This implies that, compared to other nations or world regions, HEIs in
the Nordics were quite advanced in terms of digital policies, infrastructure
and resources before the pandemic. This is linked to initiatives by central
governments and HEIs across the Nordics to promote digitalisation and
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digital competencies throughout the public sector (Haase & Buus, 2020;
UFM, 2019). The primary rationale for such endeavours pertains to the
need to prepare (‘modernise’) the public sector at large for the opportuni-
ties and challenges brought by the rise of the ‘digital society” where tech-
nology is ubiquitous and prevails in all aspects of social and economic life
(Dufva & Dufva, 2019).

Hence, these developments make the Nordic region an interesting case
study for investigating the effects of COVID-19 on the resilience capacity
of HEIs, by focusing on digital transformation, defined as “a process
wherein organizations respond to changes taking place in their environ-
ment by using digital technologies to alter their value creation processes”
(Vial, 2019, p. 119).

The digital teaching and learning adopted by HEIs requires the institu-
tions to acquire new digital tools and platforms (Bartsch et al., 2020),
while employees are pushed to develop new digital skills, whether virtual
or not, to reconcile professional and personal tasks (Anholon et al., 2020).
This means that the degree of HEIs” digitalisation! has become vital and
decisive in ensuring academic continuity and administrative services in
times of crises. To better understand the differences in the anticipation,
coping and adaptation strategies to COVID-19-related protocols (from
key stakeholders like governments, WHO and UNESCO), this study seeks
to explore the role of digital transformation in shaping HEIs’ public ser-
vice resilience (hereafter, termed HEI resilience).

Resilience has become a prominent topic within social sciences inqui-
ries, particularly in the last decade (Boin et al., 2010; Kayes, 2015; Duit,
2016). Despite many definitions and epistemological positions (for a
recent review, see Pinheiro et al., 2022), there are two fundamental con-
ceptions of the phenomenon. The first, popularised within economics, is
associated with the notion of ‘equilibrium’ and pertains to the notion of
‘bouncing back’ to an earlier state of balance following a shock or crisis
(Giustiniano et al., 2018). The second, based on systems thinking and
complexity science, approaches resilience as the ability to adapt to chang-
ing external circumstances whilst maintaining function and identity
(Walker & Salt, 20006). Pinheiro et al. (2022) suggest a novel framework
for conceiving resilience prior, during and after critical events, which is
relevant in the context of the research questions addressed in this
study, namely:
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* How did HEIs in the Novdic countries vespond to the teaching and
learning-related challenges brought about by COVID-19?

o What ave the implications of digital transformation for the resilient
capacity of HEIs?

METHOD, DATA SET AND CASES

The primary data derive from semi-structured (Zoom) interviews con-
ducted at three case universities (two in Norway and one in Sweden)
during the winter of 2020 and spring of 2021. Using a comparative
(multiple) case design, different types of institutions (old research-inten-
sive vs younger, more regionally embedded) were selected to ensure vari-
ety. Given the binary nature of HE systems across the Nordic countries,
as well as variations in terms of size, age and institutional profile, the
sample is representative of the general population. That said, it is impor-
tant to note that substantial differences exist between HEIs, both within
and across the Nordics, and that the qualitative nature of this study
restricts its generalisations to the concepts and theories used rather than
the general population of Nordic HEIs. As is the case in other parts of
the world, Nordic HE systems and institutions have been the target of
numerous policy reforms in the last two decades. The primary focus has
been on fostering efficiency, quality, accountability and responsiveness.
Particular attention has been paid to the implementation of various types
of market-based mechanisms aimed at fostering performance manage-
ment (Pinheiro et al., 2019). These have, inter alia, led to changes in the
governance and management structures of HEIs, as well as a reshaping
of the domestic HE landscapes through forced and/or voluntary merg-
ers aimed at creating larger and stronger (i.e. more globally competitive)
HEIs (Pinheiro et al., 2016). One immediate consequence relates to the
gradual move towards a unitary HE model centred on the comprehen-
sive research-based university.

The sample for this study comprised selected senior administrators
and academics (using strategic sampling and snowball methods) at the
central administration, faculty and departmental levels (N= 30) of the
three case universities. These individuals were interviewed with a view to
understanding the shared goals, collaborations and responsibilities
towards HEIs’ resilience capacity in the context of digital transforma-
tion. The interview material was recorded and transcribed verbatim. The
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data coding was carried out using Nvivo Qualitative Data Analysis
Software (version 12), facilitating analysis of emerging themes towards
theory development.

COVID-19 anD HEIS> RESILIENCE APPROACHES

The extant literature indicates that HEIs’ responses to the COVID-19
pandemic have been differentiated, ranging from no response to on-
campus social isolation strategies to rapid curriculum redevelopment for
fully online offerings (Crawford et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2020). While
some HEIs have adopted emergency remote teaching as an essential first
step on the road to academic continuity, others have closed down entirely
and extended their semester break (Crawford et al., 2020). This has been
associated with poorly resourced institutions and inadequate preparation
for proactive and strategic responses, in addition to resistance to change
by some academics. Many HEIs were underprepared for an overnight shift
to high-quality online teaching and learning, and this has pushed some
scholars to question the resilience of HEIs in terms of structures and
resources for handling emerging crisis situations (Crawford et al., 2020;
Anholon et al., 2021).

COVID-19 raises salient questions on how HEIs overcome crises, the
drivers and factors that enable HEIs to adapt and transcend crises and how
HEIs perform in terms of crisis management. Undoubtedly, some HEIs
will have organisational continuity and crisis recovery plans in place
(Cerullo & Cerullo, 2004 ). However, unless these plans and strategies can
be intuitively tested during crises, the plans will not be effective (McManus
et al., 2008). As such, a new proactive and strategic approach to the man-
agement of crises is required. COVID-19 has seemingly created a moment
to recognise the distance HEIs need to travel to effectively navigate future
disruptions. Fortunately, while the journey is not brief, the milestones are
coming into view.

Preliminary studies suggest that, in spite of the obvious challenges, on
the whole, Nordic HE systems and institutions responded rather ade-
quately to the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic (Solberg
et al., 2021; Pinheiro et al., 2022). This was partly a function of the ade-
quate policy response by the respective national and regional (county-
level) authorities (Saunes et al., 2021), including the allocation of
additional resources for crisis management, high levels of trust between
government and the public sector, in addition to a considerable degree of
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institutional autonomy, both substantive and procedural, enjoyed by pub-
lic HEIs in the Nordics, when compared to other countries. What is more,
studies also show that research universities played a critically important
role in providing support to government in terms of crisis management
(Gornitzka & Stglen, 2021).

THEORETICAL BACKDROP AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

A considerable body of research and theorising has emerged in recent
years, highlighting the multidimensional nature of resilience as a process,
capability and/or outcome (Pearson & Clair, 1998; James & Wooten,
2005; Boin et al., 2013; Lengnick-Hall & Beck, 2005; Vogus & Sutclifte,
2007; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011; Burnard et al., 2018; Duchek, 2020).
Frigotto et al. (2022) highlight the complex and dynamic interplay
between stability and change whilst unpacking resilience as a social phe-
nomenon. These authors refer to ‘degrees of novelty’ as a means of cate-
gorising resilience or adversity triggers or drivers. What is more, like
others, they take a process view on resilience stressing the importance of
temporal dimensions: before, during and after the occurrence of criti-
cal events.

One comprehensive typology for classifying the key drivers and devel-
opment of resilience within organisations is the capability-based approach
advanced by Duchek (2020). The latter emphasises that resilience is a
highly complex phenomenon deeply embedded in social contexts. This
perspective highlights two key elements: strategic contexts (knowledge
base) and strategic drivers (resource availability, social resource and power/
responsibility). Following the open systems view on organisations (Scott,
2003), Williams et al. (2017, p. 20) emphasise the dynamic nature of resil-
ience “as an interaction between the organisation and the environment”.
Resilience, from this perspective, refers to the capacity to respond to a
crisis effectively, not only after the crisis (responsive) but also proactively
both before and while (during) it is unfolding (Linnenluecke et al., 2012;
Alliger et al., 2015; Frigotto et al., 2022).

Resilience is, thus, composed of stages, with organisations responding
to, or anticipating, emerging events through some form of adaptation and
learning (Weick et al., 1999; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011). Strategic views
on resilience shed light on organisational (ex-post) responses to purpose-
fully cope during critical events or crises (Wildavsky, 1991; Weick et al.,
1999; Rerup, 2001) while at the same time attempting to anticipate
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Resilience Antecedents
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Fig. 10.1 The study’s analytical framework. (Source: authors’ own, following
Duchek (2020) and Mintzberg (1985))

future, disruptive events by fostering resilience ex-ante (Somers, 2009;
Boin & Van Eeten, 2013). Hence, HEIs’ resilience is explored in this
study as resulting from three interrelated stages or processes: anticipating,
coping and adapting (Fig. 10.1). This, in turn, is aligned with Mintzberg’s
(1985) classic conception of strategic management processes within
organisations as either following a planned or deliberative (means-ends)
approach, in the form of anticipating, versus that of a more emergent or
organic nature, empirically manifested in the coping and adapting phases.

The analytical framework presented in Fig. 10.1, and adopted in HEIs
in this study, characterises resilience along three key stages of the process,
each influenced by four main drivers or antecedents, described in
Table 10.1. It is important to note that these stages are not independent
of each other, but overlap and are based on pre- and post-COVID-192
(digital) initiatives and developments at the selected case universities (as
shown in Table 10.2).
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Table 10.1 Resilience drivers and mechanisms

Drivers or capabilities  Mechanisms

Knowledge

Technical resources

Social resources

Leadership and
Sformalisation

Broad experience of digitalisation

A wide variety of skills, competencies and human resources
Innovative and enhanced creativity decisions during crises
Learning at the different stages of the resilience process
Digital platform that allows for a virtual classroom
High-speed Internet connections

Digital tools such as computer facilities

Financial relief packages for students

Students and staff social support-linked digital challenges.
Shared goals between central, faculties and the departments
Social capital and mutual respect among organisations
Degree of involvement and empowerment (different levels)
Engagement of members for achieving organisational interests
Digital empowerment of members of staff

Assigning of digital responsibilities

Source: authors’ own

Table 10.2 Summary of key findings

Drivers or Pre-COVID-19 Post-COVID-19

capabilities

Knowledge ® Broad experience of e Digital committees and groups
digitalisation e Enhanced digital training and seminars for

* Wide variety of skills staft

and human resources  ® Innovative and enhanced creativity decisions

e Digital training and during crises
seminars e Policy collaboration with government,
stakeholders and other institutions
Technical e Online learning e Surge in acquisition of digital tools and
resources platforms infrastructure
e Video recording of e Provision of digital Incentives
classroom sections
Social resources  ® Social and technical * Social media group page
support e Regular digital meetings

e Enhanced social and technical support

Leadership and e A minimal degree of o Improved leadership support

formalisation

faculty involvement e Increased collaborations and involvement of
and empowerment at different departments and faculty leadership
the sub-unit level e Digital empowerment of members of staff

e Assigning of digital responsibilities
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RESILIENCE IN ACTION

The data suggest that in the case of both individual academics and HEIs,
the understanding of resilience and the activities it entails has changed fol-
lowing the pandemic. One of the key transformations pertains to HEIs’
resilience capacity in terms of knowledge capabilities (KC), the first resil-
ience driver described in Table 1. Prior to COVID-19, KC was just another
element to consider; it has now (post-COVID-19) become a critical
endogenous factor at all the case HEIs. This is manifested empirically
through the formation of digital committees and task groups, enhanced
digital training and seminars for academic staff, innovative solutions
and multiple collaborations with governmental stakeholders and other
HEIs nationally and internationally. Comments from some respondents
illustrate how KC has become an important aspect of the universities’
programmes and activities in the post-COVID era.

What can the university do from a central (administration) standpoint to
Sfucilitate that (digital transformation within teaching) for the teachers? And
that is something going on right now. The Vice-Chancellor has put together o
group of academic leaders, who are vight now working on a plan, post-
COVID. That will be very much about how we will utilize digital tools in both
teaching and research. (ICT administrator, central administration, Swedish
case; LA2)

[...] we have identified one vesource person at each department, and they took
very much. .. they managed to collect colleagues to help them, so I wounld say two
things. We have the zoom system, we had the canvas system for students, and we
had some people that used much of their own time to help their colleagues. So
both system and good people (as key factors). (Senior administrator, faculty
level, Swedish case; LF2)

We (central administration) have a huge responsibility with vespect to educa-
tion. Also, we have n separate unit at the university that is the Learning Lab.
That’s a cooperation between the student administration division, the commu-
nication division, the IT division and also the people from the university as a
pedagogic department people working on how to do teaching. That group was
extremely important with vespect to the (digital) transformation in education.
(ICT administrator, central administration; Norwegian case 2; BA2)

Regarding technical resources, the data for the three cases show that this
critical element has been enhanced following the pandemic. In the past, it
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was not mandatory, and teachers were not forced to use digital platforms,
record videos or resort to virtual teaching. Such aspects have now become
embedded (institutionalised) into the day-to-day roles, functions and
teaching/learning activities of HEIs and their respective academic groups
across multiple disciplines. The respondents generally agreed that the IT
department played a vital role in providing the technical support essential
for ensuring online teaching and other online academic activities.
According to these respondents

1 guess if I am going to be successful in digitalization throughout our institu-
tion, someone has to push, and it bas to be sort of from the central administra-
tion [...] Actually, we bhave some sort of intensive courses to improve their
digital skills, n lot of (academic) staff need training. They need access to proper
tools that actually can improve teaching. |[...] We need to have the support on
how to use them, and that will be a part of some of the central administration,
like we have UiA-PULLS (internal pedagogical training uni) where there are
digital pedngogy courses, guides on how to use things. They will be a kind of help
to share next practice, we need to push it. (Senior academic administrator,
central administration, Norwegian case 1; AAL)

The IT-personnel ave very important in the process [ ... ] And they can stimulnte
the teachers to see how well the digital tools can work. (Senior academic admin-
istrator, central administration, Swedish case; LAL)

We (IT dep.) ave providing all the systems. We are providing process analysis
and people that can work on improving processes, and we ave also providing all
project management or at least we ave vesponsible for the project management,
methodology and also has approved project managers. With vespect to the digi-
talization on the vest of the university, we arve playing a key role, and we are
responsible for all the IT parts, sort of. (ICT administrator, central administra-
tion, Norwegian case 2; BA2)

With regard to social resources, a shift has occurred from traditional
social and technical support, like ICT, towards a more systemic or holistic
digital architecture composed of a larger and active social media (online)
presence and enhanced social (for off-campus students) and technical sup-
port (for academic staff around new technologies). On the administrative
front, shorter and more regular digital meetings involving staff members
have become the norm for fostering academic-administrative collabora-
tion. Respondents at both the central administration and faculty level
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argued that internal collaborations, both horizontally (amongst sub-units)
and vertically (central administration and sub-units), have been enhanced
through regular meetings.

In fact, we (administration) are better now in having meetings more fre-
quently, and we have also established a new permanent meeting wheve I collect
the diffevent specialists within the foculty administration for every fourth night
and it was due to the covona situation when we were working at bome, so it
might be possible that it is much of the same across the academic world that they
find each other and use new meetings to meet morve frequently. (Senior admin-
istrator, faculty level, Norwegian case 1; AF1)

Several fuculties alveady have experience in running online studies at bachelors
and masters level and within the social sciences. And some fuculties have very
little experience in doing that. So, it depends on the subject you are teaching on.
(Former senior academic administrator, central administration, Norwegian
case 1; AF3)

And over the summer (of 2020), we also established a function of streaming, as
well as vecording in over 100 teaching rooms, so that we could fucilitate the risk
students in the risk groups that they could follow teaching in a physical setting.
So that would be the only aspect that 1 think we ave now initiating an evalua-
tion around, to see how functional that system is. (Senior academic administra-
tor, central administration, Norwegian case 2; BA1)

From a resilience perspective, the process of more intense and regular
information sharing has led to the development of new channels for com-
munication and decision-making, as well as the fostering of trust and com-
mon understanding at the case HEIs. These aspects are likely to play an
important role whilst dealing with processes of adaptation in the long run,
particularly when these will result in internal resistance to change and the
need for reaching a workable and democratic compromise. Social resources
through traditional social and technical support were found to be promi-
nent at the departmental level, which was acknowledged by many inter-
viewees across the three cases.

We have all these helplines. If you have a question, call uni-help. But at the end
of the day, people will try to call other people. It’s naive to think that this will
never happen if you only have helplines they can call. That seems nice, but you
should be available. (IT administrator, faculty level, Norwegian case 1; AD3)
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We (university) have had a team of administrative people at the fuculty, and 1
can call them during the lecturve and they can go into my zoom room and in my
canvas and look at stuff, and that bas worked well for us (teachers). (Academic,
dep./programme level, Swedish case; LD3)

We (university) have a department for higher educational development. There
is always someone to talk to, and so the support (to teachers) has been fantastic.
(Academic, dep./programme level, Swedish case; LD1)

When it comes to leadership and formalisation, the data show that there
has been a substantive shift from a minimal degree of engagement before
the crisis towards a much stronger and active involvement of academic and
administrative leaders alongside the empowerment of academic members
across the board. Most notably, both academics and administrators have
been greatly empowered through enhanced digital literacy in and outside
the (online) classroom. Respondents across the three case HEIs (and at
different hierachical levels) generally acknowledged that leadership across
the different levels of the university played a vital role in both coping with
and adapting to the challenges brought by COVID-19.

We have bad these weekly meetings in our fuculty, I think we called it some digi-
tal workshops or something, wheve we shaved different ways of how we do things.
And what they learned there was to have a very well-structuved Canvas room.
(Academic, dep./programme level, Norwegian case 1; AD4)

[...] the Vice Chancellor has put together o group of academic leaders, who are
right now working on a plan, post-COVID. That will be very much about how
we will utilize digital tools in both teaching and research. (ICT administrator,
central administration, Swedish case; LA2)

They (central education division) can give us courses that you attend, then you
get some kind of suggestions and how you can design it to fit and so on.
(Academic, dep./programme level, Swedish case; LD2)

We’ve had an incredible amount of producing of vesources and training oppor-
tunities; webinars and presentations on how to teach better online and how to
teach better in a blended envivonment or in a flipped classroom environment.
We’ve done an enormous amount of work on that. And in the statistics, it basi-
cally saying that anybody’s changed that they ave just using zoom to teach the
same way they always did. Or there you got video, no talk, that was a homemade
system. (Academic, dep./programme level, Norwegian case 2; BD1)
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1 think it benefits actually from the COVID situation that we’ve had is that the
interaction and communication with and between the different units, and on
my part with all the deans and the vice deans of education, the administrative
heads for education, have been much move systematic [ ... [ So, I think the com-
munication with the institution has been very frequent, much move frequent
that we would on o normal basis, and that has helped us very much in becoming
aware of issues that needs to be addressed; needs to be improved, needs to be
changed, but also to get the information out and to stimulate the teachers to use
the differvent opportunities and of courses and trainings, etc. (Senior academic
administrator, central administration, Norwegian case 2 BA1)

Finally, as for the importance attributed to endogenous and exogenouns
fuactors in fostering HEIS’ resilience, the data suggest that resilience in
terms of digital infrastructure and inclusion for crisis management will
largely depend on both HEIs internal structures and actions (endogenous
factors) and external developments (exogenous factors). Regarding
endogenous factors identified at this preliminary stage of the research pro-
cess, these include, but are not limited to: HEIs” leadership role relating
to digital initiatives, policies and collaborations before and after the
COVID-19 outbreak; levels of digital competence training and skills
developments across the board; the availability of digital resources and
infrastructures; and effective collaborations and negotiations with external
stakeholders, including other HEIs.

In the periods following the pandemic, several successtul digital initia-
tives were taken at the different levels of the universities. A large number
of digital tools, platforms and communication equipment were developed.
The university actors in the central administration, faculty and depart-
ments provided academics and other staff the opportunity to explore their
teaching and other related responsibilities. These digital tools, including
computers, video-making equipment, laptops and mobile phones, as well
as other platforms such as learning management and digital exam systems,
alongside Zoom software, increasingly became an essential part of teach-
ing and learning and, thus, an important factor in universities’ coping
with, and adaptation to, the emerging crisis.

They (teachers) are now using new tools in that we have very big video produc-
tion now and when videos ave made they arve made a lot shorter than before,
under 7 minutes prefevably, more to the point and oviented more towards cer-
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tain aveas of the content that can be difficult, or some triggerving things, and its
easy to create pages within canvas and embed those videos, and that’s what
many teachers do now. We (administration) have told them (teachers) before
that you should do modules in Canvas (learning management system) (1T
administrator, central administration, Norwegian case 1; AA2)

Steps that we took as an IT department, we had to do something with scaling.
So, we had to move systems avound because we had 4000 employees working
from home. And instead of working in offices, so we had to shuffle around,
switch on havdware systems, just to have enough power, programmes and some
key components as well as some payables that had to be veconfigured, just to be
able to handle the amount data. But all that was done within a couple of days
or with a week. So, we had these emergency organization that was established
when COVID came in. At the IT department, we were back to normal within
a week or two. We had something that we needed to rebuild. That was the VPN
(Virtual Private Network), we had to rebuild, because the solution that we had
was not possible to scale up to the level we wanted [...] So, it was big! (IT
administrator, central administration, Norwegian case 2; BA2)

In terms of exogenous factors, two main themes have emerged from
the data: stakeholder support (private and the state) and governments’
digital policies and incentives. The universities’ policy collaboration with
government and stakeholders and increased funding for their digital proj-
ects while following pandemic protocols contributed to the universities’
ability to adapt and cope with the enormous teaching challenges that came
with the pandemic. With more funding and support, the institutions could
acquire the needed digital tools and equipment to ensure teaching and
learning during the COVID-19 lockdown.

Omne thing that came up is that we arve now shaving data between institutions.
Maybe we also should share some teaching that we are not everyone is doing
exactly the same at every institution. We alveady have the unit which is sort of
a provider of tools to every higher education usually in Norway. So, we alrendy
have some sort of collaboration there. But again, it’s about the best practice
things. (Senior academic administrator, central administration, Norwegian
case 15 AAL)

My colleagyues ... have been a part of o national expert’s group. I think they had
meetings with the people writing the [government’s] digitalization strategy
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and also with the IT dirvector [ ... ] So, we are actively participating in the shap-
ing of it. So, I guess that conld be one of the drawbacks. If this digitalization
strategy is formed by who’s morve attractive or not. The move you put in, the
more chance you have of getting out (what you wish) (IT administrator, faculty
level, Norwegian case 1; AD3)

Discussion AND CONCLUSION

The environment in which Nordic HEIs operate has been changing rather
dramatically in the last decade or so, both due to changes at the system
level (e.g. competition and demography) as well as a result of government-
mandated reforms such as mergers and changes in the legal framework (cf.
Pinheiro et al., 2019). Seen as a rather disruptive external shock to the
system (Boin & Lodge, 2016), COVID-19, and the subsequent crisis that
ensued, exacerbated several ongoing trends, such as blended learning, the
adoption of sophisticated technological platforms for managing teaching
and learning (e.g. Canvas) and reskilling of academic staft aligned with
digital pedagogies and literacy.

As suggested above, the case HEIs, as well as the various actors and
academic communities within them, have responded differently to the
challenges posed by COVID-19. In some cases, those already acquainted
with digital pedagogies and technologies—that is, digital literacy—rein-
forced their efforts and migrated smoothly to a ‘new normal’ primarily
composed of online-mediated teaching and supervision (NIFU, 2021;
UKA, 2021). In numerous situations, support staff with the necessary
skills and competencies aided the departments with the digital transitions.

From the perspective of classic theories on organisations, the central
administration of the case HEIs played important roles in the resilience
process by acting as key ‘finders of (digital) strategy’ (Mintzberg, 1994),
both before and during COVID-19. The supporting staft worked in
established committees involving the various faculties and departments to
provide strategic input, analyse emerging challenges and facilitate digital
training at the different levels of the case HEIs. The roles of the support-
ing staff could be linked to Mintzberg’s (1994) second role of planners,
namely that of ‘analysts’. The central administration of the HEIs has their
fingers on the different projects and programmes of the organisation and
its external context through their privileged access to policies, soft data
and funding decisions of digital programmes. However, they lack the time
and the inclination to study the hard data. The supporting staft at the
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different levels of the HEIs, then, became the obvious candidates for this
task by considering the hard facts in terms of the crises on an ad-hoc basis
and by ensuring that the consequences of their analysis were taken into
account in the digital strategy-making process (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 26).
This process, according to Mintzberg (1994), pertains to ‘strategic
analysis’.

It is worth noting that the rise of strategic considerations around differ-
ent aspects of digital literacy within the case HEIs has turned into a major
resource for both staff sociability and power relations® in the context of
the redistribution of resource pools (people and funding) and the ability
(authority) to influence individual and collective behaviours (Clegg,
2013). In this respect, it is interesting to note how certain key agents, like
ICT specialists, took a rather salient role during the phase of digital migra-
tion (teaching) when compared to pedagogical staff with key competen-
cies in the realm of digital literacy.

From a resilience perspective, at least as far as the midterm is concerned,
the cross-case data suggest that knowledge-based and social-based
resources and capabilities, combined with effective leadership and decision-
making procedures, play a critical role in fostering adaptability to the new,
emerging circumstances. These findings are aligned with recent studies,
suggesting the importance of core competencies and organisational effi-
ciency in strategically responding to unforeseen events (Pinheiro et al.,
2022). In addition, it points to the importance associated with organisa-
tional learning as manifested in the simultaneous involvement by key
organisational actors in efforts aimed at exploiting existing assets and
capabilities alongside those geared towards exploring new ones (March,
1991, 2008).

Moreover, those HEIs that already had such systems, partly or fully, in
place benefitted from foresight, being faster at adapting. These findings
are aligned with both the resilience and crisis management literature (as
sketched out in the theoretical section), suggesting the importance of a
systemic approach, with actors within organisations taking proactive steps
at different stages of the process before, during and after the ensuing criti-
cal momentum or turning point (Somers, 2009; Ferreira et al., 2011;
Teixeira & Werther Jr, 2013). This does not mean that resilient HEIs can
prevent or anticipate every crisis. However, some organisations are able to
detect (through foresight) the unexpected faster than others and are able
to immediately react to it, while others “wait and see” (Duchek, 2020).
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Internal capabilities like knowledge and technical and social resources as
well as leadership structures play a key role in this respect, alongside key
organisational attributes such as organisational slack, loose-coupling, pre-
requisite variety as well as the willingness to experiment and tolerate fail-
ure, as identified in recent studies of HEIs (Pinheiro & Young, 2017;
Young & Pinheiro, 2022).

Following the notion that, as organisations, HEIs are open systems
susceptible to environmental influences (Scott, 2003), the data suggest
the importance of the dynamic interplay between endogenous and exog-
enous factors in coping with surprising or novel situations (Pinheiro et al.,
2022), alongside the ability to adapt to changing circumstances in the
context of an increasingly turbulent environment (Ansell et al., 2017;
Trondal et al., 2022). In so doing, the combination of planned and emerg-
ing strategic processes (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985) is thought to be criti-
cal to realise desirable resilient outcomes.

All in all, the study lends support to the notion that, at their core, and
given the current circumstances in terms of key endogenous (e.g. capabili-
ties and resources) and exogenous (e.g. legitimacy and social context) fac-
tors, HEIs are highly resilient organisations with the ability to adapt to
changing circumstances whilst retaining both function and identity
(Pinheiro & Young, 2017; Young & Pinheiro, 2022; Geschwind et al.,
2022). What is more, HEIs’ ability to respond to emerging circumstances
is, in large part, a function of the ways in which the broader social and
governance systems in which they are embedded in or nested (Pekkola
et al., 2021) can respond, robustly, to a rise in environmental turbulence
as is the case of the effects accrued to COVID-19 (Room, 2011; Ansell
et al., 2020). In this respect, the Nordic countries may provide an impor-
tant comparative template for other nations given their early commitment
to fostering innovation across the public sector at large, including being
early adopters of digital solutions in the realms of teaching and learning.
That said, given that our study did not include cases from outside the
Nordics, it is difficult to specify in more detail what specific Nordic-related
elements accounted for the observed trends, despite the importance
attributed to factors like knowledge and learning, policy frameworks, sus-
tained investments in digital platforms and literacy alongside leadership
processes (top down and bottom up) across the board.

Future studies, both across and beyond the Nordic region, and prefer-
ably using a longitudinal and mixed-method design, could further illumi-
nate the extent to which (how and under what circumstances) HEIs’
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abilities to adapt to a post-COVID-19 environment enhance their resil-
ience capabilities in the long run. Such studies should also adopt a more
systemic perspective by considering the co-evolution amongst the macro,
social and technical systems, including governance ones, underpinning the
daily functioning of contemporary HEIs and the HE systems (nationally
and globally), which they are embedded in.
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