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Power, Neoliberalism, and Higher Education Administrationa 

Abstract 

It is essential to address power relations on the grounds of power and to discuss how power 

penetrates institutions, especially human life, in the context of neoliberalism to analyze higher 

education administration in the twenty-first century. In the current society, where various aspects 

are emphasized with descriptions such as information society, post-modernist, or neoliberal, 

practices in universities are also affected by social dynamics and how power operates. Therefore, 

examining changing forms of social and power relations is critically important to analyze 

administrative practices in higher education institutions. Based on this, this study aims to examine 

the concepts of biopolitical power and neoliberal governmentality in particular to explore how 

power operates in higher education institutions and how individuals and societies are organized 

and governed concerning economic policies and life policies, and to provide a fundamental 

perspective for studies conducted in higher education on this subject. This research attempted to 

present a comprehensive analysis of the literature by giving the theoretical foundations of the 

subject. In this context, the policy changes that took place and the reflections of neoliberalism on 

academic identity were also mentioned. This study aimed to thoroughly examine the literature by 

providing the theoretical underpinnings of the topic. 

Keywords: Power, Forms of Power, Neoliberalism, Higher Education, Administration. 

İktidar, Neoliberalizm ve Yükseköğretim Yönetimi 

Öz 
Yirmi birinci yüzyılda yükseköğretim yönetimine ilişkin çözümleme yapabilmek adına güç ilişkilerini 

iktidar zemininde ele almak ve neoliberalizm ekseninde iktidarın kurumlarda ve özellikle insan 

hayatında nüfuz etme biçimlerini tartışmak önem arz etmektedir. Özellikle bilgi toplumu, post-

modernist veya neoliberal gibi betimlemelerle çeşitli yönlerinin vurgulandığı mevcut toplumda, 

üniversitelerdeki pratikler de toplumsal dinamiklerden ve iktidarın işleme biçimlerinden 

etkilenmektedir. Dolayısıyla, değişen toplumsal ilişkilenme biçimlerini ve iktidar ilişkilerini 

irdelemenin yükseköğretim kurumlarındaki yönetim pratiklerini çözümlemek için kritik öneme 

sahip olduğu düşünülmektedir. Buradan hareketle, bu çalışmada, özellikle yükseköğretim 

kurumlarında iktidarın nasıl işlediğini ve bireylerin ve toplumların ekonomi politikaları ve yaşam 

politikalarıyla ilişkili olarak nasıl düzenlendiğini ve yönetildiğini çözümleyebilmek amacıyla özellikle 

biyopolitik iktidar ve neoliberal yönetimsellik kavramlarının incelenmesi ve bu konuda 

yükseköğretimde yapılan çalışmalar için temel bir bakış açısı sunulması amaçlanmıştır. Bu 

bağlamda, gerçekleşen politika değişikliklerine ve neoliberal yansımaların akademik kimliğe 

yansımalarına da değinilmiştir. Kısaca, bu araştırmada, konunun teorik temelleri verilerek literatüre 

dair kapsamlı bir analiz ortaya konmaya çalışılmıştır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: İktidar, İktidar Biçimleri, Neoliberalizm, Yükseköğretim, Yönetim. 
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1. Introduction 

Neoliberalism is defined as a theory of political economic practices that proposes human 

welfare can best be advanced by maximizing entrepreneurial freedoms within a framework of 

strong institutional structures (Harvey, 2005). It has positioned itself within higher education by 

gradually turning public institutions into corporations competing to increase levels of academic 

excellence by meeting the requirements of a homogeneous, independent, global university 

model (Altbach & Salmi, 2011; Ginsberg, 2011; Newfield, 2008; Paradeise & Thoenig, 2015; 

Walsh, 2013; Ward, 2012). The neoliberal restructuring and change process has increasingly 

begun to affect higher education, and higher education institutions have expanded their areas 

of responsibility and duties compared to the past (Henkel, 2005; Whitchurch & Gordon, 2010). 

Specifically, the neoliberal transformation in academia has gradually changed the functioning 

of universities by adopting private sector principles such as competition, efficiency, measurable 

outputs, accountability and effectiveness (Aprile et al., 2021; Ball, 2012; Dougherty & Natow, 

2019; Sutton, 2017). Correspondingly, studies on higher education show that a global 

movement aiming to transform the role of higher education institutions is observed (Bosanquet, 

Mantai, & Fredericks, 2020; Gordon & Zauniddin, 2020; Hazelkorn, 2011; Troiani & Dutson, 

2021). Because universities play a vital role in the state's efforts for economic development 

(Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004), neoliberal policies pursued by states directly impact higher 

education institutions. Consequently, neoliberalism could easily find a place within higher 

education institutions, as it slowly yet steadily causes universities to comply with global market 

standards that transform them into ideal research institutions (Butler & Spoelstra, 2014; Ward, 

2012).  

On the other hand, as Foucault (1990) claims, neoliberalism is a form of biopolitical power that 

combines the security mechanisms of governmentality and disciplinary practices to create a 

field of power. Based on this, neoliberalism is accepted as an economic and political philosophy 

that aims to transform individuals into active economic subjects who invest in their human 

capital, limit themselves in the name of private capital, and eliminate external political and 

subjective areas incompatible with capitalism. This transformation is facilitated through a 

general system of power that affects the legal, political, economic, administrative, social, and 

subjective aspects of society. Ultimately, it can be stated that neoliberalism seeks to create a 

workforce and population more compatible with economic rationality and the interests of 

private capital. Accordingly, the biopolitics of neoliberalism aims to transform human life into 

economic capital and pathologizes those who fail in the system. Thus, it places the 

responsibility for failure on the individual. This helps to weaken the potential for resistance 

against the economic and social order and turns individuals into “successful economic 

subjects” or “unsuccessful economic subjects” who must hold themselves accountable. Along 

the same line with these, it is claimed that liberal theory shifted its focus to the principle of 

competition and inequality in the 19th century. Accordingly, the transformation to neoliberal 

governmentality is explained by adopting competition, governmentality, and entrepreneurship 

(Foucault, 2015). In addition, the basis of the laissez-faire ideology has remained the same. 

However, in competition and neoliberal governmentality, the individual, homo economicus, is 

not a part of nature but an active agent who constructs institutions and rules with rationality 

(Gürkan, 2016). 
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As for neoliberal governmentality and education, the penetration of neoliberal governmentality 

into educational institutions was made possible by the collaboration of states with private 

capital companies in shaping education and drawing legal frameworks to promote economic 

growth and competition with other countries (Foucault, 2017; Peters, 2006). The concept of 

governmentality, which refers to the management of education as a political tool, is vital for 

understanding how education, economic practices, and actions work (Olssen, 2006). 

Governmentality involves managing people and their actions through the order of things, the 

most appropriate arrangement, techniques, and methods of directing human behavior (Gillies, 

2008). For instance, the primary purpose of the surveillance mechanisms in this system is to 

normalize behaviors and thoughts through hierarchization, homogenization, and exclusion. The 

control ideologies promoted in educational organizations emphasize efficiency, effectiveness, 

high standards, and quality to discipline and refine the body and mind. This process results in 

normalization, integration, surveillance, ranking, separation, exclusion, division, and 

classification. These techniques function as mechanisms of power employed to establish and 

sustain order within educational organizations (Chandler, 2009). 

When it comes to the penetration of neoliberal governance and practices into higher education 

institutions, there is a widening literature that it has fundamentally reshaped their structure and 

purpose (Altbach & Salmi, 2011; Ginsberg, 2011; Newfield, 2008; Paradeise & Thoenig, 2015; 

Ward, 2012). Related studies demonstrate that competition, measurement, ranking, and similar 

processes aimed at increasing efficiency and effectiveness in the market have been transferred 

to the higher education context. Consequently, these mechanisms have converted higher 

education into a neoliberal enterprise defined by the commodification of knowledge and the 

corporatization of the university (Giroux, 2014). Universities have sought to adapt to market 

conditions in this competitive environment by employing governance mechanisms. These are 

referred to as "new managerialism," "new public management", or "neoliberal 

governmentality," which are considered to have turned academics into economic subjects 

(Deem, 2003; Deem & Brehony, 2007; Keisu & Carbin, 2014; Olssen & Peters, 2005). 

Moreover, these new governance forms observed in universities have necessitated the 

monitoring and surveillance of academics through formal and measurable performance 

systems (Deem, 2001), leading to feelings of insecurity among academics (Gill, 2016) and 

causing them to perpetually self-monitor (Deem, Hillyard & Reed, 2007). It is worth putting 

forward the related literature and theoretical background to delve into neoliberal effects on 

higher education administration and have a deep insight into the implications of current higher 

education practices on academics. Accordingly, this study starts with the forms of power and 

its transition to neoliberalism, then highlights how power processes in higher education 

institutions through neoliberalism, and ends with reflections on academics. This article mainly 

addresses the following questions:  

• How has power evolved throughout history?  

• How does biopolitical power permeate contemporary higher education institutions?  

• What are the reflections of neoliberal power mechanisms on higher education? 

• What are the reflections of neoliberal power mechanisms on academics? 

Thus, this study examines the transformations of power and how new tools of power manifest 

in higher education. Limited to a literature review, the study primarily aims to explain 
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neoliberalism, conceptualized as biopolitics, and its implications for higher education 

institutions and academics, which are inherently social institutions, considering recent studies. 

2. Forms of Power and Neoliberalism 

Power operates through different methods or techniques during various periods. In feudal 

times, it functioned through rituals and spectacles, as well as via taxes, plunder, or war. In the 

classical era, it persisted through sovereign authority, where control was exerted by the ruler 

over their subjects. In the 17th and 18th centuries, power manifested by influencing individuals' 

bodies, movements, attitudes, and behaviors (Foucault, 2011). With the development of 

capitalism in the 17th century and the perception of humans as economic beings, power 

continued to operate through the human body. Through elements like medicine, education, 

punishment, and military service, power trained and individualized individuals' bodies, 

enhanced their competencies in specific areas and enabled interaction with the economic 

system. 

On the other hand, the unique power dynamics of the 18th century aimed at controlling and 

directing individuals. Accordingly, power sought to regulate demographic events like birth and 

death (Koca, 2014). However, with the rise of capitalism and modernism, power started using 

new forms of control focused on regulating and managing life. Presently, society functions as 

a control-based society, where power dynamics revolve around security rather than discipline. 

This form of power, concentrating on regulating bodies and populations and involving practices 

like medicine, education, and punishment, is termed biopolitical power (Foucault, 2015a). Thus, 

from the perspective of neoliberal governance, biopolitics/biopower characterizes the 

transition from the classical period to modern society (Koca, 2014). Similarly, as Han (2018) 

states, the society of discipline, composed of prisons, hospitals, reformatories, garrisons, and 

factories, no longer reflects contemporary society. The 21st-century society is centered on 

success and performance, and the high walls of the discipline society now appear as relics. 

They are memories from a society defined by prohibitions and commands. 

Foucault, on the other hand, who describes neoliberalism as a “rational power” constructed on 

specialized techniques related to the political anatomy of the body, states that in modern 

societies, power operates through regulating and managing life processes, making it 

impossible for individuals to be entirely autonomous or entirely enslaved (Ball, 2017). Foucault 

(2007) describes biopolitics as “various and multiple techniques to ensure the subjugation of 

bodies and the control of populations.” Rose and Miller (1992) characterize biopolitical 

techniques as initiatives aimed at “knowing and managing the existence/capital, health, and 

happiness of the population.” Lemke (2011) states that in neoliberalism, biopolitical processes 

manifest not as discipline and surveillance but as regulation and control. Different perspectives 

on the concept exist due to its strong premise: The assertion that power aims to employ all 

techniques and mechanisms to define the boundaries of life's possible and actual dimensions, 

seeking not to kill but to enable life. This new approach to power relies on a decentralized 

network of power relations that includes repressive and productive, positive practices 

(Foucault, 2003). 

Biopolitical power, grounded in the neoliberal order, constructs and reproduces the scope and 

boundaries of life by managing individuals' relationships with resources, the tools they use in 

production, their behaviors, and thoughts (Coşkun, 2016; Koloş, 2016). In biopolitical power, 
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the object of power is not the body but the individual as a whole, focusing on integrating the 

individual's needs, welfare, and desires within the state framework to make human life 

governable (Cruikshank, 1999). Rather than fixing individual bodies in artificial spaces, 

biopolitical power manages, secures, and controls the lives of populations impacted by 

collective processes like birth, death, disease, and productive activities. The concept of 

biopower represents the governance of life by integrating individuals' needs, welfare, and 

desires within the realm of administration. It influences not only the physical body but also the 

individual’s subjectivity. In this context, the focus of governance is the individual; however, in 

reality, governance extends to individuals' interactions with resources, production methods, 

behaviors, and thought processes (Coşkun, 2016; Cruikshank, 1999; Foucault, 2018). 

Biopolitics entails the politicization of biological life, where modern society must manage not 

only individual bodies but also the dynamics of the social body for economic and social 

advancement. This involves managing the population as a labor force and productive and 

consumptive capacity (Arpacı, 2011). In biopolitics, power must now know the entire population 

and individual bodies. In this regard, the lives of disciplined and obedient bodies, whose 

capabilities have been enhanced through education and adherence to norms, become 

increasingly significant. The population serves the need to produce, monitor, and ensure that 

industrial production and labor continue, which is a vital element of the liberal system. Thus, to 

maximize productivity, the production cycle must rely on a stable and manageable workforce 

(Revel, 2006). Based on this, the transition toward neoliberal governance characterized by 

principles of competition, governance, and entrepreneurship was brought to the forefront by 

Foucault (2014). Accordingly, the concept of governance is characterized by the complex 

interaction between power, knowledge, and subjectivity in modern societies. 

Furthermore, power is a relationship that shapes and regulates social relations, institutions, and 

individuals rather than a fixed entity. Power defines the process of subject formation and the 

limits of possible actions, not merely a law that suppresses or forbids the subject. In this regard, 

power is not only located in state institutions or other traditional authority domains; it is 

dispersed throughout society, operating through various forms of governance such as 

discipline, normalization, and self-regulation. According to Foucault, the active agent of liberal 

governance is regarded as homo economicus that is not a natural being but an individual with 

reason and psychology, constructing institutions and rules based on personal rationality. The 

behavior and choices of the constructed subject are managed as part of social market policies. 

While classical liberalism necessitates that public administration operates according to the 

market structure and laissez-faire (let it happen) principles derived from competition rather 

than exchange, neoliberal governance aims to let the state operate in the name of market laws. 

The market is seen as a tribunal established against state administration to analyze non-

economic behaviors using economic rationality and measure the effectiveness of public power 

in market language. For example, policies on crime and punishment have been formulated 

using analyses that measure the cost-benefit calculation of crime, arranging penal codes to 

reduce crime rates and permit certain crime levels (Gürkan, 2016). Whereas the state is 

managed according to the nature of the market in classical liberalism, active governance 

technologies build individuals and states based on market principles in neoliberal governance 

(Foucault, 2015a). 
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In Psychopolitics, Han (2019) acknowledges Foucault's analysis of neoliberal governance while 

suggesting that psychopolitics in a neoliberal order better explains the biopolitical processes 

of discipline society. He argues that biopolitics, which signifies power functioning through the 

body in disciplinary societies, transforms into psychopolitics, representing power that affects 

the soul in the neoliberal order. Therefore, the target of the neoliberal order has shifted from 

the body to the soul, with biopolitics transforming into psychopolitics (İnce, 2020). Although 

Han (2019) discusses an evolution from Foucault's biopolitics to psychopolitics, it cannot be 

concluded that biopolitical practices have not entirely been replaced by psychopolitical ones. 

The goal of producing healthy, competitive, and entrepreneurial individuals continues to 

operate through the body. Today, the fact that biopolitics functions through individuals 

regulating their power applications on their bodies differentiates this process from Foucault's 

biopolitics (İnce, 2020). Accordingly, although Han (2019) claims that the primary focus of 

neoliberalism has shifted to the soul, it can still be said that Foucault's concept of 

subjectification through the body continues through various practices (İnce, 2020).  

As for the neoliberal state, it adopts the market order as the sole organizing principle of society. 

Unlike welfare, corporatist, or nationalist states, the market is defined by competition, and this 

order must be established politically (Biebricher & Vogelmann, 2017; Dardot & Laval, 2022; 

Hayek, 2013). Based on this, it can be stated that the neoliberal state is responsible for 

transforming society into a competitive market and individuals into entrepreneurs. The state 

also exhibits an entrepreneurial character and aims to increase accumulation by reducing its 

costs (Boukalas, 2023). As for the construction and protection of a market society, the state 

establishes a constitutional framework to create a market society with elements such as the 

priority of private property, competitive markets, and monetary stability (Jessop, 2019). At the 

same time, it uses education, pressure and coercion together to shape the entrepreneurial 

subjectivities of individuals (Dardot & Laval, 2022). To summarize, the neoliberal state is a 

structure that shapes society only through the market order, and the market must be politically 

established by being defined by competition. In this context, the state is responsible for 

transforming society into a competitive market and individuals into entrepreneurs. It combines 

constitutional framework, education, pressure and coercion to achieve this. 

3. Neoliberal Implications on Higher Education 

The neoliberal transformation that universities have undergone has brought an understanding 

that adapts to market demands instead of a structure that focuses on individual and social 

needs. This change has been effective in many areas, from curriculum to academic 

performance criteria, and institutional evaluation based on criteria such as total quality 

management. Knowledge production has shifted towards understanding efficiency, 

performance and benefit rather than scientific concerns (Morrison, 2001; Tekeli, 2003). This 

process has accelerated under the influence of market advocates and adaptation policies in 

developed and developing countries (Buenfil Burgos, 2000).  

At this point, it is significant to mention the historical analysis of universities, including their 

fundamental philosophies, to comprehend the neoliberal reflections on universities. According 

to Wissema's (2009) classification, universities have been considered to have been over three 

generations. First-generation universities (medieval universities) emerged in the Middle Ages 

and took shape as structures where students and educators came together in a social context. 

Second-generation universities are known as Humboldt Type Universities and have adopted 
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the understanding of scientific freedom, autonomy, and "science for science's sake." 

Structures such as the University of Berlin have established the modern foundations of 

research and education and have become models for many countries. Third-generation 

universities prioritize entrepreneurship, international competition, cooperation with industry 

and the private sector, and provide economic benefits in addition to traditional education and 

research. These transformations have radically changed the roles of universities for science 

and society, evolving into a market-oriented structure (Wissema, 2009). Today, universities are 

positioned as entrepreneurial and competitive institutions that produce knowledge and 

contribute to economic development. 

According to Wissema (2009), the transformation in science is an important element of the 

crisis that reshapes the university structure. Social change redefines the value of knowledge, 

bringing multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary research and technological developments to the 

forefront. The importance of tacit knowledge for production, especially in research activities, 

has increased. However, the high costs of competitive knowledge production have created a 

financing need beyond university budgets, and this situation has led universities to 

commercialization by encouraging collaboration with industry. Thus, universities have become 

entrepreneurial organizations, become part of national competition, and positioned themselves 

as economic and cultural forces (Memiş, 2013). In parallel, neoliberalism, as an ideology and 

set of economic policies, seeks to promote the free market, reduce the state's role, and 

encourage individual entrepreneurship and responsibility (Harvey, 2005). Alongside this, as 

many studies suggest, neoliberalism is not merely an economic model; it is also a political 

project aimed at transforming all aspects of society, including social relations, values, and 

subjectivities, by promoting competition and market logic (Brown, 2015; Dardot & Laval, 2018; 

Dean, 2010; Foucault, 2015a). This suggests that neoliberalism creates a normative way of 

living, feeling, and thinking, prioritizing competition, free-market principles, and individualism 

rather than social welfare and solidarity. This norm dictates that individuals live within a 

generalized competitive environment, promotes economic competition among societies, and 

organizes social relations according to market rules. Dardot and Laval (2018) argue that this 

neoliberal norm transforms everything, including the individual. With an emphasis on individual 

responsibility and self-reliance at the heart of neoliberal thought, individuals are now expected 

to govern themselves as enterprises within a competitive market. This way, neoliberalism 

shapes people's values and behaviors and develops a normative lifestyle. In summary, as 

governing rationality, neoliberalism promotes a normative way of living, feeling, and thinking 

and emphasizes individualism, competition, and the free market, transforming all aspects of 

human existence. This norm, emphasizing individual responsibility and confidence central to 

neoliberal thought, instructs individuals to live in a generalized competitive environment and 

imagine themselves as enterprises (Dardot & Laval, 2018). Thus, neoliberalism can be seen to 

manifest as a biopolitical or psychopolitical force that succeeds in penetrating individuals' 

bodies and souls.  

Examining power relations in today's neoliberal society reveals a control society that operates 

on the axis of security rather than discipline (Ömür, 2021). Power relations have transformed 

into a regulatory power encompassing both disciplinary and biopolitical forms of power. This 

transformation signifies not a replacement or chronological rupture of power relations by 

control but a completion, incorporating elements of disciplinary power into a more effective 

form known as regulatory power (Coşkun, 2016). Security mechanisms, the fundamental 
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governance tools, primarily secure population-related processes (Foucault, 2016). In this 

regulatory power mode, which Bidet (2016) calls as a society of security, power shifts from 

focusing on discipline and control of the body to managing and controlling life. 

As for the permeation of governance into educational institutions, it has been facilitated by 

states collaborating with private capital companies in shaping education and establishing legal 

frameworks to promote economic growth and competition with other countries (Foucault, 

2017). The concept of governance, which refers to managing education as a political tool, is 

essential for understanding the functioning of educational and economic practices and actions 

(Olssen, 2006). This is because governance includes managing people and their activities 

through organizing things, optimal regulation, techniques, and methods to guide human 

behavior (Gillies, 2008). Likewise, the ideology adopted by educational organizations seeks to 

make individuals observable, controllable, and manageable through techniques such as 

aligning, grouping, labeling, and categorizing. Thus, power practices based on security and 

surveillance in governance turn educational management into a domain of authority, similar to 

the state's governance mode. 

Moreover, surveillance serves as a tool to establish control without force, instilling individual 

discipline (Foucault, 2017). For instance, management actions are related to the normalization 

process, functioning through setting standards and homogenizing individuals' behaviors, 

attitudes, and thoughts. Consequently, through approaches facilitating control and surveillance 

in the management of modern educational institutions, administrators and teachers typically 

implement educational policies and practices through techniques like surveillance, regulation, 

categorization, and labeling, using them as tools of normalization and exclusion. However, in 

addition to these, the related literature attributes excellent significance to making these power 

relations visible and for educational administrators to develop a critical and democratic 

approach toward educational policy and practice (Gore, 1995; Maxcy, 1991; Olssen, Codd & 

O’Neill, 2004; Shenker, 2008). 

The higher education literature reveals discussions indicating that the rise of surveillance-

focused management in higher education has changed the nature, organization, and form of 

higher education. Accordingly, higher education institutions are described with various labels, 

such as corporate university (Giroux, 2002), entrepreneurial university (Slaughter & Leslie, 

1997; Taylor, 2014), and neoliberal university (Ball, 2012; Ball, 2015; Connell, 2013; Connell, 

2016). In control societies, similar to the regulation, control, and organization of processes, the 

influence of these processes in education has led to a new discipline process involving 

measurable outcomes like accountability, accreditation, and quality management (Power, 

1994; Shore & Wright, 1999). For example, university ranking systems, viewed as neoliberal 

reflections of the control society, have become a fundamental component of university 

management in the higher education market (Marginson, 2007). Considering that both state 

and foundation universities compete in a ranking race within the higher education market, it is 

likely that a significant portion of this burden is placed on academics as one of the institution's 

stakeholders. Academics are expected to make extra efforts in conducting research, 

experimentation, and publishing. 

Furthermore, individual achievements of academics are positioned within a status hierarchy 

based on their value toward institutional prestige. Consequently, academics as institutional 

"units" (Bottrell & Manathunga, 2019), particularly in foundation universities, face 
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circumstances where they are hired as temporary, short-contract academics at the lowest tier 

of the hierarchy to achieve the university's strategic goals. Furthermore, transforming higher 

education into surveillance-focused institutions raises concerns regarding department heads' 

obstruction of academic autonomy and the decreasing importance of teaching compared to 

research, which yields measurable and monitorable outcomes (Chalmers, 2011; Ek et al., 

2013).  

3.1. Neoliberal Transformation of Higher Education Policy in Turkey 

In the existing literature, comprehensive analyses have been made on the marketization and 

neoliberalization of higher education in Turkey (Aslan, 2014; Coşar & Ergül, 2015; Fırat & 

Akkuzu, 2015; Memiş, 2013; Parson & Steele, 2019). The analyses mentioned similar 

processes such as the 1980 military coup, privatization, the establishment of foundation 

universities, the transformation in management and evaluation systems, etc.  These factors 

initiated, affected, and accelerated the neoliberalization process of higher education in Turkey 

(Aslan, 2014; Coşar & Ergül, 2015; Fırat & Akkuzu, 2015; Memiş, 2013; Parson & Steele, 2019; 

Pusztai & Szabo, 2008). During the military coup process, factors including privatization, the 

establishment of foundation universities, and changes in management and performance 

evaluation systems came to the fore (Aslan, 2014; Coşar & Ergül, 2015; Memiş, 2013). With 

neoliberal policies, higher education financing after 1980 went beyond public resources and 

turned to private ones. International actors such as the IMF, the World Bank, the EU, and the 

OECD contributed to the neoliberal transformation process in Turkey; in particular, the 

privatization of education and the reduction of public expenditures were targeted within the 

framework of the "structural adjustment reforms" of the World Bank and the IMF. Global 

regulations such as the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) made in 1995 aimed 

to restructure public services such as education and health and to make these services gain 

an international character. This transformation reduced the role of the nation-state in social 

services and caused the state to be positioned only as a regulator and facilitator (Aslan, 2008; 

Keskin, 2003). 

According to Kwiek (2001), the overlap of neoliberal policies with the historical development 

of capitalism has weakened the nation-state and the welfare state. The weakening of the nation-

state has decreased the state's obligation to provide public services and to its gradual 

withdrawal from using public resources by assuming a regulatory and facilitating role in these 

services. The concrete effects of these policies in the field of education in Turkey began to be 

seen from the 1990s. While the majority of the income of state universities is provided by the 

public budget, the budget share has decreased over the years and the ratio of revolving fund 

income and student contribution fees has increased. As of 2021, it has been observed that 180 

universities have various sources of income from revolving funds, consultancy, projects, and 

research, and only 19 universities do not generate income from the central budget (YÖK, 

2022). This process has evolved towards a model encouraging universities to generate income. 

Moreover, Turkey's efforts to adapt to the neoliberal global climate were institutionalized in 

both economic and social dimensions with the decisions of January 24, 1980 and the 1982 

Constitution. The institutionalization of this structure at the university level began with the 

Higher Education Law No. 2547, which came into force on November 11, 1981. While the 

higher education system before 1980 operated irregularly due to lack of coordination, this law 

brought all higher education institutions together under a centralized structure. Academies and 
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educational institutes were transformed into universities and faculties of education, and 

vocational schools and conservatories were affiliated with universities. In addition, the Council 

of Higher Education (YÖK) was established, and all higher education institutions' administrative, 

academic and financial supervision was given to YÖK (YÖK, 2007). These regulations ensured 

a centralized structure in higher education and formed the institutional infrastructure of the 

neoliberal transformation. 

Privatization in higher education in Turkey has also increased with practices such as state 

universities opening branches abroad and international joint programs. This process, which 

began with METU opening a branch in Northern Cyprus in 2000, continued with ITU and 

Çukurova University opening branches in the 2012-2013 academic year, and these branches 

gained private university status, adding an international dimension to the privatization process 

(McBurnie, 2000). Another important change that paved the way for the neoliberalization of 

higher education institutions is granting the right to establish higher education institutions to 

foundations. Rizvi and Lingard (2010) explain the spread of the private university model, 

particularly with the increase in demand for higher education at a global level and the rise of 

neoliberal tendencies. There have also been developments in Turkey that support the 

establishment and spread of private universities. The increase in the number of private, non-

profit educational institutions that are accepted as foundation universities constitutes an 

example of the increasing privatization in Turkish higher education institutions. The first 

example of foundation universities, İhsan Doğramacı Bilkent University, was founded under the 

leadership of the then YÖK President, (Aslan, 2008). 

Higher education in Turkey has expanded rapidly under the influence of neoliberal 

transformations. Between 1981 and 1991, the number of students enrolled in four-year 

programs increased fivefold, from 41,574 to 199,571. In the same period, academic staff 

increased from 20,917 to 34,469 (Şimşek, 2022). This situation reveals the impact of 

commercialization and the growth in higher education. In addition, in Turkey, the aim was to 

restructure the management of higher education institutions, and the concept of total quality 

management and "governance" were included in the education system since the 1990s. 

Governance refers to a model in which the private sector and civil society organizations also 

have a say in the management of public institutions, and these changes have accelerated 

commercialization and commodification in higher education. With the IMF and World Bank-

supported Structural Adjustment Policies (SAP), public expenditures allocated to education 

have decreased, and commercialization in universities has accelerated. While the routine work 

of universities is carried out by external actors, commercial activities such as technoparks, fee-

based courses and certificate programs have become a part of essential education services 

(Ercan, 1996). 

The importance of university-industry collaboration has been emphasized and encouraged in 

YÖK reports. In the "Action Plan for the Development of University-Industry Collaboration" 

prepared in 2021, studies supporting university-industry collaboration, establishing technology 

transfer offices, workplace-focused education and training qualified individuals were targeted 

(YÖK, 2021). The report recommends that universities develop policies in line with the needs 

of industry and collaborate on priority business areas. 

Torres (2008) argues that the main agenda of neoliberalism in education is to privatize and 

localize public education, determine the standards of education, develop standard tests to 
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measure academic success, and introduce an understanding of accountability based on a 

narrow range of results. It is also possible to see the widespread use of accreditation and 

accountability practices in Turkish higher education. Regulations have been made through 

quality controls to increase marketization and competition. As a representation of universities' 

education in terms of national and international quality, audit processes such as accreditation, 

total quality management, and various performance evaluation systems are considered the 

outputs of neoliberalism in Turkish higher education. With the establishment of the Higher 

Education Quality Board on July 23, 2015, accreditation, quality assurance systems, and 

external evaluation activities have accelerated. All these practices seem compatible with the 

accountability policies brought by neoliberal policies (Balyer & İşcan, 2020). 

Another area where the effects of neoliberal policies at the higher education level can be seen 

is the change in employment patterns. These policies rapidly increase the number of workers 

working under different conditions than the standard employment relationship. The standard 

employment relationship generally refers to a relationship in which the worker works full-time 

and benefits from legal security. The duration of this type of employment is not limited (Temiz, 

2004). The first full-scale attempt to reverse the standard employment relationship in the public 

sector was the Draft Law on Public Personnel. The draft paved the way for flexible employment 

patterns such as “part-time work, temporary work, and fixed-term work” in public institutions. 

According to Slaughter and Leslie (1997), the current changes in universities are as significant 

as the changes that occurred in academic professions in the last quarter of the 19th century, 

and globalization is destabilizing the working patterns of the university profession that have 

developed in the last century. One of the reasons for this is that universities, in their efforts to 

achieve success at a global level, are turning to reducing education costs to compete with 

increasing competition and decreasing public resources. In such a period, universities need to 

employ contracted, part-time academic staff and a relative salary decrease (Welch, 2002). 

In the neoliberal period, universities have been transformed by institutionalization and 

commercialization processes. In addition, understandings that prevent the free flow of scientific 

knowledge and transform education into a commercial commodity have emerged (Miyoshi, 

2000; Giroux, 2011). While the functions of universities such as critical thinking, public debate 

and social justice are weakened, they risk turning into a structure focused on training fast and 

cost-effective experts (Ball, 2012). Educators and theorists emphasize that universities should 

remain advocates of democratic learning and social values, and argue that higher education 

should be protected against corporatization and commercialization processes (Giroux, 2010). 

This transformation has replaced the social and cultural functions universities have undertaken 

throughout history with the economic dimension of knowledge. 

3. 2. Reflections of Neoliberal Practices on Academic Identity 

As a political and economic paradigm, neoliberalism has also influenced universities, leading 

to significant transformations within them (Apple, 2006). Universities, referred to as "neoliberal 

universities," have increasingly been defined as self-interested, entrepreneurial institutions 

providing education and research services. On the other hand, academics in these universities 

are seen as managed knowledge producers. According to this, academics must adhere to 

predefined organizational processes and justify their work through quantitative measurements 

(Hadley, 2015). The transformation that neoliberalism has caused by emphasizing 

measurability, efficiency, and quantity in academic pursuits, replacing traditional academic 
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ideals with institutional norms, and prioritizing competition and economic rewards over 

intellectual inquiry and freedom has been brought to the forefront of recent literature (Ball, 

2012; Clarke & Knights, 2015; Van Houtum & Van Uden, 2022; Shields & Watermeyer, 2020). 

While current debates regarding neoliberalizm-influenced changes in higher education in the 

literature, on the other hand, transformations in the identity of academics, who are one of the 

main actors in the university, have also been attributed significant important in recent studies 

(Billot, 2010; Bottrell & Manathunga, 2019; Whitchurch & Gordon, 2010). 

The concept of academic identity is found complex and defined in various ways because of its 

layered nature within the literature (Archer, 2008; Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004; Feather, 

2016; Fitzmaurice, 2013). Despite this, common to most identity frameworks is the principle of 

agency, the idea of identity as an ongoing individual project, which refers to the power to 

influence one’s life and world (Fitzmaurice, 2013; Germov & Poole, 2015). Academic identity, 

as a multifaceted, dynamic, and relational structure, not only encompasses the academic’s a 

unique history and moral and conceptual framework but is also shaped by the disciplinary and 

institutional contexts that act as two powerful elements (Billot & King, 2017; Clarke et al., 2013). 

Therefore, an identity trajectory emerges from the mediation between the individual’s agency 

and the structures surrounding him/her (Jawitz, 2009; Nixon, 2015); it is because each 

academic creates a unique balance by being active or passive, struggling or giving up, adapting 

or opposing what is presented to him/her (Arasa & Calvert, 2013). People show reflexivity by 

considering their social context about their subjective self and ultimately determine their course 

of action under the circumstances (Archer, 2007). Archer’s theory is therefore helpful for 

understanding the intertwined influence of structure (the neoliberalized university) and agency 

(the individual self and reflexivity of academics) in the (re)construction of academic identity, as 

academic identity develops through the juxtaposition of the individual academic (their agency) 

and the environmental forces surrounding them (structure) (Drennan et al., 2017). The concept 

of academic identity in this study also acknowledges both context-dependent and individual, 

built over time and within specific environments including academic field, national and 

institutional regulations, dominant ideologies, faculty standards, established practices, and 

teaching traditions (Anikina et al., 2020). Identity is continuously (re)constructed and 

negotiated within the social context, examined through the dynamic interactions between 

individual agency and social structures (Fitzmaurice, 2013; McLean & Price, 2017; Whitchurch, 

2013). Academic identities are also constructed through negotiations with academic 

institutions and relationships (Henkel, 2005; Winter, 2009).  

Within higher education, there are views that external factors significantly influence the nature 

of academic work and the academic profession itself (Gair et al., 2021; Macfarlane, 2016). 

According to recent research, neoliberal ideologies -including marketization and massification- 

are changing governance models, university structures, and identities by advancing 

managerial and institutional values (Bennett et al., 2016; Dickinson, Foweler & Griffiths, 2022; 

Winter, 2009). Therefore, the institutional frameworks in which academic identities are 

established have changed due to neoliberal shifts (Bennett et al., 2016; Elkington & Lawrence, 

2012; Winter, 2009). According to studies, these shifts in the neoliberal agenda in higher 

education include promotion criteria prioritizing research accomplishments, unequal 

workloads based on research output, and hiring practices favoring research backgrounds due 

to research productivity (Ek et al., 2013; Elkington & Lawrence, 2012). Some studies suggest 

that academics have been affected by this change since they feel compelled to conform to 
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institutional expectations rather than their own identities (Bozzon et al., 2017; Smith, 2017). 

Furthermore, institutions, professors, and students face financial strains due to the neoliberal 

language of efficiency and competitiveness, contributing to a fractured professional identity 

defined by the aforementioned competing demands (Luka et al., 2015; Walkerdine, 2006). To 

illustrate more specifically, studies show that the emerging competitive environment causes 

self-destruction among academics, impacts their creativity, and transforms their identities. 

Moreover, ranking in higher education is also tied to individual academics, creating a different 

type of academic capitalism within these institutions. Although individualized competition is not 

a new phenomenon in higher education, ranking individuals increases competition among 

academics, disrupts collaboration, and leads to negative emotions like academic stress as their 

roles and responsibilities expand (Ball, 2012; Epstein, 2019; Lynch, 2010).  

The issues academics discuss are quality management, accountability, and university auditing 

practices. The controversy in these practices is because the factors determining quality 

teaching or research in higher education institutions are measured or controlled by various 

criteria when they should be related to the efforts of academics (Anderson, 2006; Newton, 

2000; Teelken, 2012). Moreover, control and auditing are provided through the practices of the 

self by implementing panoptic surveillance regimes (Bentham, 1995; Foucault, 2017), which 

include surveillance, accountability, and auditing regimes that make every academic feel that 

they are constantly being watched and judged. Accordingly, although quality assurance aims 

for better service delivery, it is seen as a subtle panoptic power mechanism that exercises 

control and surveillance over the academic labor process (Worthington & Hodgson, 2005). 

Moreover, there are views that this system makes academics feel under constant surveillance 

and produces academics who are self-monitoring and self-monitoring rather than requiring 

external forms of coercion (Davies & Bansel, 2005). Consequently, changes and 

transformations are seen in academics' identities, roles, and emotions, and they become both 

the subject and the object of accountability (Nocella II, Best & McLaren, 2010).  

As research-oriented recruitment and institutional pressures rise, academics’ identities are 

expected to increasingly reflect neoliberal values, leading to a redefined academic identity in 

higher education (Dugas et al., 2020; Jaschik, 2016; Elkington & Lawrence, 2012). A significant 

consequence of this is the division between academics who embrace the “new managerialism” 

to enhance their academic identity and those who oppose it because they believe it conflicts 

with their desired identity (Tran, Burns, & Ollerhead, 2017; Winter, 2009; Ylijoki, 2014). This 

division in roles of academics demonstrates broader identity conflicts, as evolving roles and 

neoliberal impacts lead academics to prioritize research over teaching, creating tensions 

around which aspects of their professional responsibilities to emphasize (Ayers, 2005; Dugas 

et al., 2020; Levin & Aliyeva, 2015; Pick et al., 2017). As a result, diverse characteristics and 

strategies in academic identities may emerge from this dynamic process.  

There are also various views that neoliberalism has had effects such as job insecurity, 

competition, loss of some rights, and the jeopardization of academic autonomy in higher 

education and that these have made academics vulnerable to state policies of neoliberalism 

(Chatterjee & Maira, 2014; Faucher, 2014). In particular, the fact that academics work as 

employees who provide educational services to customers and that sufficient time is not 

allocated to academic studies, which are seen as unpaid labor, is among the essential 

characteristics put forward by those who discuss the idea of a neoliberal university (Biner, 
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2019; Breu, 2014). Accordingly, universities have changed their relationships with academics, 

and therefore, changes have occurred in contracts and employment conditions (Bauder, 2006; 

Ivancheva et al., 2019); education has become privatized, and educational activities have 

begun to be seen more as "business training", and academics have begun to be seen as 

"academic entrepreneurs" (Giroux, 2002). Studies have shown that disadvantaged academics, 

in particular, are forced into precarious roles with short-term and low-paid contracts, leading 

to fragmented and displaced lives (Ivancheva, 2015); this trend has been affecting 

postgraduate students, researchers, and early-career academics globally since the late 1990s 

(Leathwood & Read, 2020; Percy & Beaumont, 2008). 

As a result of increased institutional constraints and research-oriented hiring, which are 

projected to make academics' identities more neoliberal, a redefining of academic identity in 

higher education is anticipated (Elkington & Lawrence, 2012; Jaschik, 2016). One crucial effect 

is the separation between academics who resist the neoliberal reflections in higher education 

because they feel it contradicts their intended identity and those who welcome it to strengthen 

their academic identity (Winter, 2009; Ylijoki, 2014). According to Ayers (2005), Levin & Aliyeva 

(2015), and others, academics give more importance and value to research than teaching due 

to changing roles and neoliberal influences. This division in academic roles reflects broader 

identity conflicts surrounding different aspects of their professional responsibilities.  

Considering the above, neoliberalism has transformed universities into entrepreneurial and 

profit-driven institutions, leading academics to conform to institutional expectations and justify 

their work with quantitative measures. This system, in which competition, efficiency, and 

measurability are prioritized, has undermined academic freedom and creativity, while 

individualized competition has diminished collaboration and led to stress and identity crises. 

Accordingly, academics' identities and roles have been transformed because of quality 

management and surveillance practices, whereas job insecurity and loss of academic 

autonomy negatively affected professional satisfaction. 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

Neoliberalism is not only an ideology or economic policy but also a governing technique that 

produces subjectivity within power relations (Foucault, 2015a). Neoliberalism promotes a new 

form of subjectivity through an ‘enterprise society’ that encourages competition, 

precariousness, inequality and individualization. Thatcher famously stated that the main aim of 

neoliberalism is to change hearts and souls, emphasizing its ethos beyond economic 

mechanisms (Thatcher, 1981). To reach this aim, neoliberalism has impacted education, 

leading to a new disciplinary process, including accountability, accreditation, and quality 

management (Bennett et al., 2016; Dickinson et al., 2022; Winter, 2009). Power relations within 

educational institutions affected by the transition to a control society operate through 

mechanisms such as surveillance and self-regulation. In this context, multiple and intersecting 

forms of power and control that shape educational practices and outcomes should be 

considered in comprehensively analyzing administrative activities in twenty-first-century higher 

education institutions. This requires an approach that attends to how power operates through 

various institutions, discourses, and practices and critically engages with the social, economic, 

and political contexts that shape educational opportunities and outcomes. 
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As Foucault (2003, 2017) emphasizes, education is a space where power relations are 

implemented. Rather than a neutral process of knowledge transfer, education is a space where 

individuals' beliefs and behaviors are shaped and is also seen as a space where individuals can 

challenge these power relations. The penetration of neoliberal ideology into educational and 

higher education institutions necessitates the analysis of these contexts within the framework 

of power dynamics because power operates not only through large institutions but also through 

micro-powers at every level of social relations and uses various management techniques and 

tools such as surveillance, control, and other governing methods to regulate individuals' lives. 

For instance, surveillance and control mechanisms accepted as power tools of neoliberalism 

regulate individuals physically and mentally, shaping their identities and ensuring that they 

adapt to norms. Foucault (2007) calls this process biopower and states that biopower maintains 

social hierarchy and capitalist relations of production by controlling individuals' lifestyles. In 

modern societies, this power represents the transition from law-based to norm-based systems 

and uses mechanisms to categorize and control people's behaviors. 

As an example of mechanisms controlling and categorizing in higher education, quantitative-

focused evaluation systems also resonate strongly in the related literature. These mechanims 

emphasize the importance of national and international league tables and rankings, and 

quantitative performance management policies tend to reduce academic research to abstract 

publication “scores” in journal ranking systems (Kallio et al., 2016; Tourish & Willmott, 2015). 

However, the reduction of the individual to a set of quantitative criteria has been criticized in 

the literature (Dillard & Ruchala, 2005). Some studies have also shown that this situation leads 

to predominantly instrumentalizing and coercive performance evaluation, auditing and 

accountability policies, which can lead to a closed, anxious and defensive work environment in 

academic work (Alvesson & Spicer, 2016; De Vita & Case, 2016). While surveillance and 

categorization practices in themselves cause distrust and constant self-monitoring among 

academics (Deem, Hillyard, Reed, & Reed, 2007; Gill, 2016), quantitatively focused monitoring 

systems also lead to worse outcomes. Quantitative evaluations of academic activities, which 

lead to a one-sided acceptance of academic work, often negatively affect academics’ mental 

well-being. Related studies have revealed that participants have to cope with feelings of shame, 

anger, failure, loss of self-confidence, and even clinical depression, burnout, and suicidal 

tendencies (Knights & Clarke, 2014; Ruth et al., 2018; Smith & Ulus, 2020). 

These processes have led to an identity crisis and transformations in academics' identities in 

the context of neoliberal implications in higher education (Bennett et al., 2016; Elkington & 

Lawrence, 2012; Walkerdine, 2006; Winter, 2009). Academics face pressure for teaching and 

research, administrative duties, and individual achievement. Universities' competitive and 

market-driven structures constantly expect more performance from academics, viewing 

individual achievements as an instrument that increases institutional prestige. This situation 

generates a conflict between academics' professional identities and the identities imposed by 

universities (Bozzon et al., 2017; Smith, 2017). In the same line with this, Desierto and De Maio 

(2020) and Horta et al. (2019) cite the negative impacts of competition on academic freedom, 

research quality, and institutional purpose drift. Shore (2010) also discusses how these 

pressures cause academic identity issues as they try to manage the duality of pure research 

and government-driven agendas. 



İçtimaiyat, 9(1), 2025 
 

262 

 

Dugas et al. (2020) claim that identity constraints on academics in organizations established in 

beliefs that degrade qualitative processes and outcomes in the pursuit of quantified economic 

efficiency have wide-ranging consequences. This refers to the continual changes that 

characterize academic life, which is influenced by the external world and neoliberal ideas that 

commodify education. Furthermore, this structure, where surveillance and competition come 

to the fore, has increased individualism and the need for constant self-promotion among 

academics. In this context, a new profile of an academic has emerged: one who takes risks, 

assumes responsibility, is competitive, and adopts a moral understanding based on continuous 

improvement. However, this process has seen individual failures as the individual's 

responsibility, excluding those who failed, leading to a loss of identity, security, and autonomy. 

This transformation has also increased the administrative and academic burdens on 

academics. Mechanisms such as ranking competitions have weakened academic cooperation 

and negatively affected creativity. The expansion of academics' research, teaching, and 

administrative responsibilities has forced them to take on more flexible and multiple identities, 

but in this process, their identity and autonomy crises have deepened (Ayers, 2005; Davies & 

Bansel, 2005; Nocella II et al., 2010). 

As a result, neoliberal effects on higher education have transformed into a structure that can 

harm academic autonomy and creativity while creating identity conflicts and professional 

dissatisfaction for academics. While this process focuses on academics' responsibilities, it may 

also jeopardize academic work, leaving them under intense competition and surveillance.  

5. Implications for Further Studies and Policy-Makers 

Based on the related literature, this study suggests that the neoliberal implications in higher 

education have changed academia. This change reoriented higher education toward market-

driven goals like accreditation, accountability, and quantifiable performance. As a result of this,  

monitoring and control systems are used to manage academics' professional lives. Although 

these methods aim to guarantee efficiency and responsibility, the related literature suggests 

that they have also resulted in severe problems, such as identity crises and a decline in 

academic autonomy. Accordingly, the atmosphere encourages individuality and 

competitiveness, which has led to the emergence of an academic, who values risk-taking and 

competition but frequently suffers from identity problems, insecurity, and a loss of autonomy. 

Taking this into account, the implications based on the discussion and conclusion of this study 

are as follows: 

Implications for Further Studies: 

• Studies can concentrate on identifying resistance tactics and how academics navigate 

their identities within biopolitical frameworks. By studying how academics deal with these 

demands, frameworks for promoting advocacy and resilience in higher education may 

be found. 

• Studies that contrast alternative systems prioritizing academic freedom and cooperative 

behaviors with neoliberal governance models may provide insightful information. One 

way to do this is to examine how accountability is managed in less market-driven 

institutions without compromising academic autonomy. 

• Researchers may investigate how academics negotiate their identities within biopolitical 

frameworks and find techniques. Understanding how academics handle and confront 
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these constraints may give frameworks for promoting resilience and advocacy in higher 

education. 

• By addressing these issues, studies can better understand neoliberalism's consequences 

on higher education and provide practical ways for mitigating its adverse effects while 

encouraging conditions that encourage academic innovation and cooperation. 

Implications for Policy-Makers (Higher Education Institutions):  

• Accountability and quality concepts in higher education can be reevaluated, and 

pressures on academics should be reduced by prioritizing qualitative and collaborative 

criteria. Performance evaluation systems can be redesigned by considering qualitative 

work such as teaching and contribution to the community.  

• Policies can be created or reinforced to protect academic autonomy and allow for the 

development of intellectual diversity and creativity. 

• Bureaucratic burdens on academics can be reduced and performance evaluations can 

be simplified. The criteria for appointment for professorial staff can be balanced and 

include fewer quantitative items. 

• The balance between economic benefits and social values in education and research 

can be provided. 

• It can be ensured that academic decisions are based on scientific values rather than 

market-oriented decisions. 

• It can be ensured that public benefit projects and social awareness programs are 

developed. 
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