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The higher education institutions in Palestine lag behind their global counterparts on the major 
university ranking systems. Several studies have highlighted that competent governance systems and 
accountability practices should be inaugurated in order to retain a decent position across various 
ranking systems. This research attempts to fill this void. In particular, by taking the UNIGOV Project 
“Improving Governance Practices at Palestinian Higher Education Institutions” as a case study, this 
research potentially attempts to explore the main weaknesses in governance systems across five 
Palestinian universities and proposes innovative mechanisms to improve the academic quality and 
educational systems as a whole. 

UNIGOV is an international cooperation project funded by the Erasmus Plus of the European Union 
(Project #: 573684-EPP-1-2016-1-PS-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP). It seeks to benchmark five European 
universities’ governance systems (from Italy, Slovenia, Ireland, and Portugal), identify best practices, 
while facilitating knowledge transfer between Palestinian universities and their European counterparts.  

Firstly, three university activities have been recognized (i.e. teaching, research, and social 
responsibility) and four governance dimensions have been identified during the preparation stage of 
the project (i.e. autonomy, accountability, management techniques, and participation). Secondly, the 
AHP (Analytical Hierarchy Process) have been utilized to evaluate the weights of these activities 
across the different dimensions of governance in order to explore the significance of these dimensions 
on governance systems across Palestinian universities.  

The research provides a thorough and practical understanding of governance systems in Palestinian 
universities. The results show that teaching and research are still the dominant activities in Palestinian 
universities. Although there are weaknesses in all dimensions of governance across the different 
university activities, the results show that social responsibility activity is given less emphasis across 
the various dimensions of governance (compared to teaching and research). Finally, the overall 
results advocate that more strategies and practices should be established in order to strengthen 
academic autonomy, quality assurance systems, evaluation systems, and disclosure of financial 
information to the public in order to improve the governance of Higher Education System in Palestine. 
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The project and the results of the analysis can be considered a modest step towards establishing a 
more competent and resilient Higher Education System in Palestine.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

According to OECD, governance is defined as “procedures and processes according to which an 
organization is directed and controlled. The governance structure specifies the distribution of rights 
and responsibilities among the different participants in the organization – such as the board, 
managers, shareholders and other stakeholders – and lays down the rules and procedures for 
decision-making.” (OECD 2004). Governance practices assist organizations in establishing trust, 
transparency, and more importantly an accountable working environment, thereby building the 
structure necessary to build organizations’ goals and the approaches to achieve those goals. 

The term Governance is a very comprehensive and multi-disciplinary concept that may involve other 
aspects that extends beyond steering and controlling [1]. In Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), 
several governance models have been established. One of the well-known frameworks is the Tringle 
of Coordination by Burton Clark [2]. The framework identifies three primary forces or interest groups 
that have an impact on the coordination of HEIs, i.e. State Authority, Market, and Academic Oligarchy. 
The framework describes the evolution of the inter-relationships between the different actors in the HE 
systems and can be applied to different systems and types of HEIs (e.g. public, private, governmental 
HEIs – coordinated by state governments) [2]–[4].  

Furthermore, the literature has identified several forces that drive change in HE systems governance 
framework. De Boer, Enders and Schimank [5] has proposed an analytical tool to investigate the shifts 
in governance frameworks across HEIs, those are: state regulation, stakeholder guidance, academic 
self-governance, management self-governance, and competition. In addition, the World Bank has 
developed a screening card to evaluate the governance systems across HEIs (World Bank 2013). The 
screening card not only measures the alignment between the institution governance practices and 
goals, but also proposed a method to monitor their progress overtime. This research applies the World 
Bank screening tool to measure the governance practices in Palestinian HEIs as described in the 
methodology section. Table 1 explores the five dimensions of the World Band screening card: 

Table 1: The World Bank Governance Dimensions and Explanation  
(Source: World Bank 2013) 

Dimension Description 

The Context, Mission, 
and Goals 

This dimension takes three measures: “(a) the definition of the 
university mission, the process followed to establish it, and the 
stakeholders involved; (b) the definition of the goals, their 
implementation, and the monitoring mechanisms used to 
evaluate them; and (c) the legal framework and national 
context in which the university operates.” 

The Management 
Orientation 

This dimension “identify the extent to which a university 
follows results-based management aligned with modern public 
management practices. It includes: the type of university 
leader, the procedures for appointing the leader; the roles and 
responsibilities assigned, including the legal functions; lines of 
accountability; and the mechanisms for evaluating 
performance. It also includes the management structures, 
departments, or units and their roles, responsibilities, lines of 
accountability, and mechanisms for performance evaluation. 
The management structure of a university, meaning its most 
critical departments and functions, such as human resources, 
budgeting and accounting, academics, procurement, and legal 
services, was also taken into account” 

https://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=6778
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/pt/125381468275686170/pdf/810500WP0ACS490Box0379826B00PUBLIC0.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/pt/125381468275686170/pdf/810500WP0ACS490Box0379826B00PUBLIC0.pdf


The Autonomy It describes “the extent to which universities can make their 
own decisions, with or without clearance from the local or 
central government… [and] universities’ level of autonomy in 
deciding academic, HR, and financial matters, including 
decisions on academic programs and admissions, recruitment, 
and funding sources, assets, and ownership.” 

The Accountability It describes “academic accountability, accountability to social 
responsibility, and financial accountability. The academic 
accountability includes: the existence of internal and external 
QA mechanisms, the mechanisms in place to follow up 
evaluations, and methods used for evaluating the performance 
of students and of teaching. The social responsibility looks at 
clarity in the definition of accountability lines at all levels 
(academic, managerial, and administrative staff, and 
governing bodies); the process for evaluating the achievement 
of institutional goals, and the dissemination of information 
about the results. These include the ability of institutions to 
learn about graduates and the labor market and the 
dissemination of this information. On financial accountability, 
indicators include the process for auditing university accounts 
and the processes for risk management and dealing with 
misuse of financial resources.” 

The Participation The dimension explores “the extent to which different 
stakeholders are involved in the decision-making process. A 
wide range of stakeholders have interest in university matters. 
The types of stakeholders usually involved in decision making 
include: students, academic staff, government, employers, 
donors, community associations, unions, and alumni.” 

 

Indeed, HE systems can be analyzed using different frameworks, utilizing various measures to 
evaluate their governance practices. Nevertheless, the UNIGOV project adopts institutional 
perspective, meaning that each HEI participated in this project were analyzed individually and 
remediation plans are established based on the result of analysis of each institution.  

To conclude, governance is multi-disciplinary and culturally defined concept [1], therefore different 
dimensions have been investigated and explored (and will be included in the measurement of HEIs), 
to achieve modest analysis of governance practices across HEIs in Palestine. Good governance can 
impact performance [6], therefore changes in governance practices should be taken after evaluating 
the proposed dimensions and after realizing the key priorities for each institution (i.e. each institution 
may have different priorities). The reform of HEIs should follow an adaptive approach over an 
extended period of time, and should fit local context [7].  

Although the literature related to the evaluation and management of corporate governance is well 
established in the literature (for example, please see [4], [5], [7]–[10]), there is a lack of literature that 
explores governance practices across HEIs [12], [13]. The question of how HEIs, specifically in 
developing countries such as Palestine, can improve their governance practices is still under 
researched area and should be addressed in forthcoming literature on governance. This research 
attempts to address this gap. It develops a measurement system to analyze the five dimensions of 
governance proposed by the World Bank. It seeks to propose remediation plans based on the 
contextual analysis of each institution. This research is expected to advance the literature on 
governance by providing HEIs with measurement indicators to assess HEIs’ governance practices, 
while proposing an improvement methodology to effectively adapt good governance practices across 
HEIs’ main roles (i.e. education, research, and social responsibility). 



2 METHODOLOGY 

The main aim of this research is to identify the governance practices across HEIs in Palestine. It seeks 
to answer the following research questions:  

1) What are the different dimension and indicators of governance in HEIs? 
2) What are the important dimensions that HEIs need to focus on in order to improve their 

activities and practices? 

To answer these questions, the research advocates in-depth analysis of the literature to develop 
governance Diagnostic Tool in order investigate the different dimensions and measurement indicators 
of governance across HE systems. It then utilizes the diagnostic tool to measure and explore the 
governance practices across HEIs in Palestine (not part of this research). UNIGOV is an international 
cooperation project funded by the Erasmus Plus of the European Union (Project #: 573684-EPP-1-
2016-1-PS-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP). It seeks to benchmark five European universities’ governance 
systems (from Italy, Slovenia, Ireland, and Portugal), identify best practices, while facilitating 
knowledge transfer between Palestinian universities and their European counterparts. 

The in-depth analysis of the literature and the development of the Diagnostic Tool has been performed 
by the team members at the University of Siena/Italy (partner in the project). Initially, the Siena team 
has performed an in-depth analysis of the literature HEI governance models, including the screening 
card developed by the World Bank. They have identified three major activities HEIs are responsible for 
(i.e. teaching, research, and social responsibility [14], [15],[16],[17]). Then, the different constructs of 
governance in HEIs are established with their measurement indictors (i.e. autonomy, accountability, 
management techniques, and participation). 

The AHP (Analytical Hierarchy Process) have been utilized to evaluate the weights of these activities 
across the different dimensions of governance in order to identify the relative importance of these 
dimension and sub-dimensions. In particular, the AHP methodology enabled us to prioritize the 
relative importance of governance dimensions. The AHP methodology is based on a series of 
comparisons among criteria with the aim to give them a score of relative importance of each 
dimension and sub-dimension, relative to the three activities of HEIs (teaching, research, and social 
sustainability). The AHP questionnaire was distributed to the project participants and then to 
academic/administrative staff members in Palestinian HEIs to evaluate the relative importance of 
different dimensions. A total of 45 questionnaires were collected and analyzed. The results are shown 
in the following section.  

3 RESULTS 

The following sections describes the results of this research in more details. Firstly, the different 
dimensions are explored. Then, the relative importance of these dimensions and sub-dimensions have 
been investigated in more depth.  

3.1 The Dimensions of Governance in HEIs 

The tool is two-dimensional. The horizontal axis displays the main activities of HEIs (i.e. teaching, 
research, and social responsibility) and the vertical axis depicts the different dimension of governance 
and their indicators. This approach allows us to investigate each activity and/or each dimension 
separately to enrich the study findings. Figure 1 provides a definition of each main dimension. 

 

Figure 1: The Different Dimensions of Governance in HEIs 



Four sub-dimensions have been identified for autonomy, accountability, and participation. Those are: 
(1) Organizational, (2) Academic, (3) Human Resources, and (4) Financial. In addition, the 
management techniques have also four sub-dimensions: (1) Quality assurance systems, (2) 
Performance planning systems, (3) Performance monitoring systems, and (4) Evaluation systems. 
Each sub-dimension has also been explored and identified as shown in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2: Sample of Autonomy Dimension with Definition of its Sub-dimensions 

In addition, each sub-dimension has specific indictors as depicted in Figure 3 (only a sample of the 
Management construct and its measurement indictors).  



 

 

Figure 3: Sample of the Diagnostic Tool (Management dimension only) with Measurement Indictors for Teaching and Research Activities 



3.2 The Relative Importance of Each Dimension  

The AHP analysis allowed us to conduct pairwise analysis of which dimension has the highest 
significance across the three main activities of HEIs. The results are shown in Figure 4.  

 

 

 

Figure 4: The Relative Importance of each Dimension 

The analysis shows that the autonomy dimension has the highest relative importance. This mainly true 
for teaching and research activities. This finding is consistent with the literature that gives attention to 
the importance of autonomy across HEIs. Social responsibility (third mission) is considered, at least 
partially, an outward looking activity (participation of different stakeholder groups). Therefore, the 
participation dimension has gained greater emphasis in this activity. HEIs usually seek to involve and 
participate different actors from the industry. They consider it part of the University responsibility 
toward their environment. 

3.3 The Analysis of Sub-dimensions 

The analysis of sub-dimensions has also followed the same procedures. Firstly, for autonomy 
dimension, academic autonomy is most relevant for teaching and research, whereas organizational 
autonomy is more relevant for the social responsibility. Secondly, for management techniques, it 
appears that quality assurance systems and evaluation systems are almost equally significant for 
teaching, research, and social responsibility alike.  

Thirdly, for the accountability dimension, it appears from the analysis that academic topics sub-
dimension is the most significant for teaching, whereas financial topics are more relevant in research. 
In addition, the organizational topics sub-dimension of accountability has gained the highest score in 
the social responsibility. Finally, for the participation dimension, it seems that the academic topics sub-
dimension is the most important for both teaching and research, whereas the financial topics sub-
dimension is more important for the social responsibility. One justification for this result might be the 
importance of including different stakeholder groups in deciding academic programmes and research 
activities. In addition, it is consistent with the literature and stakeholders’ theory that seeks to involve 
different actors in the decision making processes. The results of the analysis are shown in the Figure 
5 below. 

4 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This research contributes to the stream of literature exploring governance practices across HEIs. It 
attempts to fill a gap in the literature by exploring the different dimensions of governance that are valid 
in HEIs (and their sub-dimensions), while at the same time utilizing the AHP methodology to 
investigate the significance of these dimensions across HEIs in Palestine. The research has both 
theoretical and practical implications. 



 

 

 

 

Figure 5: The Analysis of Sub-dimensions and their Relative Importance across the HEIs’ Activities 

 

Firstly, four constructs of governance have been identified and tested, those are: 

1) Autonomy: the extent to which HEIs are able to decide freely in relation to the central authority 
2) Accountability: the extent to which HEIs are accountable/is held to be accountable by 

stakeholders 
3) Management techniques: the extent to which HEIs is able to effectively use management tools 
4) Participation: the extent to which stakeholders are engaged in the strategic decision making 

process in HEIs.  

Each dimension has also sub-dimensions that are explored and identified through the intensive 
literature review and feedback process of project participants (both academics and administrative 
staff). In particular, for autonomy, accountability, and participation, four sub-dimensions have been 
identified: (1) Organizational, (2) Academic, (3) Human Resources, and (4) Financial. In addition, four 
dimensions have also been identified for the management techniques: (1) Quality assurance systems, 
(2) Performance planning systems, (3) Performance monitoring systems, and (4) Evaluation systems. 
Furthermore, each sub-dimension has several indicators across the different university activities 
(however, this is outside the scope of this research, please see Figure 3). 

The results of the AHP analysis shows that teaching and research are still the dominant activities of 
HEIs in Palestine. The results of the analysis can have different interpretations. Firstly, by exploring 
the different dimensions, we found that autonomy is the most significant for teaching and research, 
whereas participation is more relevant for social responsibility. This has important implications for 
management. To strengthen teaching and research, University presidents should attempt to 
strengthen their autonomy dimension. In addition, they should strengthen their participation dimension 
by involving different stakeholder groups – both internal and external - in order to have more influence 
on the surrounding social environment. For example, universities can involve ministries, NGOs, and 
private sector companies to strengthen research and innovation, and to establish start up projects. 

Furthermore, the analysis of each sub-dimension suggests that academic autonomy, quality 
assurance systems, evaluation systems, and disclosure of financial information to the public seems to 
be important in order to strengthen the governance of HE systems in Palestine. Therefore, university 
presidents should design operational steps to strengthen these sub-dimensions, which will eventually 
improve the governance practices of their HEIs. For example, university presidents can implement 
quality procedures for the evaluation of academic programmes, update existing evaluation systems, 
disclose financial information to the public in order to gain more legitimacy and credibility.  

This research is considered a modest step toward building a more resilient HE systems that will play 
an important role in economic growth and social inclusion. Indeed, autonomy, accountability, 
management, and participation are the corner stones to establish transparent governance systems 
and they are fundamental components of institutional development. 



Future research should focus on analyzing the weaknesses of governance structures across 
HEIs in Palestine. In addition, based on these weaknesses, remediation actions can be proposed for 
decision makers in order to strengthen the HE system.  

Contributions/Practical Implications:  

The research makes significant theoretical and empirical contributions to literature 
regarding influence of governance on the Palestinian and other universities. The 
research results might help both academics and practitioners to be more ready to 
understand the components and principles of governance and provide insight into 
developing and applying them within their universities. governance structures are an 
important source of universities  wealth and therefore it should be taken into serious 
consideration when formulating the Palestinian Universities’ strategy. This strategy 
formulation process can be enhanced by fully integrating governance indicators into 
management practices. Palestnian Universities should coordinate different 
perspectives  and Principles of governance to improve their performance and should 
assign scales for each of such perspectives. 
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