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Abstract

This study aimed to analyze the Merdeka Belajar Kampus Merdeka (MBKM) policy as a
higher education governance reform embedded within the political agenda of human resource
development. The study employed a qualitative approach to explore how governance
restructuring occurs at the study program level and how it was experienced by institutional
actors and students. The subjects of this study consist of five primary informants, including
two study program administrative officers and three students who directly participated in
MBKM activities. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews supported by
document analysis of relevant institutional and regulatory frameworks. The main study
instrument was an interview guide designed to examine themes of institutional autonomy,
accountability mechanisms, experiential learning implementation, and policy interpretation.
Data were analyzed using thematic analysis through coding, categorization, and interpretative
synthesis. The findings indicate that MBKM reshapes governance practices through increased
coordination, performance-based accountability, and expanded learning spaces beyond the
classroom. While the policy enhances experiential learning and professional readiness, it also
generates administrative complexity and uneven access to opportunities. Overall, MBKM
represents both an educational innovation and a strategic instrument for aligning higher
education with national development objectives.
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INTRODUCTION

Higher education governance has increasingly become a central arena in which states
articulate their visions of national development and global competitiveness. Universities are
no longer perceived solely as institutions for knowledge transmission, but as strategic actors
in shaping economic growth, social mobility, and innovation ecosystems. In many developing
countries, reforms in higher education governance reflect broader political commitments to
accelerate human capital formation. Indonesia is no exception to this trajectory (Christianto
& Eliadi, 2025). Over the past decade, policy debates have emphasized the urgency of
aligning academic systems with labor market demands and technological transformation.

The Merdeka Belajar Kampus Merdeka (MBKM) policy emerges from this broader
political landscape. Introduced as a flagship reform initiative, MBKM seeks to redefine the
relationship between universities, the state, industry, and society. The program promotes
flexibility in curriculum design, encourages cross-sectoral learning experiences, and expands
student mobility beyond conventional classroom settings (Wartini et al., 2025). However,
beyond its pedagogical aspirations, MBKM also reflects a strategic political agenda centered
on strengthening Indonesia’s human resources. The discourse of “unggul” or excellence in
human resource development signals an ambition to position Indonesia competitively within
regional and global arenas.

Reframing higher education governance through MBKM requires attention to how
authority and responsibility are redistributed across institutional actors. The policy introduces
new forms of autonomy while simultaneously reinforcing performance-based accountability
mechanisms (Hakim, 2025). Universities are encouraged to innovate, yet they are also
measured through key performance indicators tied to national benchmarks. This dual
movement illustrates how governance reform often combines decentralization with stronger
central steering. Such arrangements reshape institutional behavior, academic labor, and
resource allocation.

At the same time, MBKM situates students at the center of the governance narrative. By
granting students the right to undertake internships, community projects, entrepreneurial
ventures, and research collaborations outside their home programs, the policy constructs
learners as active agents of development (Wartini et al., 2025). This shift resonates with
global trends emphasizing experiential learning and employability. Nevertheless, it also raises
questions about equity, access, and institutional capacity across diverse regions of Indonesia.

The political dimension of MBKM is particularly visible in its alignment with national

development planning. Human resource development has long been framed as a cornerstone
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of Indonesia’s long-term economic transformation. By integrating higher education reform
with macro-development objectives, MBKM operates at the intersection of policy sectors. It
connects educational outcomes with industrial policy, labor market reform, and digital
transformation strategies (Tjaija, 2022). This integration illustrates how governance in higher
education increasingly functions as a tool for broader statecraft.

Critically examining MBKM as a political agenda does not imply reducing it to mere
state control. Rather, it invites analysis of how power circulates through policy narratives,
institutional practices, and stakeholder negotiations. Universities, lecturers, students, and
industry partners interpret and implement MBKM in diverse ways. Their responses shape the
actual outcomes of governance reform on the ground (Utami et al., 2023). Policy texts may
articulate ideals of autonomy and innovation, yet practical realities often reveal tensions and
trade-offs.

This article therefore seeks to reframe MBKM within the broader discourse of higher
education governance and development politics. It argues that MBKM should be understood
as a strategic instrument for constructing a particular vision of superior human resources
aligned with national aspirations. By situating MBKM within governance theory and political
economy perspectives, the analysis moves beyond technical evaluations of program
effectiveness. Instead, it highlights the interplay between educational reform, state power, and

developmental ambition.

METHOD

This study employed a qualitative research design to examine MBKM as a higher
education governance reform and as part of a broader political agenda for human resource
development. A qualitative approach was considered appropriate because the study sought to
understand how different actors interpret, implement, and respond to MBKM within their
institutional contexts.

The study used purposive sampling to identify informants who had direct experience
and authority related to MBKM policy and implementation. The selection process was
conducted in three stages. First, the researcher mapped the key actors involved in MBKM
governance based on the policy structure and implementation framework. Second, individuals
occupying strategic positions at different levels of governance were identified. Third,
potential informants were contacted and selected according to their involvement in policy

formulation, institutional adaptation, curriculum implementation, and program coordination.
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The study involved five informants selected through purposive sampling. Informants
were chosen based on their direct involvement in MBKM implementation and their ability to
provide information regarding governance practices, administrative processes, and learning
experiences. The participants consisted of one head of study program, one MBKM
coordinator, one administrative officer, and two students who had participated in MBKM
activities. This composition enabled the researcher to capture perspectives from both policy
implementers and program beneficiaries.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews using an interview guide
covering institutional autonomy, accountability mechanisms, curriculum flexibility,
stakeholder collaboration, governance transformation, and the political discourse of human
resource development. Prior to data collection, all participants were informed about the
objectives of the study and provided their consent to participate. Interviews were
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim, while field notes were used to document contextual
information and emerging observations.

To strengthen the validity of the findings, document analysis was also conducted. The
documents examined included ministerial regulations, MBKM implementation guidelines,
official policy reports, and university-level implementation documents. These materials were
used to compare and verify information obtained from the interviews. Data analysis followed
the thematic analysis procedure proposed by (Creswell, 2020). The analysis began with
repeated reading of interview transcripts and policy documents to gain familiarity with the

data.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Finding

The findings indicate that MBKM implementation has significantly altered
governance practices at the study program level, particularly in administrative coordination
and academic planning. The two administrative officers interviewed emphasized that MBKM
requires a restructuring of internal workflows, especially concerning credit conversion and
partnership documentation. Administrative processes that were previously linear have
become more complex due to the need to verify external learning activities. One
administrator explained, “We must ensure that every external activity matches the intended
learning outcomes before we approve the credit transfer.” This verification process demands
careful academic judgment and detailed documentation. As a result, governance at the

program level has become more procedural and compliance-oriented.
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Both administrators reported that MBKM has increased inter-unit collaboration within
the university. Coordination between academic affairs, finance offices, and external relations
units is now more intensive than before. One of them noted, “MBKM forces us to
communicate more frequently across departments because one program cannot handle
everything alone.” This shift reflects a move from fragmented administration toward a more
integrated governance structure. However, the process is not without challenges, as
overlapping responsibilities occasionally create confusion. Nevertheless, this integration has
gradually strengthened institutional coherence in policy implementation.

Another important finding relates to the administrative burden associated with
monitoring off-campus activities. Study program offices must track student placements,
ensure supervision reports are submitted, and manage communication with partner
institutions. One administrator remarked, “Monitoring students outside campus requires
constant follow-up, especially when partners are unfamiliar with academic reporting
standards.” This illustrates how MBKM extends governance responsibilities beyond campus
boundaries. Administrative roles are no longer confined to internal management but now
include external coordination. Consequently, MBKM reshapes the operational scope of study
program governance.

From the student perspective, MBKM is generally perceived as an opportunity for
experiential learning and professional exposure. The three student participants expressed
enthusiasm about engaging in internships, community service, and independent projects. One
student stated, “Through MBKM, I felt that learning became more relevant to real-world
challenges.” This suggests that the policy successfully enhances students’ sense of practical
competence. Students view off-campus programs as a bridge between academic theory and
professional environments. Such perceptions reinforce the developmental narrative embedded
within MBKM.

Despite positive responses, students also reported administrative uncertainties during
implementation. Delays in approval processes and ambiguity regarding credit recognition
created temporary anxiety. One student shared, “At first, I was worried whether my internship
would be fully converted into credits.” These concerns highlight transitional governance gaps
at the operational level. While policy objectives are clear, procedural adjustments sometimes
lag behind. The experience demonstrates that governance reform requires continuous

refinement to ensure policy reliability.
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Students further emphasized the importance of institutional support systems in
facilitating their participation. Access to clear guidelines, responsive academic advisors, and
transparent assessment criteria significantly influenced their experiences. One participant
explained, “When the program coordinator gave clear instructions, the process became much
smoother.” This finding underscores the role of communication in effective governance.
Administrative clarity directly shapes student confidence in policy implementation. Thus,
institutional responsiveness becomes a critical component of successful reform.

Another finding concerns equity in access to MBKM opportunities. Students with
stronger academic records or broader networks tended to secure placements more easily.
Meanwhile, others faced difficulties competing for limited internship positions. One student
admitted, “Sometimes it feels like only the most prepared students benefit fully from the
program.” This perception reveals potential disparities within implementation. Governance
mechanisms must therefore ensure inclusivity and equal access to opportunities. Without
such safeguards, reform risks reproducing existing inequalities.

The administrators acknowledged these disparities and described efforts to broaden
partnerships. Expanding collaborations with local industries and community organizations
became a strategic priority. One administrator stated, “We try to diversify partners so that
more students can participate without excessive competition.” This initiative reflects adaptive
governance practices responding to emerging challenges. Institutional learning occurs
alongside policy execution. MBKM implementation thus evolves through practical
adjustments at the program level.

Students also reported personal growth beyond technical skills. Participation in
off-campus activities enhanced their communication abilities, adaptability, and professional
confidence. One participant reflected, “Working outside campus taught me how to negotiate,
collaborate, and solve unexpected problems.” These soft skills align with the policy’s
objective of producing adaptable graduates. The experiential component of MBKM appears
to foster holistic competence development. Such outcomes strengthen the argument that
governance reform can influence individual transformation.

In terms of academic identity, students described a shift in how they perceive learning
itself. Traditional classroom boundaries became less rigid as learning spaces expanded into
workplaces and communities. One student noted, “I realized that learning does not only
happen in lectures but also in everyday professional interactions.” This expanded conception
of learning reflects a broader epistemological shift encouraged by MBKM. Governance

reform therefore extends beyond administration into cultural change. It reshapes the meaning
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of higher education participation.

Administrators observed that over time, resistance toward MBKM has gradually
diminished. Initial hesitation stemmed from uncertainty and increased workload. However, as
procedures became clearer, acceptance improved. One administrator commented, “After
several cycles, we have developed a more stable system, and the confusion is less intense.”
This demonstrates that governance reform involves a learning curve. Institutional adaptation
requires time and iterative refinement.

Communication between administrators and students emerged as a decisive factor in
implementation success. Transparent information dissemination reduced misunderstandings
and procedural delays. One student emphasized, “Clear announcements and quick responses
from the office made a big difference.” Effective governance thus depends not only on formal
regulations but also on relational practices. Responsiveness and clarity strengthen
institutional trust. These elements are essential for sustaining reform momentum.

The findings further demonstrate that MBKM institutionalizes a stronger culture of
accountability at the study program level. Administrative procedures related to
documentation, reporting, and evaluation have become more structured and standardized than
before the reform. Academic activities that were once managed informally now require
systematic recording to ensure transparency and compliance with regulatory standards. This
procedural strengthening reflects the integration of performance monitoring into everyday
governance practices. Flexibility in curriculum design and off-campus learning is therefore
accompanied by clear accountability mechanisms. Such a configuration illustrates how
contemporary higher education management combines adaptive learning models with
measurable oversight.

This embedded accountability framework also reshapes how administrators perceive
their professional responsibilities. Their roles extend beyond routine coordination toward
ensuring regulatory alignment and audit readiness. Administrative actors become custodians
of institutional credibility, as accurate documentation directly affects program evaluation and
public trust. The emphasis on traceability and evaluation reinforces a results-oriented
governance environment. While this may increase workload, it also enhances institutional
discipline and organizational learning. In this sense, MBKM not only changes procedures but
also redefines administrative identity within higher education governance.

At the same time, the study confirms that MBKM functions as both an enabling
structure and a governance challenge. On one hand, it opens expanded pathways for

experiential learning and external engagement. On the other hand, it introduces procedural
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complexity that requires continuous adjustment from both administrators and students. The
interaction between regulatory expectations and academic realities shapes how effectively
policy goals are realized. Students must adapt to new academic configurations, while
administrators navigate compliance frameworks and coordination demands. Governance
reform thus materializes through everyday negotiation rather than abstract regulation.
Ultimately, these dynamics illustrate how MBKM gradually reframes the landscape of
higher education governance through practice. Institutional restructuring, enhanced
accountability, and student engagement operate simultaneously within the reform process.
The convergence of flexibility and control reflects a broader transformation toward
performance-based governance models. Through sustained adaptation, universities internalize
new standards of coordination and evaluation. The reform’s meaning therefore lies not only
in policy design but in how it reorganizes institutional behavior over time. MBKM becomes a
lived governance experience that incrementally reshapes higher education management and

developmental orientation.

Discussion

Discussion is meant to give interpretation and meaning to the research findings in line
with the used theories; not merely a description of findings. It must be supported by
references from previous research results published in accredited journals. It is suggested that
discussion also integrate research results into an established theory or knowledge, formulate a
new theory, or modify existing theories (Chandra, 2022). Discussion also includes possible
implications of the research findings.

The findings demonstrate that MBKM can be understood through the lens of public
policy reform, particularly within the framework of governance transformation. From a
public policy perspective, MBKM reflects a deliberate state intervention aimed at
restructuring institutional behavior in order to align higher education with national
development priorities. Rather than functioning merely as an educational innovation, the
policy operates as an instrument of steering, guiding universities toward measurable
developmental outcomes (Ahmad, 2023). This aligns with contemporary governance theory,
which views the state not as a sole provider but as a regulator and coordinator of multiple
actors. The redistribution of responsibilities observed at the study program level illustrates
how policy instruments reshape institutional routines. In this sense, MBKM embodies a shift

from traditional bureaucratic control toward performance-oriented governance.

Jurnal Inovasi Akademik | 8



Drawing on the New Public Management (NPM) approach, MBKM introduces
managerial logics into higher education administration. The emphasis on accountability,
documentation, measurable outputs, and performance indicators reflects NPM characteristics.
Administrative adjustments described in the findings show how universities internalize
efficiency, monitoring, and evaluation mechanisms. Flexibility in learning pathways is
accompanied by tighter reporting requirements, indicating that autonomy is embedded within
structured accountability (Harsanto et al., 2025). Such a dual structure is typical of
managerial reform in public sectors. Consequently, MBKM represents not deregulation, but

recalibrated regulation through performance metrics.
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Figure 1.1 Theoretical Framework of MBKM-Based Higher Education
Governance Reform
From a policy implementation perspective, the study highlights the importance of

street-level bureaucracy in translating reform into practice. Study program administrators
function as frontline actors who interpret, adapt, and operationalize national guidelines. Their
discretionary decisions regarding credit conversion, documentation, and partnership
validation significantly shape policy outcomes (Herman, 2023). This reflects the
understanding that implementation is not a mechanical process but an interpretative one.
Policy meaning is negotiated through everyday administrative practice. Therefore, the
success of MBKM depends not only on formal design but also on institutional capacity and

actor competence.
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The students’ experiences further illustrate the concept of policy feedback. Public
policy does not merely produce outputs; it also shapes perceptions, expectations, and
behavioral patterns among beneficiaries. Students who experience experiential learning begin
to redefine their understanding of education and professional preparation. This transformation
reinforces the legitimacy of the reform and potentially generates broader support for
governance change (Nurhasanah et al., 2025). However, initial uncertainty regarding credit
recognition also demonstrates how procedural ambiguity can weaken policy trust. Thus,
effective communication becomes central to sustaining positive feedback loops.

The disparities in access to opportunities observed in the findings can be analyzed
through the lens of equity in public policy. Governance reforms often aim to enhance
efficiency and competitiveness, yet they may inadvertently reproduce structural inequalities.
Institutions with stronger networks and resources are better positioned to implement MBKM
effectively (Herman, 2023). Similarly, students with higher social or academic capital may
benefit more readily from available programs. Without corrective mechanisms,
performance-based governance can widen gaps rather than close them. This underscores the
need for inclusive design within reform-oriented policies.

The formal recognition of experiential learning within credit systems signals a
paradigmatic transformation in how academic value is constructed. Traditionally, knowledge
legitimacy in higher education has been anchored in classroom-based instruction and
theoretically oriented assessment. By incorporating internships, community projects, and
independent initiatives into accredited coursework, MBKM expands the definition of
academically valid learning. This shift reflects broader public sector innovation trends in
which service delivery models adapt to changing societal needs. Academic communities are
therefore required to renegotiate long-standing assumptions about rigor, supervision, and
evaluation standards (Hakim, 2025). Such transformation inevitably generates debate
regarding quality assurance and equivalence of learning outcomes. Over time, however,
repeated practice and regulatory clarification contribute to institutional normalization of these
new academic arrangements.

This paradigmatic change also reconfigures professional identity within universities.
Lecturers are no longer positioned solely as content transmitters but increasingly as
facilitators, mentors, and evaluators of field-based experiences. Their authority is partially
redistributed through collaboration with external supervisors and industry partners. This
transformation challenges conventional academic hierarchies while simultaneously

expanding professional roles. The process requires capacity building to ensure that evaluation
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of experiential learning remains academically robust. Institutional adaptation thus involves
not only administrative revision but also professional recalibration. Governance reform
consequently operates at the intersection of structural and cultural change.

From the perspective of network governance, MBKM embeds higher education
within a broader constellation of socio-economic actors. Universities are encouraged to
cultivate sustained partnerships with industries, local communities, non-governmental
organizations, and public institutions (Ragil Nazar et al., 2024). These relationships transform
governance into a collaborative enterprise rather than an internally confined system. Through
network expansion, academic programs gain access to practical contexts that enrich learning
relevance. At the same time, reliance on external actors introduces uncertainties regarding
commitment, supervision quality, and program continuity. Effective coordination mechanisms
become essential to maintain consistency and mutual accountability. Network-based
governance therefore demands strategic relationship management capacities at the
institutional level.

The distributed nature of governance under MBKM also enhances interdependence
among stakeholders. Decision-making authority is shared across institutional and external
boundaries, requiring negotiation and alignment of expectations. Universities must balance
academic standards with partner organizations’ operational realities. This interdependence
fosters innovation but also increases vulnerability to disruptions beyond institutional control
(Nurhasanah et al., 2025). As partnerships expand, governance becomes more dynamic and
context-sensitive. Institutional resilience thus depends on adaptability and communication
efficiency. The networked dimension of MBKM underscores the evolving character of
contemporary higher education governance.

The intensification of administrative procedures associated with MBKM can be
understood through the concept of administrative burden. While policy reform aims to
promote flexibility and innovation, it frequently generates expanded documentation and
compliance requirements. Study programs must maintain detailed records of student
placements, learning contracts, supervision reports, and evaluation outcomes. These
obligations require time, technological infrastructure, and human resources (Utami et al.,
2023). If regulatory demands exceed institutional capacity, efficiency gains may be offset by
procedural strain. Therefore, proportionality between innovation objectives and
administrative feasibility becomes critical. Sustainable governance reform must carefully

calibrate accountability with operational practicality.
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In addition, the alignment between MBKM and national development planning
reflects a policy design that integrates sectoral reform with long-term strategic vision. Higher
education is positioned not merely as a knowledge-producing sector but as a catalytic driver
of socio-economic transformation. This integration reinforces the expectation that universities
contribute directly to labor market responsiveness and innovation ecosystems. Such
alignment strengthens coherence between education policy and broader state objectives
(Harsanto et al., 2025). However, it also increases pressure on institutions to demonstrate
measurable contributions to development indicators. Governance reform under MBKM
therefore operates within a framework of strategic performance alignment at the national
level.

The broader implication of this alignment is the emergence of a results-based
governance culture across higher education institutions. Policy success is increasingly
evaluated through graduate employability, partnership expansion, and program participation
rates (Rony et al.,, 2024). These indicators shape institutional priorities and resource
allocation decisions. While measurable benchmarks enhance transparency and comparability,
they may also narrow institutional focus toward quantifiable achievements. Balancing
qualitative educational values with quantitative performance metrics becomes a central
governance challenge. The long-term sustainability of MBKM depends on maintaining this
balance without compromising academic depth and integrity.

Moreover, the political dimension of MBKM underscores the evolving role of the
state in steering higher education systems. Rather than exercising direct bureaucratic control,
the state employs regulatory frameworks, incentives, and evaluation systems to guide
institutional behavior. This indirect steering model reflects contemporary governance
approaches that combine autonomy with structured accountability. Universities retain
operational flexibility but remain embedded within national strategic priorities. Such a
configuration illustrates the hybrid nature of modern higher education governance. MBKM
thus exemplifies how policy reform redefines the relationship between institutional

independence and state developmental ambition.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that MBKM represents a substantive transformation of higher
education governance rather than a mere curricular adjustment, as it reconfigures authority,
accountability, and institutional coordination in alignment with national human resource

development goals. The findings confirm that the reform embodies a performance-oriented
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governance model in which flexibility in learning is balanced by structured monitoring and
evaluation mechanisms. At the operational level, administrative actors play a decisive role in
translating policy into practice, demonstrating that governance reform is mediated through
institutional interpretation and capacity. Students, as primary beneficiaries, experience
expanded learning spaces that connect academic knowledge with professional and social
realities, reinforcing the developmental narrative articulated at the policy level. At the same
time, the persistence of administrative burdens and unequal access to opportunities highlights
the complexity and unevenness of implementation across contexts. These dynamics
substantiate the argument introduced earlier that MBKM functions simultaneously as an
educational innovation and a political instrument of state strategy. The compatibility between
policy ambition and practical execution ultimately depends on institutional adaptability,
regulatory clarity, and inclusive partnership development. Future research should therefore
explore longitudinal impacts, comparative institutional capacities, and equity dimensions to
ensure that governance reform through MBKM achieves sustainable and socially balanced

outcomes.
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