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Abstract
Globalisation, scientific and technological processes and, in Europe, the Bologna process are 
creating an increasingly compétitive environment for universities. As a conséquence, the 
traditionally decentralised change process al the level of academie staff and departments does not 
allow higher éducation institutions to adapt fast enough or, preferably, to lead this change. The 
rapidly changing environment of today and tomorrow requires that universities also need to 
develop a capacity for change at the institutional level; otherwise they will loose their unique 
status. This challenge implies a System of governance and a leadership both geared towards change, 
together wilh the development ofthe necessary management tools to support such change.
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1.1 An increasingly rapidly changing environment
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Investing in the 
knowledge society

Compétition and 
coopération

Increasingly rapid 
change

The reasons hâve been widely recognized. They are due to two phe- 
nomena: globalization, as weil as scientific and technological prog- 
ress. Probably, the most striking aspect of these is the accession of 
China and India to among the great économie powers. As Thomas 
Friedman (2005) cleverly put it: “The World is Fiat”. The consé
quences can be summarized in two key words: increasing compétition 
for people and organisations and - although it rnight appear as a Para
dox - an increasing need for coopération in order to take up the chal
lenge of compétition.

Europe, where the first industrial révolution took place, is particularly 
challenged. Its high standards of living could even be threatened for 
two interlinked reasons: its rapidly aging population will hamper its 
économie dynamism. Moreover, the comparatively generous welfare 
State which Europe was able to develop thanks to its économie domi
nation until the Second World War and rapid reconstruction afterwards 
may well be unsustainable, ail the more since it is characterised by too 
much waste. The récognition of these threats is at the origin of the 
European Union’s 2000 Lisbon Agenda, which aims to foster research 
and competitiveness. They are also clearly taken seriously by a few 
countries, in particular those which were for long among the less de- 
veloped ones, like Finland and Ireland. Moreover, this European mal
aise is also at the origin of the 1998-1999 Sorbonne-Bologna process 
which aims to make from the European diversity the catalyst of its 
development. In brief, Europe has become conscious that its most 
promising response to the challenge of increasing compétition is to 
invest heavily in the knowledge society.

Organisations - private, public and voluntary not for profit - are being 
challenged ail over the world by an increasingly rapidly changing 
environment. This is also true for schools, tertiary éducation institu
tions and universities. The conséquences are serions, even threatening: 
those institutions which do not adapt fast enough - or better, lead this 
change - risk losmg their importance and eventually disappearing. If 
this is recognized in companies, non-profit organisations and even in 
public entities, why shouldn't it be also true for universities?
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1.2 Transformation in European higher éducation

1.3 The challenge for European universities

• the responsibilities of higher éducation institutions,

• the management of higher éducation institutions.
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Keeping in mind the pressure and necessity for change, this article 
will successively consider:

• the implications for the responsibility of public authorities for 
higher éducation and research,

• the governance and leadership of higher éducation institutions, and 
finally

Europe need strong 
universities

The challenge 
for universities

European higher éducation institutions and universities must simulta- 
neously take up the globalisation challenge, which is a source of in- 
creasing compétition, as well as the challenge of transformation 
through the Bologna process, in order to respond to this compétition. 
Moreover, the Bologna process has two distinct phases; first, the trans
formation phase with the implémentation of the reforms involved; 
second, the long terni impact of establishing both the European Higher 
Education Area (EHEA) and the European Research Area (ERA), as 
well as of some national spécifie policies. The increased transparency 
of the European Higher Education System and the new research and 
funding policies will seriously reinforce the climate of compétition 
between institutions. And this is happening in a time of increasing 
compétition between traditions! institutions, the emergence of new 
types of institutions, continued increases in participation rates, in
creasing demands on higher éducation institutions, increasing costs of 
research and teaching, and increasing difficulties for the public 
authorities to allocate the public funds which would be required, in 
particular due to other priority obligations (see also Newman et al, 
2004).

This rapidly and profoundly changing environment both worldwide 
and in Europe is seriously challenging national higher éducation and 
research Systems, as well as each individual institution, to change not 
only in order to adapt, but also to contribute to the change. As the 
European University Association (2005), echoed by the President of 
the European Commission, Barroso (2005), put it: “Europe needs 
strong universities” in order for the continent itself to be strong. This 
is a challenge both for the public authorities, who should ensure a 
favourable environment for the development of institutions, and for 
institutions to be well governed, led and managed.

r
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University autonomy
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• exclusive responsibility for the Framework within which higher 
éducation and research is conducted;

The responsibilities of public authorities 
for Higher éducation and research

Higher éducation as a 
public responsibility

Responsibility of public 
authorities

• leading responsibility for ensuring ail citizens hâve effective equal 
opportunities to higher éducation as well as ensuring that basic re
search remains a public good;

These recommendations State further that: “In the choice of instru
ments for exercising their responsibilities, public authorities should 
respect the principle of institutional autonomy and acknowledge that 
funding, motivating and stimulating the development of higher educa-

1 As approved by the Bureau on 30-31 January 2006 and to be submitted to 
the committee of Ministers of the Council.

The draft recommendations elaborated by the steering committee for 
higher éducation and research of the Council of Europe' State that 
“The responsibility of public authorities for higher éducation and re
search should be nuanced and defined relative to spécifie areas. It is 
broadly recommended that public authorities hâve:

Since the Sorbonne Déclaration (1998), the Ministers of éducation, as 
co-signatories of the successive déclarations or communiqués, hâve 
been stressing that higher éducation is a public responsibility. This is 
quite reasonable as it has been well established that higher éducation 
produces not only a very high private return on investments for indi- 
viduals, but also a high collective one. This public responsibility for 
higher éducation and research is justified by efficiency and equity 
reasons. First, the market is not fully efficient, due to the external 
benefits accruing to those who hâve not benefited from higher éduca
tion, to insufficient information, as well as to its incapacity to take into 
account the social benefits of éducation to the whole community and 
the guarantee of quality éducation across the board. Second, the mar
ket cannot guarantee a fair distribution of higher éducation opportuni
ties (Bergan, 2005 and Weber, 2005).

2.1 The public responsibility for higher éducation 
and research

• substantial responsibility for financing higher éducation and re
search, the provision of higher éducation and research, as well as 
for stimulating and facilitating financing and provision by other 
sources within the Framework developed by public authorities.”
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The scope of “real” autonomy is broad. It covers: Scope of autonomy

BH 1 00 06 07 5

• the choice of academie and non-academic staff and their Financial 
compensation,

• the choice of non-state-allocated financial resources, in particular 
student fees, as well as of how to spend its resources,

• the choice of stridents, provided that national objectives concerning 
equal access and opportunity are met.

Advantages of
autonomous universities

High returns on 
investment

lion and research is as important a part of public responsibility as the 
exercise of régulation and control”. Why is institutional autonomy so 
important? For at least two reasons (Weber, 2006): First, history dem- 
onstrates that each time the ruling powers restricted the autonomy of 
universities, a period of intellectual and social stagnation or decadence 
quickly emerged. Society needs universities to develop new knowl
edge and to examine sociétal and scientific questions freely, with a 
high level of scholarship and the most appropriate scientific methods. 
This is the essential long terni responsibility of universities towards 
society. Second, recent rankings of research universities show that the 
best universities are veiy autonomous institutions and that the few 
exceptions to this observation, which are to be found in particular in 
Russia or China, can be explained by the fact that they are generously 
funded and benefit from an internai decision making process which 
allows them to ftx priorités.

It would be self-destructive to follow the argument that governments 
should stop funding independent institutions, considering the high 
collective retum on investment of higher éducation and research. It is 
also wrong to consider the fmancing of higher éducation as a con
sumer expense.

• the study programmes, although the structure of degrees and the 
qualifications framework should be regulated by the State,

• the internai organisation, the decision making processes and the 
sélection of leaders,

Autonomous universities are superior because they can be proactive 
and entrepreneurial: too much and/or often bad régulation, as well as 
too many short terni and often cyclical outside pressures or incentives, 
kill initiative and are therefore the source of more régulation and po- 
litical micro-management which further weaken the institution. There 
is clearly a great danger of a vicions circle! Obviously, autonomy 
should be secured not only towards the State, but also towards the 
private economy and established religions or any other spiritual 
movements.
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The corollary of 
university autonomy

Responsive vs.
responsible universities

3. The responsibilities of higher éducation 
and research

The combination of increased compétition, increased pressure from 
public authorities, private firms and public opinion, and the difficulty 
of receiving the Financial support from the public authorities to match 
the cost of these additional demands, is pushing universities to exam
ine how to improve their efficiency and obtain new sources of fund- 
ing. This is certainly positive, but these attempts “to do more with 
less” and to find alternative sources of funding - as is increasingly 
required - hâve limits. Universities are increasingly threatened in the 
pursuit of their fondamental missions, i.e. developing new knowledge 
and educating stridents.

Public authorities, public opinion and each institution must ail be well 
aware that universities today are inevitably pushed towards a conflict 
between two equally important objectives. However, these objectives 
cannot be equally and simultaneously satisfied without adéquate 
funding (Grin, Harayama and Weber, 2000, Weber, 2002, pp. 62-64). 
On one hand, “universities are expected to be responsive to the short- 
term needs of the economy. the State and their main stakeholders, the 
stridents. This means that universities should respond to what society 
demands at any one time”. “On the other hand, while responding to 
society’s need and demands, universities must also assume a crucial 
responsibility towards society. Universities are one of the oldest sur- 
viving institutions, clearly older than modem States. Moreover, they 
remain practically the only institutions able to secure and transmit the 
cultural héritage of a society, to create new knowledge and to hâve the 
professional compétences and the right status to analyse social prob- 
lems independently, scientifically and critically. The great différence 
between being responsive and being responsible lies in the fact that, in 
the fïrst case, universities should be réceptive to what society expect 
from them; in the second case, they should hâve the ambition to guide

On the other hand, respecting the autonomy of institutions does not 
mean that governments should not hâve a higher éducation and re
search policy. Certainly not! Governments must also fix priorities and 
implement them through appropriate funding and allocation policies. 
However, changing priorities should be done over time and at a high 
level of aggregation, in order to avoid adverse impacts on institutions 
which could be seen as équivalent to direct intervention. Furthermore, 
il is recommended that government and universities agréé on missions 
and funding levels by way of contract. Finally, public authorities 
should promote the quality of the System and of each institution, 
through a quality assurance Framework where universities are both the 
key players and the owners of the Framework.
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The governance and leadership of higher 
éducation institutions

reflection and policy-making in society”. While universities excel at 
making new discoveries in ail disciplines ..., they must also scrutinize 
systematically the trends that might affect soon or later the well-being 
of populations and, if necessary, raise criticism, issue alarm signal and 
make recommendations..

This tension between responsiveness and responsibility is continu- 
ously reinforced by the accelerating changing environment. Hence, 
meeting the challenges of permanent change, and engineering the 
corresponding changes, both demand ongoing articulation between the 
requirements of responsiveness and responsibility.

Short term and long 
term perspectives

The traditional 
process of change

Adapting to the fast changing environment and even leading the 
change is a difficult challenge for universities. The experienced ob
server of university decision making knows that there is continuons 
disagreement about whether universities are changing fast enough or 
not. Indeed, universities do adapt on a permanent basis to the chang
ing environment, thanks to the inhérent capacity to adapt of ils aca
demie staff, who hâve been selected on the basis of their capacity con-

The challenge for universities to become strong institutions and their 
quest for substantial autonomy hâve important implications, the most 
délicate one probably being the need to deserve the hopes and trust put 
in them. This means, among other things, that they should be account- 
able to the public authorities on which they dépend, and by extension 
to the public at large, and to their private sponsors and stakeholders. 
This implies in particular that they should be well govemed, led and 
managed. The greater the autonomy, the more this is crucial.

These two responsibilities can obviously be contradictory in the short 
term, as the pressures of both the market and politics require universi
ties to respond to immédiate needs or to political opinions which are 
too often purely utilitarian, reflecting short term, or even partisan 
needs. Therefore, it is crucial that universities hâve the freedom and 
the strengths to pursue their search for knowledge away from undue 
pressure, political or Financial. But the reality for them is that they are 
“situated at the centre of forces between the necessity to be responsive 
to the short term needs of their stakeholders and to be responsible for 
the long term interest of the society they are serving...” (Weber, 2002, 
p. 64).



Understanding Bologna in contextA 2.2-1

Governance, public responsibility and institutional autonomyEnhancing autonomy and responsibility

keyword

8 BH 1 00 06 07

However, this comparatively high potential of a university to respond 
to the new demands and opportunités still does not guarantee thaï 
they are adapting as fast as they could and should. Furthermore, there 
is an increasing feeling among university leaders and observers that 
universities and the university System are not adapting fast enough in 
order to make sure they deliver what is necessary, in order to best 
serve the long terni needs of society.

Indeed, each institution, as well as the System, is bound to be good if 
the new entering students are well prepared, the staff, the facilites and 
the equipments are good, and funding is generous.... However, to- 
day’s challenges require being better, even for a good institution, and 
this is obviously even more true for médiocre ones.

Decision making and 
counter-powers

Not adapting fast 
enough

stantly to renew their knowledge and to innovale. Moreover, universi
ties hâve a good opportunity to innovale through the process of re- 
cruiting new members of academie staff.

Leadership is the aptitude of the university 
heads at different levels of responsibility, re- 
spectively president or chair of the (administra
tive) board or senate, if any, rector/president or 
rectorate/presidency, deans or deanship, di- 
rector or head of school, department, institute or 
research centre to fulfil their rôle by promoting 
strategie thinking, engaging dialogue - which 
implies in particular Consulting, listening and 
communicating, but also providing input of ex
pertise and vision - and by making decisions 
and making sure these are implemented.

In the vast majority of European universities, decision making is 
strongly characterised by Systems where the counter-powers are nearly 

as strong as the decision making bodies, and 
where the numbers of bodies to be consulted is 
greater than it should be, and where these 
bodies are characterised by unclear and often 
somehow overlapping compétences. In other 
words, decision processes are obscure and 
unlikely to produce clear and significant deci
sions.

This non-transparent and partly redundant de
cision process was and is still justified by the 
important fact that in no other human organi
sation is there such a high concentration of 
intelligence and scholarship at the basis of the 
hierarchical pyramid, if we accept the use of 
that word so unfamiliar to university discourse 
in defining the different layers of academie 
leaders (in particular rector/president, deans, 
heads of departments, professors, researchers, 
advanced students). For centuries, higher édu
cation institutions did well by counting on an 
extremely decentralized decision making Sys
tem and an often redundant network of com- 
mittees and decision bodies to adapt to the 
changing environment. Today, the alarm signs 
are very présent, in particular, the strong domi
nation of the United States in matter of Nobel 

prizes over the last thirty years and the impressive domination of 
American universities in rankings of research universities.

Governance can be defined as the set of bod
ies and functions, their respective compétences 
and the procedures by which they interact to 
make decisions at the level of and within the 
institution.
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Preferring the status quo

People are important!

4.3 Lessons from the économie theory of federalism

h
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In an institution where most of the compétence is at the bottom of the 
hierarchy, this very fact raises the serious question of the right degree 
of (de)centralisation. At first sight, there is no one solution which is 
obviously better than any other. It appears on the contrary that the 
optimal solution very much dépends on the personalities who occupy 
the key positions; it varies therefore from one combination of person
alities to the other. Whatever the rationale on paper of a solution, its 
effectiveness dépends greatly on the persons occupying the key posi
tions in the organisational chart. People are more important than 
structures!

In order to décidé about the optimal degree of décentralisation, it may 
be useful, at least in understanding what is at stake, to borrow some 
inspiration from the économie theory of federalism, as this attempts to 
identify which decision should be made at which leve! of govemment 
(Weber, 2001). We learn from this theory that, basically, decisions 
should be taken at a level as near as possible to those who will be af- 
fected (positively or negatively) by the decision. This rule is better 
known as the subsidiarity principle, which States that decisions should 
be made at the lowest level possible. This parallelism established be- 
tween decision makers and those directly affected by the decision 
needs to allow, however, for three exceptions:

Towards a System of governance geared towards 
institutional change

The subsidiarity 
principle

The question facing each institution is whether the traditional System 
of shared governance, which is traditionally very decentralized and 
démocratie, allows universities to implement the significant changes 
imposed by the changing environment. It is eminently difficult to re- 
spond to that question; however, as an observer of the System, one can 
fear that if it was probably possible in the past, it is no longer the case 
today. In addition to the complexity, duration and sometimes paralysis 
of the decision making processes, the main actors - who too often 
refuse to recognize that they would benefit from it in the long run - 
often act more as agents slowing down the process than promoting it. 
University professors and other leading researchers most often prefer 
the status quo if they are not sure what benefit will resuit from the 
change, are more faithful to their discipline than to their institution, 
hâve no real vision for their institution, and are easily demotivated. In 
other words, the institution’s human assets tend also to become its 
most conservative element.
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Decisions at the lowest 
level possible

Stakeholders’ rôles in a 
modem university

» The existence of externalities, i.e. effects which can resuit even if 
those taking the decision avoid or try to avoid it having an impact, 
négative or positive, on a broader circle of people. This is typically 
the case when e.g. a weak university department damages the 
réputation of the whole university, or when the high quality of a 
department has a positive impact on the visibility of the whole in
stitution.

• The existence of potential économies of scale, which would allow 
the institution to improve its output and/or decrease its input, by 
engaging in collaboration with other subdivisions or external or
ganisations or even by merging. One obvious example is the devel
opment of open-courseware or of a digital library.

These lessons drawn front the économie theory of federalism show 
that the idéal System of governance - if any - must allow for an adé
quate combination of decentralized and centralized decision making, 
the latter being replaceable by strongly coordinated decisions making 
processes.

Let us now look schematically at the different potential decision mak- 
ers and examine which decisions they should be responsible for 
(Weber, 2001). These broad principles should be adapted to the local 
situation, in particular to the organisational structure (e.g., a traditional 
System with faculties and departments, a flatter organisation with only

• The need for equals to be treated equally. This requires the cen
tralisation of the rule making and implémentation processes, in or- 
der to ensure that everyone is treated equally. Less emphasis on 
equal treatment would permit a lighter, more decentralized System.

We can infer front these very basic principles that decisions should be 
normally be taken at the lowest decision level possible, as long as this 
is not in contradiction with the above three exceptions, that is as long 
as there are no wide ranging externalities, no potential économies of 
scale, and that it does not produce unacceptable inequalities of treat
ment. In other words, given the high levels of professional compé
tence at faculty and academie staff levels, and the great potential en- 
thusiasm at the level of students, universities should - more than any 
other organisation - give plenty of freedom to these stakeholders. This 
is the best way to promote their creativity and to secure their commit- 
ment to the institution. However, such a strongly decentralized deci
sion process would neglect the other aspects of a good decision struc
ture, which ail plead for a more centralized or hierarchical decision 
process (Weber, 2001).
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Academie staff

Deans

Rector/President
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one layer of faculties or schools with no further subdivision under- 
neath, or a matrix System).

• The responsibilities of groups of academie staff at department or 
faculty level are équivalent to those of individual academies, and 
entail more or less the same restrictions. It is obvions that a group 
of academies belonging to the same discipline is tempted to act as a 
cartel, particularly inclined to defend their own interests without 
paying too much attention to the interests of the larger organisa
tion.

• The rector/president and his or her team should obviously lead the 
institution and therefore make ail strategie decisions. However, the 
préparation of the decisions and their implémentation should be 
partly delegated to permanent or ad hoc committees. It is crucial

• Deans or head of faculties or schools: in most European universi- 
ties, faculties or schools are the most important units, holding an 
intermediate position between the university and the departments 
or institutes. In many respects, they represent a compromise be
tween respect for the subsidiarity principle and arguments in favour 
of stronger centralisation. It is good policy to attribute most deci
sions regarding teaching to faculties, and to involve them in the 
conception and implémentation of policies. However, one can ob
serve in many universities that deans are often too close to the 
members of his or her faculty to exercise effective authority and 
that, when together, they tend to collude against the leadership of 
the organisation, preventing any significant change. Due to their 
extremely délicate position between their faculty colleagues and 
the rector/president, and sometimes in opposition to their own 
views, deans and groups of deans are often the most conservative 
decision agents opposed to change.

• The academie staff, in particular university professors, who con- 
stitute the key human assets of a university, should benefit from a 
working environment which faveurs their creativity and their 
commitment towards their students. They should also hâve ample 
opportunités to express their views about the future development 
of their discipline and to propose the création of new study pro
grammes and research areas. However, they should not hâve a final 
say about strategie issues, as this would introduce a strong bias in 
favour of the status quo. However, if a professer receives Financial 
support for an activity that is no longer a priority, he or she should 
be left free to work on it.

» Students should be in a position to define their éducation and to 
evaluate the quality of the éducation provided to them, as well as to 
participate in and contribute to improving the social aspects of their 
student life.
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for the institution that the wealth of knowledge available is fully 
exploited to define strategies, policies and rules, thanks to intensive 
consultation of those who hâve the knowledge or are in the posi
tion effectively to understand ail aspects of a question. However, 
once this large consultation has been undertaken and the different 
groups hâve had the opportunity to express their views, a decision 
must be made. And for ail strategie questions, the setting of broad 
priorities, including the création, suppression or merger of units, 
changing the organisational structure of the institution or the deci
sion making process, collaboration with other universities or insti
tutions, the final decision should be taken by the rector/president 
and/or his or her team, unless an administrative board has the com
pétence to do this. It is important to stress also that this compétence 
to décidé must be accompanied by the power to apply and imple- 
ment the decision. This is often a serions challenge, but a choice of 
means, in particular the use of incentives or disincentives, mainly 
Financial, is préférable to the blunt use of rules and power. Let us 
add that if the rector/president is in a position to choose the other 
members of his or her team, this rectorate/presidency team is likely 
to lead the institution better thanks to the combination of person- 
alities and compétences.

• The Senate, defined as the assembly of academie staff, which may 
in fact be restricted to professons, as in many European universi
ties, is obviously no longer in a position to make the sort of deci
sions it might hâve been some time ago.

• An administrative board is a decision making body, partly or totally 
internai to the university, composed of représentatives of ail 
stakeholders (stridents, academie and non academie staff). We hâve 
them in many European universities at university level, and in some 
cases also at faculty level. They should be given ample opportunity 
to comment and make proposais regarding university strategy, study 
programmes, student affairs and general welfare within the univer
sity. However, if on one hand this has the advantage of contributing 
to the production of consensus-based decisions in line with a model 
of shared governance, such a board is in general the other main ob
stacle to significant change within the institution. It is generally 
composed of représentatives who are not ail really interested in the 
future of the institution, but who hâve agreed to be elected in order 
to defend a position, which in most cases is already well established; 
they spend only a fraction of the time spent by the rector/president in 
preparing the decisions; finally, majority building in boards calls for 
strategie alliances, which may change from one decision to the other. 
Moreover the president of the administrative board plays generally 
an important rôle. There is more cohérence if the rector/president or 
a faithful friend is him or herself in this position, but sometimes, 
board is led by someone else or, worse, someone who has been 
elected to lead the opposition.
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In summary, in order to respond to the heavy challenges raised by 
being pro-active and entrepreneurial, the university of today needs to 
hâve the governance mechanisms capable of making the right deci
sions and the authority to implement these decisions. Compared with 
the university of twenty years ago, this requires greater decision 
making power at the level of the rector/president and/or, if there is 
one, at the level of an external board. In other words, it is crucial to 
reduce the possibilities for blocking the decision making and implé
mentation processes at the level of administrative boards or of deans. 
These possibilities are often reinforced by the multiplication of bodies 
and the interminable length of processes.

4.5 The necessary conditions for success in a more 
centralized System

And if the leader is 
not good enough?

The concentration of more decision making power in the person of the 
rector/president and his or her team is likewise not without risk. This 
is what professors and deans will argue when complaining about the 
wrong decisions or the lack of decisions by the rector/president. This 
risk is real and must be taken seriously. But the fact that real decision 
making power is concentrated in a small number of persons, mainly at 
the top of the institution, is the norm in the private and political 
worlds. In both cases, clear mechanisms exist for controlling the lead
ers and for getting rid of them if they are not competent or take the 
wrong decisions. This is why, in the context of higher éducation insti-

• In many European countries, the public authorities play the rôle, 
more or less, of external boards in the US. Depending on the distri
bution of compétences between the ministry in charge and the in
stitution, the public authorities usually play a rôle in important de
cisions like the allocation of budgets, the approval of study pro
grammes or the appointment of professors. However, there is a 
large degree of diversity between one System and another. It is this 
aspect which allows the formai, if not the effective, autonomy of an 
institution to be measured.

=> Contrary to the USA where these are the ru le, external boards are 
few and far between in Europe. They are in principle composed 
exclusively of personalities from outside the institution. As the 
American expérience shows, external boards can be very suppor- 
tive to a rector/president engaged in a policy of change and in the 
strategie decision making process; but they can also be an night- 
mare for him or her if they hâve a high propensity for political mi
cro-management. In such cases, they are very similar to the public 
authorities (executive or legislative) who operate in the cases of in
stitutions with little autonomy. The choice of external board mem- 
bers is crucial: quality and expérience, as opposed to political obé
dience, should be the only criteria.
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Three points regarding 
structures

Model of structural 
organisation

Decision making in any given university dépends not only on its dif
ferent consultation and decision bodies. but also on its organisational 
structure. As seen above, we can identily three main models, each 
with variants: the traditional model with faculties and departments; a 
flatter type of organisation with only one level of subdivision (schools, 
departments or colleges); and the matrix System by which the institu
tions is organized according to its two main missions, research and 
teaching as well as leaming, both of these benefiting from a decision 
making structure. The arguments for and against these different mod
els are relatively well known.

tutions, rectors/presidents must be appointed for a spécifie period, 
which should be rencwable. It should also be possible not to renew 
their mandate at the end of a period, or to dismiss them during the 
course of the mandate. Such action should in principle be the respon
sibility of the same body which appointed him or her, in principle the 
administrative board or an extcrnal board. It is true thaï universities, 
more than any other institution, benefit from a spontaneous capacity 
for change and can be seriously affected by bad decisions imposed 
from the top; nevertheless, the challenges of today are too serions to 
trust the System of shared governance completely: this is too conser
vative and sometimes even incapable of making the decisions required 
by the changing environment. The challenge is to find a just balance 
between the two extremes.

Today, three points should be taken seriously into account. First, it is 
important for a structure to be kept as simple as possible in order to 
facilitate consultation and rapid decision making. Second, the devel
opment and spécialisation of science today imposes an increase in 
scale in order to guarantee the necessary critical mass. It is now not 
unusual to hâve 7-10 professors in disciplines which were well cov- 
ered by two professors fifty years ago. Third, despite the increasing 
division of disciplines into micro-specializations, many discoveries 
are done today at the margins between two or three disciplines. 
Moreover, solutions to sociétal questions need the joint input of many 
disciplines. Although interdisciplinarity has been recognized as essen- 
tial for a very long time, the traditional structures of universities, as 
well as the organisation of professional publications, are a serious 
obstacle to its development. This is why a number of universities 
across Europe are currently in a process of completely reengineering 
their organisational structure in order to promote interdisciplinarity, 
critical mass and capacity for change.
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The necessary management tools to 
support good governance

Management should be understood as the use 
of suitable tools to préparé and implement deci
sions and policies, as well as to monitor their 
efficiency and effectiveness.

Another open question is the profile of the idéal institutional leader. 
Considering the size. budget and the necessity imposed by the envi
ronment to make significant decisions, some could believe lhat the 
best profile for a rector/president is that of a businessman, with expé
rience in running a big firm. Apart front a few positive expériences, it 
is probably not the best solution, in particular because universities are 
extremely complex institutions, among others due to the quality of 
their human resources, the very spécial conditions of creativity at the 
frontiers of science, and the importance of the right communication 
methods in the teaching and research worlds. Therefore, the idéal 
leader remains someone who has gained a high réputation in science 
and/or as a teacher, and who is very familiar with the necessary con
ditions for innovation, creativity and teaching responsibility. However, 
if these high qualifies were quite sufficient fifty years ago, when the 
rector/president would spend perhaps only one day a week in his or 
lier office, they are no longer sufficient today. 
The complexity of the strategie decisions 
which hâve to be taken, the challenge of con- 
vincing the whole institution to join forces 
towards a spécifie aim as agreed by the ma- 
jority, the complexity of legal régulations, 
and the sophistication of management tools 
ail require that the leader should hâve excel
lent leadership and management aptitudes, 
whatever his or her academie discipline and 
in addition to his or her academie qualities. 
Although these can to a certain extent be 
leamed, not eveiybody has such skills. This 
is why the profile of the idéal rector/president should include compé
tences which hâve more to do with the intrinsic personality of the 
candidate and his or her ability to build on the scientific qualities he or 
she has already developed.

Obviously, the responsive and responsible university of today needs a 
good governance System in order to be able to make the strategie and 
administrative decisions required by the fast changing environment 
and to secure the support of the academie and non academie commu- 
nities for their implémentation. However, this is not enough. In order 
to préparé and implement the decisions, as well as to monitor their 
effectiveness, institutions need to develop and utilize the information
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Financial plan

Quality culture
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• A strategie plan is the best tool available to invite the whole insti
tution lo project itself into the future (around ten to fifteen years), 
examine different scénarios regarding the development of ils envi
ronment and its response to these developments, and to select the 
most appropriate strategy. This strategie plan and scénario building 
exercise should as far as possible be “zero-based” to force the dif
ferent units to justify their whole activity and not only the incré
mental developments they envisage.

5.2 The most important management tools to 
support good governance

• It is also very useful for institutions to establish a four-fïve year Fi
nancial plan, and to revise this every one or two years. Expérience 
shows that they are rarely applicable for more than two years, thus 
the necessity to update them on a regular basis. In addition to that, in 
order to facilitate internai budgetary negotiations and to inform sub
divisions about what they can expect in the future, the Financial plan 
helps the institution to extrapolate the additional costs linked to an 
investment (building, heavy equipment). However, the implémenta
tion of a Financial plan should not prevent the institution from sup- 
porting good projects or opportunities which appeared once the plan 
has already been put together. This implies that the organisational 
leadership should hâve an important budgetary reserve (around 5 - 
10 % of the total budget) at its disposai, which can be used, with the 
help of an ad hoc committee, in order to launch a very good project 
which appears to represent an opportunity.

provided by various management tools. These instruments serve also 
to secure the transparency and accountability of the institution, inter- 
nally and externally. This is not the place to describe these instruments 
in detail. This section will nevertheless briefly describe those which 
are indispensable for better governance. Those which hâve mainly an 
administrative character, like the administration of stridents and hu- 
man resources, accounting, computer services, logistics, etc ..., will 
not be described here, not because they are not important, but because 
their purpose is of an administrative nature and not necessarily to sup
port a strategy of change.

Any institution aware of the necessity to be pro-active and entrepre
neurial in this period of rapidly changing environments should de- 
velop and use the following management tools:

• Any university, whatever its level, can improve. The surest strategy to 
improve is to develop a rigorous culture of quality within the institu
tion. There are many ways to improve quality, but the most promising 
would appear to be a cyclical process of évaluation of ail academie 
and administrative units, articulated around a self-evaluation report, a
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• Finally, in a period of rapid change and significant decisions, the 
people concerned often react negatively because they are anxious 
for their présent positions. Since they are not able to move to an- 
other function and because they do not really see the purpose of a 
proposed change, or the possible advantages for them and for the 
whole institution. This is why the leaders of the university should 
spend much more time than they do traditionally on communica
tions and dialogue, both inside and outside the institution. In this 
period of over-information and increased insecurity, communica
tion should become the main instrument of today’s university 
leader.

• It is also a fact that accounting in most universities is restricted to 
the identification of the flow of expenditures and revenues in order 
to establish the yearly accounts. It is rare for university accounting 
to examine the efftciency or effectiveness of production, and to 
calculate the unit as well the fitll économie costs of different ac- 
tivities. Therefore, a well govemed and well led university should 
develop a System of analytical accounting and develop a spirit of 
monitoring. However, the purpose of this should be to support the 
academie staff and not to sanction them.

Better administration 
doesn’t mean rigid 

bureaucracy

» Universities are paradoxical: when scientific research is concerned, 
academies rigorously use data and statistical tools to reach scien
tific findings; but when budgetary decisions or the allocation of of
fice space are at stake, this is often done in a subjective manner by 
academies in administrative positions, where negotiating skills be
come the most important factor. Universities should therefore place 
a high priori ty on collecting and analysing core sets of data in order 
to be able to make objective decisions based on facts and not only 
on impressions. This implies that universities should set up a small 
institutional research unit, composed of one or two statistician- 
economist-sociologists, to elaborate and maintain this core set of 
“dashboard” indicators, analysing them and undertaking other rele
vant internai studies. The costs of such an initiative would be well 
compensated by the improvement in decisions made.

In concluding this section, it is necessary to remind university leaders 
and their heads of administration of the risks involved when develop- 
ing decision making tools and improving the administration. One of 
these is the création of heavy and rigid bureaucracy which then be- 
comes a real burden for the academie staff, instead of making their 
inévitable administrative work as simple and productive as possible. 
Too many administrative tasks, coupled with rigid ailes, are in the end 
frustrating and killing new initiatives, and encouraging subversive 
behaviour.

peer review visit, and a serions follow-up mechanism (see the Irish 
mode], Irish Universities Quality Board, 2006).
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The two key messages
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