
Higher Education in 2020: 
between tradition and 

revolution 

RCSI Gathering 
Dublin, September 13, 2013 

 
Luc WEBER, 

Rector Emeritus University of Geneva 
President of the « Glion Colloquium » 

1 



Preamble 
 The World is changing at an increasing speed, imposing to all 

institutions to adapt (or to die) 
 

 Universities are among the oldest human institutions! Nevertheless,  
 they do not escape these deep changes 
 more than that, they have largely contributed to many of them 
 

 Consequence: Universities are divided between 
 tradition (and they are a particularly conservative type of institution) 
 and change (adaptation).  
 

 What is going on in the University World is particularly interesting to 
observe, but it is difficult to make precise long term previsions 
(technological progress is difficult to foresee and there is a lot of room 
for different strategies). Outline for today: 
 Part I:  University traditions and pressures for change 
 Part II: Main challenges for a research university and for a country 
 Conclusion 
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TRADITION AND 
 PRESSURES FOR CHANGE 

PART I 
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The University tradition 
 Fair-minded community of scholars and students sharing the same 

passion for knowledge 
 inventory and analysis of the World Cultural heritage 
 transmission of knowledge (teaching) and teaching students how to learn 

(learning) 
 creation of new knowledge (research: curiosity driven, collaborative, 

applied) 
 preparation of the next generation of scholars 
 support to the community (outreach/third mission) 
 

 Scientific methods:  
 new knowledge is established thanks to the application of adequate and 

rigorous methods of investigation (which ends up in criticizing previous 
knowledge) 

 avoid value judgments and partial statements  
Necessary conditions: university autonomy and academic freedom 
(subject to ethical values and respect of democracy, as well as institutions’ 
strategies) 
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The pressures for change 
 Universities, scholars and students are permanently confronted to new 

knowledge and have to be responsive to change 
 At the same time, they have to be responsible towards society at 

large 
 

 However, the scope and rhythm of change have dramatically changed 
during the last 50 years or so  
 globalization (internationalization) (political and technological origins) 
 disruptive scientific and technological progress (in particular in the life 

sciences and IT) 
 increasing competition for human and financial resources, as well as for 

new markets and new products, services and processes 
 raise of new players (China, Korea, Taiwan, Brazil, Gulf countries….) 
 diverging demographic, economic and financial developments; therefore 

increasing imbalances 
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MAIN CHALLENGES FOR A 
RESEARCH UNIVERSITY AND 

FOR A COUNTRY 

PART II 
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Changing societal and labor market needs 

 We live in a knowledge society 
 Knowledge has become increasingly important: 

  in a very competitive world economy and 
  in complex societies 
 

 Therefore, education, and in particular higher education, are becoming 
crucial for the stability of our societies and for a stable economic and 
financial development 
 Need for an increasing number of qualified people, both generalists and 

specialists, and who, increasingly have an international perspective;  
 Need to solve societal problems (energy, environment, …sustainable economic 

and financial development, multicultural dialogue, world governance) 
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Changing research environment and 
methods 

 Far better information about research in progress and research results 
 Contribute to the creation of new knowledge 
 Increase competition between scientists 
 

 Huge laboratories (CERN, ESA, ESO, EMBL) and meta interdisciplinary 
projects involving hundreds of scientists (European programs-ERC-
Horizons 2020) 

 
 MOORs (Massive Open Online Research project), 

 Open online archives for electronic preprints 
 Collaborative research 
 Digital medicine and humanities (Human Genome Project and also in the 

humanities and social sciences) 
 Simulation-based research (third-line of research complementing theoretical 

and experimental science); ex. Human Brain Project (1 billion €, 134 
institutions in 23 countries) 

 Data mining and computation 
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Changing teaching environment and 
methods 

 Massification (from elite Universities to mass universities) 
 
 Political and business pressures for more professional training and less 

“academic” education 
 
 Students enjoy a much easier access to knowledge thanks to the web 

(Google, Wikipedia, …); real challenge for teaching staff 
 
 Fast development of MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses), like 

Coursera, edX (MIT; Harvard, Berkeley), 
 new type of textbook  or a “tsunami” for traditional universities?  
 the quasi monopoly position of universities will certainly be weakened! 
 

 Response to the needs of non regular students, in particular lifelong 
learning (a real market for MOOCs) 
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Changing importance of human resources 
 HR are crucial in the HE&R sector;        quality of teaching and research  
 Development of science contributes to an increasing specialization at the 

cost of a general and critical view 
 Business needs more engineers, hard and life scientists, as well as MBAs, but complex 

societies require social scientists and humanists to better understand how it works and to 
keep a critical view) 

 The capacity to work in society and business does not depend exclusively on the QI and 
degree of specialization, but also on emotional intelligence and the degree of general culture 

 
 Increasing responsibility for universities: 

 to educate and “mentor” the next generation of teachers-researchers  
 to fight the precariousness of many young scholars 
 to attract promising students from all over the world to enlarge the 

recruitment basis 
 to have a competitive and international recruitment processes 
 and, last but not least, to offer salaries in line with the importance for the 

economy and society 
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Changing governmental policies 
 HE&R is a public responsibility: the benefit of HE&R goes far behind the 

students and the researchers (external benefits); therefore 
 the relationship supply-demand cannot be completely privatized 
 the public sector has to provide and finance higher education (this does not preclude 

fees and private provision) 
 

 Changing ways to finance research: less funds for curiosity driven 
research and more funds allocated to big orientated programs 

 Changing ways to finance institutions; in a few big European countries, 
additional funds allocated on the basis of a competition (excellence 
initiatives) 
 

 Strong political pressures for more accountability : 
 accreditation (given on the basis of a set of pre-defined criteria) 
 quality improvement (evaluation based on fitness for purpose) 

 Decreasing trust – increased bureaucracy – diverging regulations and 
incentives 
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Changing institutional governance, 
leadership and financing 

 Universities are no business but should nevertheless be led 
 Bottom up: important because knowledge is at the base of the pyramid 
 Nevertheless, top down: necessary because subdivisions neglect the 

general interest of the institution 
 

 Leadership 
 institutions should be led by a team of “directors” 
 democratic bodies should convey the opinion of the full community, but not 

lead (or even paralyze) the institution 
 

 Finance: most Nations can hardly give a higher priority to HE&R:  
fundraising 
 fees (if reasonable, positive in terms of efficiency and equity) 
 research grants and contracts 
 alumni's, sponsors 
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Changing HE system 
 Different needs from society and market         differentiated response 
 Systems should 

 provide a solid framework for institutional development and initiatives 
 be transparent and simple: in the most efficient systems  

 research -  fundamental and applied – is done in universities and applied science 
institutions (apart from big labs) 

 university and professional educations is done in two types of institutions  
 large institutional autonomy is guaranteed 

 
 

 State financing for HE&R should be based on: 
 quantitative (nb. of students) and qualitative criteria (research potential), as 

well as competitive criteria (for ex. English system with 3 criteria) 
 promote flexibility and be as little bureaucratic as possible: 

 rigorous ex post controls 
 incentives to promote innovation and improvement 
 regulation should not encourage immobility 
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Changing popular and political support 

 In the West 
 Increasing mistrust against university education and research 
 Strong competition with other public tasks (aging, social security, security-

defence, transport) 
 Economic and financial (private and public) crisis are at the origin of very 

severe cuts 
 

 In fast developing countries 
 Exactly the opposite is happening 
 High societal demand for HE and good public and private response 
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BY WAY OF CONCLUSION 
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 HE is and will continue to be in movement 
 Might not be visible year after year, but is significant over 10 years 
 A group of institutions will move slowly (or as little as possible) 
 Another group will move extremely rapidly (ex. of EPFL and the Asian tigers) 
 Almost completely new institutions will emerge from nothing, in particular in 

Asia (KAIST, POSTECH, SMU, HKUST, SHANGHAI JIAO TONG), Middle East 
(KAUST) + “MOOCs institutions” 
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 Difference between institutions will increase 
 Good institutions will fight and manage to remain good 
 Greatest changes will happen in second and third class institutions under 

the pressure of the changing research environment 
 A group of institutions will remain research universities, but will focus more on teaching and 

learning and on applied research not done by top class institutions;  
 Other will become teaching institutions, joining (merging with) the group of professional 

teaching universities 
 Specialized schools have a future provided they are good and well interconnected 

internationally. 
 

 Finally, we can expect that all those countries where the HE sector is 
lagging behind will be less and less competitive, therefore will have 
even more difficulties supporting their HE sector 
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 And, never forget: 
 

Things take longer to happen than you think they will and 
Then they happen faster than you thought they could. 

Ruedi Dornbusch (MIT) 

 

THANK YOU 
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