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Preamble 
 HE&R worldwide is increasingly challenged by the deep and rapid 

revolution which is carrying away the world economy and society 
 Globalization 
 Disruptive  technological progress 
 Increasing demographic and financial imbalances 

 In most European countries, universities have a particularly difficult 
time due to the country financial and economic difficulties  and the 
suboptimal organization of the HE&R system 
 

 Two questions: can European Higher Education and Universities  
 adapt faster to the changing conditions and needs? 
 resist to the financial crisis and the international competition? 

 This contribution is a “practitioners’ view”  
 Part 1: European HE&R today 
 Part 2: Ways to face the challenges 
 Conclusion 

 Word of caution addressed to non Europeans: Europe, and in 
particular the large Europe of the Council of Europe, is far from the 
“United States of Europe”:  much more diversified and no central 
government which could conceive and impose a common policy  
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EUROPEAN HIGHER EDUCATION 
TODAY 

FIRST PART 
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A few characteristics 
 Differing national effort (% of GDP and enrollment quotas) 
 Differing outcome : scientific publications, innovation, competitiveness, 

and employment of graduates (+ proportion of graduates employed by 
the public sector) 

 A function of the relevance of HE&R for the economy and society 
 Ranking of institutions: 

 Europe: few institutions in the top 20 
 As many as in the USA for the top 200 
 Challenge: many new comers in Asia, and potentially in South-East Asia, Latin America 

and even Africa  
 A position at the top is more a function of budget than of nb. of students 

 Large variety of HE&R systems  
 Contrasting  proportion of public vs. private institutions between West 

(hardly any private competition) and East (overdeveloped, but weak 
private sector) 

 Centralized as well as decentralized systems 
 Selective (hierarchical) as well as egalitarian systems 
 Varying degrees of: 

 institutional autonomy  (observation: only a rich endowment can 
compensate for less autonomy!),  

 rigidities in the system, time consuming bureaucracies, contradictory 
regulations and incentives and conservatism within institutions 
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Increasing challenge to stay at the top 

 Increasing cost of research and postgraduate education; 
concentration of big research onto a smaller number of Institutions. 

 Decreasing young population (more or less compensated by increasing 
enrollment, which is by far not without problem!) 

 Disruptive new teaching technologies and research strategies: 
 MOOC’s (Massive Open Online Courses), like Coursera, edX (MIT; 

Harvard, Berkeley), … 
 MOORs (Massive Open Online Research project), 

 ArXiv : open online archive for electronic preprints or PLOS, the Public Library 
of Science 

 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) 

 

5 



 Increasing willingness of government to orientate research towards 
objects most relevant for society (environment, energy, food 
safety,…..), in the US, UK, EU 

 Increasing financial difficulties or orientation 
 Other demanding public responsibilities prevent the State to give a high priority 

to HE&R (aging population, social security, security, transport, etc…) 
 Increasing mistrust against research and university education (compared with 

professional education) 
 Particularly in Europe,  

 Strong political resistance against students’ fees 
 Lack of tradition for fund raising 

 Launch of special initiatives to support HE&R providing additional resources to a 
handful of selected institutions (but at the price of a huge effort) and 
discouraging for the others (highly visible and political selection processes have 
more negative impact than the relatively confidential decisions of research 
councils) 

 Increasing worldwide competition for talented graduate students and 
researchers (the knowledge society requires an increasing number of well educated 
workers, both in the hard and soft sciences) 



WAYS TO MEET THE 
CHALLENGES 

SECOND PART 
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HE&R Systems and State policy 
 Should provide a solid framework for institutional development and 

initiatives; efficient systems are transparent and simple (foresee only a 
few types of institutions): in the most efficient systems (US, UK, CH, 
DE, .. 

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

 University and professional educations should be done in two different types 
of institutions (the path to enter these institutions can be different , for ex. 
dual Swiss system) 

 Large institutional autonomy is guaranteed 

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

potential),  
 competitive criteria (for ex. English system of 3 criteria) 

 Promote flexibility and be as little bureaucratic as possible: 
 reduce ex ante controls and reinforce ex post controls) 
 incentives should promote innovation and improvement and regulation 

should not encourage immobility 
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The importance of human resources 
 Students 

 Important to encourage the inflow and outflow of international 
students 

 Research universities should give a higher priority to programs, 
pedagogy and the carrier of the next generation 

 The new possibilities offered by new technologies (internet, MOOCs, 
social networks), should be exploited  

 PhD students and postdoc should be rigorously mentored 

 Academic staff  
 Recruitment should be competitive and international (the surprising 

protectionism in many European countries is auto-destructive for 
European Universities) 

 Precariousness of postdoc should be handled energetically; postdoc 
should not be treated like slaves because they do not have 
immediately an alternative (the teaching-research profession is 
becoming less attractive) 

 Last but not least, the working conditions, incl. salary, contract 
duration and working conditions, should be improved in most 
countries 
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Finance 

 At the State level:  
 HE&R is a public responsibility due to the external benefits produced by 

education and research (this has always been the case and it is 
increasingly so in a world where knowledge is getting increasingly 
important). 

 Today, the necessary increase of  priority for HE&R is impended by the 
short-sightedness of politicians 

 The fact that HE is a public responsibility does not mean that students 
should not pay any fees as a compensation for the individual benefits 
accruing to them (raising fees would contribute both to efficiency and 
to equity) 

 Institutions: 
 should be more systematic and aggressive in raising other resources; 

(crying for more State funding is no alternative!) 
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Institutional governance 
 The challenge: HEIs are no business, but should nevertheless be 

entrepreneurial in order to be responsive to the changing world 
(while remaining responsible in conformity with their unique 
position).  

 Necessary good balance between 
 bottom up (know better, but no general view) 
 and top down (no better the main interest of the institution, but not enough 

what is relevant at the level of disciplines 
 

 Internal democratic institutions are important to channel the opinion 
of the university collectivity, but they should not prevent the 
institution to move 

 Quality improvement 
 It is the responsibility of each institution; the State should only control if it is 

seriously done 
 Avoid evaluation according to pre-defined criteria, but evaluate fitness for 

purpose 
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BY WAY OF CONCLUSION 
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 At system level (government policy)  
 Balanced system between research and teaching (professional) 

universities (coordination with schools) 
 Decentralize and create room for flexibility (reduce bureaucracy and 

contradictory regulations and incentives) 
 Gain the political support indispensable for the long term development 

of the country 
 Create a climate of reasonable competition and promote 

internationalization 

 At institutional level 
 More entrepreneurial 
 Be more international, in particular for the recruitment of human 

resources (teachers and students) 
 Promote innovation in teaching programs and methods 
 Stronger institutional governance 
 Reasonable fees 
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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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