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1 I shall aim to-day to offer my assessment of what universities will 
look like in 2020.  My experience of higher education is based on a 
number of posts in the UK Government’s Department of Education 
including a secondment to the University Grants Committee and more 
importantly as director for higher education up to 2000. Since that 
time I have worked as a consultant in a number of European and 
Asian countries and have also been a member of the governing 
bodies of 3 very different universities (University of Surrey, University 
for the Creative Arts, and Southampton Solent University).  
  
2  We need to be clear about what we mean by the terms 
‘universities’ and ‘autonomous’ (including  governance and 
management as in the title for this roundtable). 
 
‘Universities’ 
 
3  The first universities in Europe were created over 500 years ago. 
Their role was essentially to develop knowledge, and to teach or 
encourage others to develop knowledge also. The staff and students 
were philosophers and researchers. The total numbers involved were 
very small. Reliance on private funds inevitably constrained growth. 
There was however much travelling between the main sites in Europe 
to co-operate and share latest thinking. There were significant 
advances both in the natural sciences, and the arts and humanities. 
This led to the concept of a university having several faculties, 
engaging in teaching and research and setting high standards. There 
was little direct management of universities. Decisions were taken on 
a collegiate basis. Individual professors had considerable freedom.  
Ultimately, society as a whole benefitted from the advances 
discovered in the universities.  
  



4   Some universities throughout the world have clung to this 
approach for universities. The number of staff and students has 
increased dramatically so that it is not uncommon for more than 75% 
of all 18 year olds to go to university. The table below shows the 
proportion of the population in selected OECD countries which have 
attained at least upper secondary education.  

 
In 2006, 57% of school leavers went on to higher education 
compared with 37% in 1995.  
 
5   In some countries, a significant proportion of students study part-
time alongside permanent employment – either by attending a local 
university or through borderless education. In some universities, 
students in all subjects are required to spend a year in suitable 
employment to gain further experience of the needs of employers.  
Borderless higher education and transnational higher education are 
increasing. 
 
6   Across Europe and Asia, birth rate trends mean that the number of 
18-21 year olds is going to decline – if not by 2015 by 2025.  
 
7  Employers and Governments have taken a direct interest in the 
development of universities. In most European countries a substantial 
element of the cost of higher education, including the cost of 
supporting students, is met from public funds. But this raises its own 
problems. Expenditure per student in Hungary, the Netherlands, and 
Sweden has fallen over the past decade whilst in Belgium, Germany 



and Ireland, expenditure per student has fallen since 2000. Other 
countries – Japan, Korea, and the UK – have introduced payments or 
higher payments for students, stressing the benefits of higher 
education for both society and individuals.  
 
8  Despite these substantial changes, the basic structure of higher 
education has not substantially changed in many European countries. 
There remains in place a binary line. On one side of the line are the 
universities which have generally concentrated on research and 
restricted their subjects to those which they believe to have academic 
credentials. Some universities have, for example, argued against  
setting up faculties for business studies or management education. 
On the other side of the binary line are the more vocational 
institutions (polytechnics) which offer advanced studies and skills for 
professional employment. This matches the increasing interest of 
Governments in meeting the needs of the economy for highly skilled 
manpower. 
 
9  The binary arrangement suits Governments because it enables 
them readily to concentrate funds for research mainly in the 
universities. It suits the universities because it enables them to retain 
their traditional subjects, to co-operate rather than compete with other 
universities, and to limit competition with other institutions. 
 
10  The Bologna Agreement provided, amongst other things, for 
common qualifications in Europe, namely both Bachelors and 
Masters degrees. Over time, this will have a significant and beneficial 
effect for universities in Europe. However, universities in some 
countries regarded the Bachelors degree solely as a stepping stone 
towards a Masters qualification and research expertise. The benefits 
of a self-standing Bachelors degree  have yet to be fully realised. The 
major benefit is flexibility. Students completing a Bachelors degree 
may proceed directly to employment, or take a specialised 
postgraduate course to improve their prospects for advancement in 
employment, or they may seek a place on a traditional Masters 
degree and proceed further to a Doctorate.  These points illustrate 
that the essential basis for the Bologna agreement in Europe is still a 
matter of some debate in terms of its application in individual 
countries. In practice however, the Agreement offers a flexible 

 



approach to the provision of Bachelors and Masters degrees, the 
advantages of which are beginning to be recognised. 
 
11  My purpose in offering this brief summary is to demonstrate that 
in Europe, and in Asia too, the role and objectives of universities vary 
a great deal. In most countries, Governments continue to play a key 
role in the development of their university system – even in the case 
of private universities where funds for research will often be 
supported by Governments.  
 
10 The issue of effectiveness (of both teaching and research) is 
difficult for Governments because it requires an assessment of 
matters which are primarily academic.  Not surprisingly, the 
universities have been keen to demonstrate that their spending is 
highly effective. Different kinds of quality assessment for teaching 
and research have been developed and form part of the Bologna 
Agreement. Student satisfaction surveys have become common. 
These assessments and surveys have tended to offer a benign 
picture of effectiveness.  One result of this is that, despite their 
shortcomings, national and world league tables have begun to 
acquire more importance for Governments and universities in 
assessing merits of individual universities.  
 
11 Positions in league tables depend much on the measures adopted 
in preparing the tables. The Shanghai table is well known but 
concentrates on research outcomes. The OECD table does not 
encompass all universities. The QS-Times Higher table incorporates 
a measure of quality by peer review: 
 
12 Each of these tables provides a broadly similar picture even if the 
precise position of individual universities varies. The top ten world 
positions in the QS-Times Higher table are shown below: 
 
1 HARVARD University United States  

2 YALE University United States  

3 University of CAMBRIDGE United Kingdom  

4 University of OXFORD United Kingdom  

5 CALIFORNIA Institute of Technology (Calt... Unite d States  



6 IMPERIAL College London United Kingdom  

7 UCL (University College London) United Kingdom  

8 University of CHICAGO United States  

9 MASSACHUSETTS Institute of Technology (M... Unite d States  

10 COLUMBIA University  United States 

  

13   As others have pointed out (the Bruegel Blueprint in Belgium and 
the European University Institute in Florence both in 2008) a feature 
of all those universities in the top 10 places is that they engage 
competitively in both domestic and overseas markets. They select the 
best students and appoint the top professors. They win competitions 
for research grants. A high proportion of both academic staff and 
students are from overseas. The following table shows the proportion 
of all international students by destination; 



 

14 This is what the President of the European University Institute, 
Professor Meny, had to say in 2008 about the two main conditions for 
universities to reach the top of the league: 
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I would add one further point. It is easier to engage in competition if a 
university has already established a world-wide reputation. 

 

AUTONOMY, GOVERNANCE AND MANAGEMENT    

15   In simple terms, autonomy concerns the level of independence 
available to the university. Governance concerns the internal and 
external arrangements for governing the university. External relates 
mainly to action taken by or on behalf of the national government but 
it may also involve other external bodies.  Management is about 
managing the university – solely an internal function. In each case, 
the Government is the main body which might set limits or rules on 
how the university goes about its business. But others, such as 
employer organisations, may also play a part. In Europe to-day, most 
Governments accept, in principle, the need for maximum autonomy 
for universities on the grounds that universities are in the best 



position to judge how to go about their academic development. In 
terms of effectiveness of output, the important areas for autonomy 
are: 

a) the selection and admission arrangements for students 

b) the employment of academic and non-academic staff, including 
levels of pay 

c)  the appointment and remuneration of the President or Vice-
Chancellor  

d)  all matters concerning the curriculum and the development of new 
courses, and avenues for research.  

e)  ownership of all property, including land and buildings. 

16   Where Governments provide a major part of the funding, it may 
be appropriate for them to specify the total number of students for 
which that funding is expected to provide and to engage in promoting 
particular activities. But there should be advantages in terms of 
autonomy if a significant proportion of funding originates from sources 
other than  Governments – including payments by students.  The 
following table illustrates levels of private funding in different 
countries.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17   Governments may also decide to promote particular areas of 
research or teaching with specific funding. In addition, Governments 
generally recognise that research output is more effective if it is 

1. Year of reference 2005.
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concentrated. In some countries, this restriction is achieved by 
limiting the number of universities and by providing a significant part 
of their higher education in other non-university institutions. In other 
countries, such as the USA and China, concentration of research is 
achieved by specifying a limited number of universities as eligible to 
receive public funding for research. In the UK, all universities are 
eligible for research funding but both funds for specific research and 
general funds for research are allocated according to an assessment 
of quality – in the case of general funds through a Research  

In many countries in Asia and Europe, a link between public funding 
and the number of students can present problems because, as I have 
already cited, the number of young people is declining and will 
continue to decline over the next decade.  

17 Governments may also promote particular areas of research or 
teaching with specific funding. In addition, Governments generally 
recognise that research output, particularly in science and 
technology, is more effective if it is concentrated. In some countries, 
this restriction is achieved by limiting the number of universities and 
by providing a significant proportion of tertiary education in non-
university institutions. In other countries such as the USA and China, 
concentration of research is achieved by specifying a limited number 
of universities as eligible to receive public funding for research. In the 
UK, all universities are eligible for research funding but both funds for 
specific research and general funds for research infrastructure are 
allocated according to the quality of output measured through a 
Research Assessment Exercise. This ensures maximum competition. 
But it requires a major effort for universities and is being replaced by 
a simpler formula based assessment of quality.   

18   In both Europe and Asia, some Governments choose however to 
go further than this and to limit the areas of desirable autonomy in a) 
– e) above. For example, the admission of students may be required 
to take account of political or geographical considerations [eg 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka) rather than be based on academic 
considerations. The appointment of President of a University may 
require reference to a Minister of the Government. Some 
Governments insist on retaining ownership of all sites and buildings – 
which constrains the ability of the university in taking decisions on 
their planned academic developments.  



19   For governance, it is important that universities are able to 
determine the detailed internal arrangements. Ideally, the President 
should be held accountable to the universities governing body – both 
in the handling of funds and as the chief officer more generally within 
the university.  The governing body should comprise external 
members, including local or regional employers, so that the President 
may also be held accountable for the extent to which the university 
has regard to local, regional, and national needs (for teaching and 
research).  With advice from the President and senior staff, the 
governing body should set the strategic plan for the University. The 
Government should have a role in governance only in relation to the 
creation of new universities and particularly those which require 
public funding. It will also want some means of ensuring that public 
funds are spent wisely. 

20   Management of the university should be a matter solely for the 
university. Increasingly, the earlier collegiate approach is seen to be 
too cumbersome for large modern complex universities. Universities 
are setting up corporate management arrangements with a small 
Executive Board comprising the President, Heads of Schools of 
Faculties, and the Chief Finance Officer.  Academic staff are involved 
through continuing consultation on major issues through the 
Academic Board, usually chaired by the President. 

CONCLUSION 

21    I conclude from this brief analysis that by the year 2020  
universities, with the support of their Governments, will generally 
have moved in the following directions: 

a)  Greater diversity in terms of the range of subjects and of the 
curriculum for both undergraduate and postgraduate qualifications – 
so as to compete more effectively and respond to new demands from 
potential students and others; 

b)  Some further overlap between the university and non-university 
sectors in those countries with a binary line – with abolition of the 
binary line over time; 

c) Greater overt competition in recruiting high quality home and 
international students – competition intensified by the projected fall in 
the number of students. 



d) More intense competition for research funds as Governments seek 
further concentration of research – albeit with more flexibility in 
selecting suitable universities according to research output. 

d) New or higher payments from both national and international 
students – reinforcing autonomy. 

22  There will be further autonomy for universities: 

a)  Residual powers adopted by governments in many European 
countries  gradually abandoned. There is no case for Governments to 
be directly involved in appointments of Presidents or other university 
staff, or the selection of students.  

b) Approach supported by funding through payments from students 

c)  More generally recognised by Governments that accountability for 
universities is best achieved by effective governing bodies which set 
the strategies for individual universities and hold the Presidents 
accountable for delivering those strategies. 

d)  Small Executive Boards to become more common in managing 
universities – although Academic Boards will continue to be consulted 
on significant developments. 

 

 

 

Tony Clark 
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TIMES HIGHER WORLD LEAGUE 
TABLE

1 HARVARD University United States
2 YALE University United States
3 University of CAMBRIDGE United Kingdom 
4 University of OXFORD United Kingdom 
5 CALIFORNIA Institute of Technology United States
6 IMPERIAL College London United Kingdom 
7 UCL (University College London) United Kingdom 
8 University of CHICAGO United States
9 MASSACHUSETTS Institute of Technology United States
10 COLUMBIA University United States



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

AUTONOMY 

• Internal governance
• Appointment and remuneration of 

President
• Selection and admission of students
• Employment of staff, including pay
• The curriculum, development of new 

courses and programmes of research
• Responsibility for land and buildings
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UP TO THE YEAR 2020

• More diversity – more competition
• More overlap with non-university 

institutions
• More overt competition in selecting home 

and international students
• Further concentration of research funds
• New or higher payments from home and 

international students


