Widening Demands on Universities: Challenges for Higher Education Research
Presentation at the CEST Workshop
Sybille Reichert

Bern, 6 October 2006

In the following presentation I would like to describe briefly what I believe are the chief concerns which European universities are trying to address currently, as well as some issues with which they will be confronted in the coming years. In view of these issues, new research needs arise which I will try to contour in relation to each of the new issues. To conclude, I will comment on the importance of adapting each research analysis to the institutional context to which it is supposed to contribute as one agent of change, proposing a codex of Higher Education Research as an integral part of institutional change.
1. Current and dawning issues for universities
1.1 The new relevance of universities

All over Europe (and in many other parts of the globe) universities are beginning to move to the centre stage of the knowledge economy project. The high value-added of knowledge intensive industries is needed to maintain our high standard of living, including the level and wide distribution of social welfare which is valued so highly in Europe. As prime producers of knowledge, universities have become key institutions. Apart from being communities of curiosity-driven, reflective and highly-qualified individuals, universities are seen as decisive centres of knowledge production and becoming recognised as a vital motor of the knowledge economy. Knowledge production is linked to (and often reduced to) wealth creation. Consequently, universities have been submitted to more intense scrutiny: Is the kind of knowledge they are producing and disseminating really the kind of knowledge that is most needed in the knowledge economy?  Usually, the question is negated with different degrees of urgency and varying responses at political and institutional levels. All over Europe, with varying pace and intensity, universities have been responding with the expansion (or establishment) of technology transfer services, incubators, science parks and a wide array of different forms of industry collaboration, often confronting resistance from some parts of the institution. The new relevance of university research and education is also reflected in a growing demand of university expertise for policy- and decision-makers. Furthermore, together with partners from industry, government and other intermediary agencies, universities are reflecting on the best ways to connect these different types of institutions into more innovative and creative environments which could attract the most qualified individuals, knowledge based firms and foreign direct investment. These discussions and policy developments are often led under the headings of “innovation systems” (Lundvall) of “triple helix interactions” (Etzkovitz and Leydesdorff) which have received concentrated scholarly and political attention in recent years. 
At the same time, concerns with high levels of unemployment in many parts of Europe, the cost and duration of university studies as well as the employability of university graduates have led to a wider recognition outside as well as inside universities that the relevance of university education, research training and research should be a central concern of current university reforms. Moreover, employers continuously emphasise that university education should pay more attention to fostering key competencies such as communication and presentation skills and the ability to work effectively in teams and international environments. The Bologna reforms are only one of several, though perhaps the most far-reaching, expression of these internalised concerns of universities with relevance to labour markets, economic progress and social responsibility.

Last not least, it is becoming increasingly clear that the necessary research expenditures as well as the acceptance or critical assessment of new technological development require increased public understanding of science and scholarship, enabling citizens to access to science and other expert-based policy issues and to identify with the process of scientific advancement.
All of these developments have led to a diversification of academic roles, with a new emphasis on multiple professional communication competences: professors are researchers and research managers, teachers and counsellors, learning and team coaches, expert evaluators and consultants, innovators and business founders, science communicators and marketers, grant proposal writers, fundraisers and financial administrators, all in one person. Given the diversified roles, tasks and professional profiles of HE researchers, teachers and managers, professional development is badly needed and needs good practice models and empirical research to rely on (to be convincing to university individuals).

But the described developments have also resulted in a whole array of new research needs: As mentioned above triple helix concerns about the most effective forms of cooperation between universities, businesses and government agencies are dominating discussions of politicians, university and research policy makers as well as university leaders. How to facilitate meaningful interactions, understanding, stimulation and common interests between universities, government agencies, and industry, how to best mobilise innovation, adapt curricula and develop common projects without undermining the independence and critical distance of university research and education -- these questions have become omnipresent. As a consequence there is an increasing demand for exchange of good practice, empirical data on the contextual conditions, nature and success of different policy and institutional instruments – a topic which is unlikely to loose its centrality easily. Understanding triple helix interactions will be increasingly urgent to national and regional Higher Education contexts, in order to justify und develop themselves as knowledge economies and vibrant innovation systems. 

In addition to the policy questions, new professional profiles and competences as well as increased resources and new financing forms are needed to live up to the new demands, requiring international comparison to allow universities to adopt good practice from other institutions. 
Moreover, since universities have moved away from their comfortable public purity into new forms of mutual engagement with private actors, new reflections on conflicts of interest, institutional identity and benefits, even new contractual forms, are required. More fundamentally, the articulation between the public and the private in the university will have to be rethought fundamentally, both in terms of the public role of private actors as well as in terms of the contribution of private interest to the public good, making clean distinctions of different roles of institutions and individuals a considerable challenge.
Against the backdrop of these developments and given the increasing osmosis between different national debates on research, innovation and higher education, the benchmarking needs of university leaders have exploded in recent years and are likely to increase further. In order to compete with other institutions in knowledge creation and transfer, institutions have to create new instruments to incentivise innovation activities. Thus they want to know from other institutions, especially in countries where these developments may have advanced further, which incentives work and why and which ones may be a waste of money. Furthermore, they want to learn more about how IP rights are protected and supported elsewhere, how start-ups are accompanied, how Venture Capital is identified and mobilised, how entrepreneurial skills are being promoted among researchers and students, and how communication with industry is being organised at institutional level.
Increasingly universities are subjected to superficial rankings and indicator-based funding and research evaluation methods with all too obvious distorting or mainstreaming effects. Therefore, universities ask themselves more and more often how research performance is evaluated and measured at other institutions or in other HE funding systems so as to be able to establish a solid foundation on which they can base decisions on which areas they should build as competitive strengths, which weaknesses to address, and on know how to position themselves against competitors. Indeed, given the rising costs of research infrastructure and salaries of international researchers, universities are forced to make choices for or against expansion in different subject areas. While they often have data from evaluations, universities also need additional input regarding the potential of new research areas. As yet, science and technology foresight is relatively crude so that judgements of individual trusted researchers are still the best data to get by, even though the judgement of peers may well have a mainstreaming bias. In the medium to long term, inter-subjective and bibliometrical methodology may be improved so as to complement or qualify such individual judgements.

Increasingly, major scientific equipment has to be bought by several institutions together so that good practice on inter-institutional financing modalities is needed. Research financing has become a major field of political and institutional interest and debate. Especially with an increasing proportion of research funds being channeled through project grants, the question of sustainability is raised in relation of research infrastructure. In the UK, the development of appropriate costing methods has occupied scores if not hundreds of representatives of higher education institutions and research funding agencies and is likely to occur in different forms in other European countries in which an increasing proportion of university money is distributed through competitive grants as well. One aspect of this debate, the overhead discussion, is already in full swing.
Budget problems, rising costs and increased visibility are forcing an increasing number of universities to build up additional funding sources: good practice on industry sponsoring and fund-raising (project donations or endowment) is being built up and exchanged. 

Finally, international competition for talent is forcing universities to become more professional in their marketing and communication practices for which they need input on professional practices and instruments, in particular on university-adapted approaches to marketing.
1.2 Universities as counterbalancing forces:

As a counterbalance to the new demands on medium-term relevance, universities find themselves increasingly having to justify blue-sky risky research endeavours. More data and research is needed on the benefits of such research, even for innovation and commercialisation, on the time lags it takes for purpose-free research to lead to unforeseen results which are relevant even from a utilitarian point of view, for social and economic welfare. Doubts are also often raised concerning the benefit of long term blue sky research results for the local (= regional and national) community. Why not just benefit form the basic research produced in other countries and invest locally in more immediately relevant research? Studies are needed to get to the bottom of this problem, to help university leaders justify their balance of long-term and medium-term, applied and basic research perspectives.

Counterbalancing the often economically bias of current interest in university performance, universities are often proactively contributing to spreading the benefits of knowledge more widely, extending access to Higher Education to including groups from disadvantaged backgrounds, or to addressing social concerns which fall between the cracks of economic preoccupation. Raising critical issues, identifying future problems and frontiers, and looking for solutions for wider social problems are university functions which are both traditional and always new. In their function of raising attention of policy and decision makers to future problems and challenges, universities are often called to address issues for which combinations of different specilisations are needed, as well as the ability to bring these different disciplinary perspectives together and to communicate results to non-specialist, non-academic audiences. Accordingly, research continues to be needed on the benefits and problems of interdisciplinary research and communication processes, on good practice, structural implications for universities as well as appropriate educational measures to foster interdisciplinary competences. While the issue has been emphasised sufficiently to inspire boredom in most audiences, the problems of appropriate approaches and structures remain unsolved. 
1.3 Researchers for the Knowledge Economy -- Graduate education

With the rising attention to Europe‘s competitiveness hinging on its research capacity, there is also an increasingly urgent interest in the ways we train and look after researchers and whether such research training is adapted to the economic and social needs of our knowledge economies and societies. Discussions on the quality and possible improvement of current graduate education, on research training preparing for diverse career paths also outside of academia are only some of the issues which form the center of a European-wide debate which has only begun. Since these topics as well as the attached higher education research needs and approaches will be discussed at length in the first half of this workshop and in my introduction of the topic, I will not dwell further on this focus area of current HE reforms and research. It is important to note in this context, however, that here again universities are facing new institutional challenges, from embedding the individual specialised research of a doctoral candidate in wider disciplinary and social contexts, to guaranteeing quality of supervision and creating common institutional structures of management, recruitment, funding, and marketing under the roof of graduate schools. In all cases, universities need trans-national benchmarking of organisational practices.
1.4 A new focus on the creative individual and competences (diversification of profiles and needs)

Linked to the above concern with diverse research careers, is the more general observation that professional tracks and vitae are becoming less determined, less continuous, and characterised by more international and inter-professional mobility. Furthermore, similar positions are occupied by individuals with very different training backgrounds. With people changing employers and places of employment several times in their lives, adaptability has become key asset. Moreover, more people choose to be self-employed, constructing their own professional portfolio. Entrepreneurial activity is becoming a prominent value in our societies. All of these trends have a profound impact on the way we conceive of university research and education and their function for the individual and society: To respond to these demands, university education is shifting its focus away from pure knowledge acquisition to defining competence profiles as structuring principles of university curricula. Since it is becoming increasingly difficult to define a body of knowledge that can be regarded as a definitive and more or less complete foundation which will enable a university graduate to feed from this knowledge ground for decades to come, the analytical, methodological and communicational skills which will allow him or her to adapt to changing requirements and be innovative throughout his or her life, is becoming a central concern, not just in curricular reforms but also didactics and assessment. Such changes of perspectives require new ways of organising teaching (e.g. less ex cathedra, more counselling of independent projects and teams) for which the research groundwork has hardly been laid: Empirical research on the relation between different competences and methods of fostering and assessing them is still in its infancy for the most part. Thus the Higher Education research needs are simple to formulate and difficult to carry out: How do we meaningfully define individual competences, and what are appropriate methods of training these competences, especially in relation to the different subject areas, and how can they be combined. Finally, how does one assess the success of these methods?  From communication, social, team and leadership skills, to creativity, entrepreneurial skills, intercultural sensitivity, international and global competence, higher education institutions have to balance demands of flexibility with the coherence of curricula, they have think of appropriate learning environments as much as of new teaching roles and methods. Research on best practice, adapted to different institutional and subject area needs, is urgently needed in these highly experimental grounds.
1.5 Institutional Differentiation and Organisational Development
Massification, diversification of career patterns and global research competition are leading to a push for differentiation and stratification in Higher Education sectors in many parts of Europe.  Diverse and sometimes conflicting demands entail choices on the part of institutions. Resources and time spent on one set of aims is taken away from another. Thus Higher Education Institutions need to define and consolidate their institutional profiles and position (e.g. as research universities, or as professional training institutions). E.g. increasing access to HE and creating globally competitive institutions are two competing drives which are not necessarily compatible, or only if supported with considerable additional resources to adapt both dimensions to form a consistent set of support functions. Politicians and funding agency administrators need to accept and consider an increasing complexity of institutional missions and profiles. Accordingly, differentiated policy responses, financing instruments and evaluation methods have to be developed which allow for institutional differentiation instead of undermining it (which is currently still the case in most European countries).These in turn require a solid basis of data and research to be justifiable and accepted.


The increased competition for funds, nationally and internationally, as well as the diversification of funding sources which is already quite advanced in in some countries such as the UK, demands a need and ability on the part of Higher Education Institutions to communicate with diverse target groups and cooperate across cultural boundaries.
2. Higher Education Research as integral part of change processes

Research in higher education is never entirely innocent. Whether it wants to or not, it forms part of ongoing debates which affect institutions and their members by way of new policies, institutional conditions, funding instruments, professional career conditions etc. Higher Education research contributes to the forming of opinions and decisions on those matters which it addresses and will thus be inextricably bound to political, institutional and individual choices which are made in those contexts. Often it explicitly addresses questions of change, analysing current situations which deserve to be improved, describing trends and future perspectives which have to be considered in designing institutional developments, and comparing policy or institutional choices and their impact which may stimulate a change of course. Thus Higher Education Research, no matter how theoretical its concerns may be, is in some ways always applied and has to be conscious of its own role as political agent. beyond its role of systematic observer. 

To do justice to this dual role of observer and contributor to change processes, different kinds of research projects obviously have to look for different forms of balance between engagement and critical distance. In my own professional experience, the international research on higher education issues which I contribute is often embedded in concrete political questions which higher education systems or institutions want to answer in view of their own aims and position. To facilitate the connection of a given HE research project with concrete action, I would propose a very practical list of conditions and attitudes which I try to consider in my engagements as a researcher and consultant on international Higher Education issues:
A Codex for HE Research as integral part of change processes
· Identify the deeper agenda, and institutional concerns, which may be implicit in the research question.

· Make hidden assumptions apparent and challenge them in the process of the research, at appropriate moments, if you find they hinder innovative development.
· Gain trust of university leaders by showing familiarity with the issues, their implications, their cross-links with other issues, so as to have the research analysis and recommendations being taken seriously later.
· Involve key actors and multipliers in non-formal meetings, workshops to include them in change process (in so far as the HE research project prepares change). To make sure that the systemic or institutional research which one contributes really forms part of an institutional reflection process, I try, as much as is possible in the context of the research contract, to urge the contract-giver to involve and let me involve the key actors and multipliers who would have ideas and experience to contribute to the issues in question. The early reflective participation contributes substantially to the later disposition of institutional players to take the researcher’s analysis and proposed recommendations for action seriously and actually use them as a stimulus for informed decision-making which is after all a key raison-d’être of HE research.
· Don´t forget or ignore hierarchical authority and „vanity fair“ (lightly but noticably), i.e. you may be in command of the issues but you are not in command of the change process. Power relations are important, interesting, relevant for the change process at hand, and can be played with constructively and ironised, especially if one is an outsider. Personally, I find friendly irony the best basis for a trust relationship with those who are (and often like to be) in positions of power.
· Be aware of disciplinary and professional discourse culture and try to bridge it in so far as diverse groups are involved, especially when moderating change-oriented discussions.
· Suggest connections of the institutional research with planning and concrete action.
· Advance as much information on other institution‘s conrete practices without undermining confidentiality: it is the practical instrumental knowledge which is often the most wanted.
· In so far as identification and loyalty toward the institution develops in the course of the project, make sure to express it.
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