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Foreword

Beyond the traditional functions
of teaching, research and innovation, universities are expected
to fulfil new roles and tasks and
respond to new challenges in an
increasingly complex and global
environment.
EUA strongly believes that increasing institutional autonomy
is key to enabling universities to
respond to these new demands.
In its Prague Declaration (2009),
EUA reaffirms the crucial role of
autonomy as a success factor
for European universities in the
next decade.
EUA has undertaken to try and understand better
the different elements of autonomy that are import
ant for European universities and to analyse how
these are reflected in different national systems. Aspects of university autonomy are being addressed
in many different EUA projects, such as the TRENDS
reports or in ongoing work on financial sustainability or institutional diversity, while questions of
governance and autonomy are also at the heart of
the institutional audits carried out by EUA’s Institutional Evaluation Programme. All these activities
help to improve EUA’s information on, and understanding of, the importance of autonomy for European universities.
The present study, very much of an exploratory nature, is targeted quite specifically at providing the
foundations for a Europe-wide database of compar
able information on different aspects of university
governance and autonomy. The report compares
and analyses a series of elements of financial,

organisational, staffing and academic autonomy
in thirty-four European countries. It also seeks to
bring an institutionally focused perspective into
the on-going debate on university autonomy and
governance.
This study has revealed that the terminology used
to define elements of institutional autonomy as well
as the perspectives from which they are viewed and
evaluated vary greatly across Europe. Thus, defin
ing and separating out the various components of
autonomy under analysis is a complicated and complex process. There is a high degree of diversity in
the framework conditions, regulations, and implementation processes governing the way in which
Europe’s universities operate. It is clear that the relationship between the state and higher education
institutions can take a variety of forms and that there
is not just one ideal “model”.
Therefore, this study seeks to offer a preliminary
analysis of the great diversity of models available.
Further work is needed, and already planned, to
take this forward, and to try and identify common
issues that constitute core elements crucial for creating contexts in which university autonomy can
flourish and develop.
Finally, our heartfelt thanks go to the Secretaries
General of Europe’s National Rectors’ Conferences
and their expert staff who contributed in a major
way to this study, by giving their time, expertise
and enthusiasm.

Jean-Marc Rapp
EUA President
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Changing expectations of universities’ contributions
to a knowledge-based economy and society over
the last decade have transformed the relationship
between the state and higher education institutions.
University governance and the degree of control exerted by the state have become the subject of much
debate.
The European Commission and a significant number
of European governments have recognised the need
for university autonomy. In its Communication “Delivering on the Modernisation Agenda for Universities: Education, Research and Innovation” (May
2006), the European Commission marks as a priority
the creation of new frameworks for universities, characterised by improved autonomy and accountability.
The Council of the European Union (2007) confirms
this approach and makes an explicit link between
autonomy and the ability of universities to respond
to society expectations. In this framework, university autonomy is not only crucial to the achievement
of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), but
is also a determining factor in the completion of
the European Research Area (ERA), as stated in the
European Commission’s Green Paper “The European
Research Area: New perspectives” (April 2007).
Growing interest at policy level is mirrored by the
volume of literature available on the topic and has
led to a wide range of definitions and concepts of
autonomy (for example Clark, Sporn, Salmi, Huisman, Anderson and Johnson, Maassen). In this
report, “institutional autonomy” refers to the constantly changing relations between the state and
higher education institutions and the degree of control exerted by the state, depending on the national
context and circumstances. The variety of situations
across Europe reflects the multiple approaches to
the ongoing quest for a balance between autonomy
and accountability in response to the demands of

society and the changing understanding of public
responsibility for higher education.
Although many studies have identified a trend away
from direct state control towards indirect steering
mechanisms (such as financial or quality assurance
mechanisms) public authorities still retain a central
role in the regulation of the higher education system and, in a large number of countries, still exert
direct control.
While there is broad agreement on the importance
of autonomy for the achievement of universities’
missions in the 21st century, there is little specific upto-date information comparing national systems in
Europe and what this means in practice for the universities operating in these countries. A comprehensive overview of the current state of play in terms of
autonomy and related higher education reforms in
Europe is required to provide a valuable exchange
of knowledge for all participants involved in this fast
changing process.
Perceptions and terminology related to institutional
autonomy vary greatly in Europe, however, and to
compare systems reliably, more systematic mapping
of universities’ autonomy and accountability is necessary. Debate needs to be underpinned by reliable
data to enable valuable examination of the correlation of autonomy with institutional performance,
excellence, quality and efficiency.
EUA is devoting its attention to the development and
impact of autonomy and related reforms through a
wide array of studies (such as the Trends reports, the
project report “Financially Sustainable Universities:
Towards full costing in European universities”, the
EUDIS project and the Diversity study report), as
well as through stakeholder debates, conferences
and its Institutional Evaluation Programme.1

1 http://www.eua.be/events/institutional-evaluation-programme/home/

EUA has thus designed a multi-stage, interactive
process aimed at enabling university practitioners
and regulatory authorities to compare systems
across Europe in a fruitful fashion.
The aim of this study, which began at the end of
2007, is to provide a foundation for a Europe-wide
comparable database through analysis of certain
crucial aspects of autonomy. It also aims to bring
the institutional perspective (i.e. what autonomy really means in practice) into the debate on autonomy
and governance reforms on policy level.
In view of the wide range of definitions of auton
omy, this study used as a starting point the basic
four dimensions set out in EUA’s Lisbon declaration
(2007), which are academic, financial, organis
ational and staffing autonomy.
The study specifically looked at the ability of universities to decide on:
• organisational structures and institutional
governance – in particular, the ability to establish
structures and governing bodies, university leadership and who is accountable to whom
• financial issues – in particular the different forms
of acquiring and allocating funding, the ability to
charge tuition fees, to accumulate surplus, to borrow and raise money from different sources, the
ability to own land and buildings and reporting
procedures as accountability tools
• staffing matters – in particular the capacity to
recruit staff, the responsibility for terms of employment such as salaries and issues relating to
employment contracts such as civil servant status
• academic matters – in particular the capacity to
define the academic profile, to introduce or terminate degree programmes, to define the structure
and content of degree programmes, roles and responsibilities with regard to the quality assurance
of programmes and degrees and the extent of
control over student admissions.

It is obvious that some of these elements overlap
or are interrelated. One important aspect of staf
fing autonomy is, for example, the extent to which
universities have control over financial matters related to staffing, such as the overall salary costs and
individual salary levels, which is also a fundamental
element of financial autonomy.
Furthermore, it is clear that the four elements of
autonomy discussed do not cover all aspects of autonomy. The ability to decide on the areas, scope,
aims, and methods of research for example forms a
significant part of a university’s academic autonomy.
Due to the limited resources of this project and in
order to provide an overview of a sufficient number
of European systems, EUA restricted research to the
above areas. Data collection and comparison for the
remaining elements will follow (see also “Next steps
and outlook”).
This study reveals that the framework and conditions under which Europe’s universities operate vary
greatly between and sometimes within countries.
Hence the relationship between the state and higher education institutions takes a variety of forms.
Moreover, this work shows that analysis of auton
omy should not be done in isolation and requires
that the broader context be taken into account. In
other words this requires consideration of the specific development, culture and traditions of national
higher education systems across Europe, in addition
to present legal frameworks and ongoing higher
education reforms. Thus, there is no ideal model of
autonomy, but rather a set of basic principles that
constitute crucial elements of autonomy, and that,
when implemented in the context of a given system, support universities in carrying out ever more
complex missions.
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EUA’s research on the state of institutional auton
omy and governance amongst Europe’s univer
sities began at the end of 2007. The main basis for
analysis was an online questionnaire addressed to
those National Rectors’ Conferences (NRC) which
are members of EUA. The questionnaire focussed
on the legal status of institutions, institutional strategies, management and governing structures, financial issues, students, human resources, intermediary
bodies and overall autonomy. It was completed by
twenty countries. However, the findings from the
survey, also discussed with the Secretaries General
of the NRCs in the first half of 2008, were not always
easily comparable and showed variations in the understanding of concepts and questions.
In order to ensure clarity and comparability of the
results and to obtain a broader picture of national
trends, the scope of and constraints on institutional
autonomy in Europe, EUA decided to conduct a series of telephone interviews. This was also aimed at
gathering information from those countries which
had not as yet participated in the survey. Most information was again sourced from the NRCs. In most
cases the interviewees were either the Secretary
General or an expert from the NRC who specialised
in this topic. In those countries where EUA does not
have collective members, individual members were
interviewed when possible or other contacts were
used to find an interviewee (see annex 1, “Contributors to the study”). The interviews were conducted
by Dr. Terhi Nokkala. The individualised interview
protocols were based on survey responses from
those countries which had responded to the survey. For other countries, a generic interview protocol was designed. The interview memos were sent
to the interviewees to be validated. The interviews
were conducted from September to December
2008, and covered 34 European countries.

Data from the interviews and the original survey
formed the basis for a first comparative analysis. The
analysis was complemented by information gathered through other research conducted by EUA,
such as the Full Costing project (which analysed,
amongst other areas, certain aspects of financial
autonomy in more detail) or information gathered
through EUA’s Institutional Evaluation Programme.
Finally, detailed country profiles (comparing 34 el
ements of all dimensions of autonomy) were compiled, comprising the validated information given by
each country and the preliminary analysis of all data
including desk-based research and data sourced
from other EUA projects. Those profiles were sent
to the interviewees and all NRCs with EUA membership. Participants were then able to compare their
answers with answers from other participants on a
question by question basis, allowing for a review of
previous answers if desired or necessary. This procedure also provided a final update of the collected
data, as it was clear that, in some of the countries,
ongoing university governance reforms during the
survey period had changed the status of autonomy.
This phase was conducted in spring 2009 and completed in June 2009.
The study covers 34 higher education systems
(see “surveyed countries/systems”). Because of the
number and diversity of systems included, it was
necessary to build broad analytical categories –
sometimes simplifying complex situations – in order
to identify overall trends.

Challenges and constraints
The survey objectives presented four major challenges, with some of them pointing to the need for
further action and research in this area.
Firstly, monitoring all changes in the national and legal frameworks in 34 countries within the study period presented an enormous challenge. Sometimes
reforms (either being implemented or planned)
change the picture markedly as was the case in
France and Lithuania for instance. But even smaller
changes modify the picture for at least some dimensions of autonomy, as in Austria where the scope for
tuition fees has been greatly reduced. It was only
through the generosity of the Rectors’ Conferences
in terms of their time and expertise that the limi
tation in resources was counterbalanced and EUA
was able to validate, compare and update data several times over the survey period.
Secondly: autonomy is a concept that is understood
differently across Europe and associated perceptions
and terminology tend to vary quite significantly.
This is not only caused by differing legal frameworks
but also by the historical and cultural settings which
define institutional autonomy in each country. This
presents a considerable challenge for a reliable
comparison of autonomy across borders. Establishing a single set of concepts for all aspects examined
proved in some cases impossible, which resulted in
some variation in the responses. For example the
attempt to compare the legal status of universities
proved to be unfeasible. A few countries (e.g. the
Czech Republic, the Slovak Republic and Iceland)
have different types of classifications for public institutions, such as a distinction between state universities and public universities.2 This added to the
confusion. It seemed better that a categorisation of
the scope of legal autonomy is made ex-post, based
on a thorough analysis of the different aspects of
institutional autonomy, rather than to use ex-ante
definitions, which are subject to national variation,
misinterpretation and other limitations.
However, the study in general does not include
the analysis of private institutions. Data and statistics show that in most cases, the majority of the

students study in public universities, although some
countries, such as Portugal and Turkey, have a large
private university sector. Some countries have private universities which are not-for-profit and which
are merely “technically private”. These receive state
funding and the private nature of the institution is
just another way of arranging legal status and ownership. On the other hand, there are private, forprofit universities, which are seen as alternatives to
public universities, and which do not receive state
funding (or at least not to a significant degree). In
the few cases where information about private universities was available, it has been specifically stated.
A third challenge was the evaluation and analysis
of certain elements of academic autonomy, in particular the development of content and structure of
curricula in relation to the implementation of the
core elements of the Bologna process, national and
European qualifications frameworks and quality assurance arrangements. These challenges point to
the need for further, broader debate and analysis of
the relationship between these elements.
Finally, the available resources were limited as EUA
received no external funding to conduct the study
and therefore decided to fund it from its core budget, given the importance of the topic for its membership. It was clear from the start that with the
financial and human resources available this could
only be regarded as the first step of the in-depth
analysis of a subject of enormous interest in Europe.
Hence the fact that research across the 34 countries
was restricted to certain relevant elements only.
Despite these constraints, this study presents a
broad outline of the state of institutional autonomy
of the European universities and provides comparative data of important elements of the four basic
dimensions of autonomy. With 34 analysed systems
it presents an updated snapshot for discussion on
the changing forms and perceptions of institutional
autonomy, and a starting point for a continued and
ongoing monitoring of the development of auton
omy of Europe’s universities.

2 State universities, when regulations differed from public universities, were equally discarded from the study, as non-representative of the higher education sector as a whole.
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Surveyed
countries/systems

This study pinpoints areas in which further research
would be productive and EUA will continue to bring
together and integrate findings from all its work relating to autonomy. Within the framework of the
ongoing EUDIS project, EUA is examining in detail the link between the diversification of income
streams and autonomy thereby providing another
piece of the puzzle in terms of financial autonomy.

Country/System3

Country code

Austria

AT

Belgium/Flemish Community

BE nl

Belgium/French Community

BE fr

Bulgaria

BG

Croatia

HR

The major next step, though, will be taken through
the “Autonomy scorecard” project for which EUA
received funding from the European Commission’s
Lifelong Learning programme. This project will begin in October 2009 and will run for two years. It
will bring together and streamline the collected data
and findings from previous and current research
covering both EUA’s own work as well as relating it
to other studies in this area. The aim is for EUA and
its project partners to develop a more in-depth understanding of all aspects of autonomy. This project
will combine a broad academic research expertise
in the area of governance and autonomy with the
extensive knowledge base of EUA’s National Rectors’
Conferences and its wide membership of university
practitioners. The analysis will include the collection
and interpretation of national legislation on higher
education to provide the legal background, and an
interpretation of university systems to ensure correct interpretation of terms and meanings.

Cyprus

CY

Czech Republic

CZ

Denmark

DK

Estonia

EE

Finland

FI

France

FR

Germany

DE

Greece

GR

Hungary

HU

Iceland

IS

Ireland

IE

Italy

IT

Latvia

LV

Lithuania

LT

Luxembourg

LU

Malta

MT

the Netherlands

NL

Norway

NO

Poland

PL

Portugal

PT

Romania

RO

Serbia

RS

Slovak Republic

SK

Slovenia

SI

Spain

ES

Sweden

SE

Switzerland

CH

Turkey

TR

United Kingdom

UK

In a second phase the collected data will be grouped
into a scorecard, whereby a core set of criteria will
provide an “at a glance overview” of the status of
university autonomy across Europe, which will enable longitudinal analysis and cross-referencing with
other data (for instance on innovation). The scorecard will also contain flexible elements and criteria to allow for future development and individual
adaptation.
The “Autonomy scorecard” is intended to serve
multiple purposes such as benchmarking of national policies, awareness-raising among universities,
but also as a reference which can be used in further studies as a robust conceptual and operational
tool to establish relations between autonomy and
other concepts such as performance, funding, quality, access and retention, etc, of higher education
institutions.

3 In most cases the study refers to countries as units of analysis; however, this was not possible in the case of Belgium, where two
distinct systems exist; the study therefore refers to two “systems” in Belgium. Whenever the data collected in the UK does not
apply to Scotland, the report mentions it. For those countries where numerous systems coexist due to the federal nature of the
state, such as Germany, Switzerland and Spain, the study either refers to the country when a feature is common to all systems,
or includes more detailed information if available.
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Organisational
Autonomy
Within the framework of organisational autonomy,
this study especially focused on the universities’ ability to establish their structures and governing bodies, and to define the modalities of its leadership
model. The following analysis reveals that, while

the design of internal academic and administrative
structure is mostly under university control, governance structures and leadership are often strongly
shaped by national legislative frameworks.

Internal academic and administrative structures
In two-thirds of the surveyed countries, universities
are essentially free to determine their internal academic structures. In the remaining third, universities
are subject to various restrictions in terms of their aca
demic structure of which examples are given below:
Faculties
listed by
name in
law

For Turkey, Luxembourg and Cyprus
faculties are listed by name in the law4.
In Turkey, the law defines the number,
name and disciplinary scope of each
faculty, vocational schools and graduate
institutes. The departments can be established by the universities, but need
to be approved by the Turkish Council
of Higher Education.

Guidelines for
academic
structures
included
in the law

In ten countries (see Figure 2.1), universities must follow legal guidelines
for their academic structure. However,
in those cases the law does not hold
provisions on the number and name of
academic units.

Umbrella
organisations and
strong
faculties

In the Western Balkans – at least in
Slovenia, Serbia and Croatia – the
faculties and other units are very strong
and have a lot of independence from
the university which effectively acts as
a kind of loose umbrella organisation.
In Croatia the faculties themselves are
able to decide on their own internal
structures independently from the
universities. However, Croatian faculties
have lost, since January 2007, their
status of legal entities and are now fully
integrated in the universities.

The graph below shows how free European universities are to determine internal academic structures.5
2.1 Determining academic structures

10

21
3

Universities may freely decide: AT, BE nl, BE fr, HR, CZ,
DK, EE, FI, GR, HU, IS, IE, IT, LV, LT, MT, NO, PL, SK,
SI, UK
Faculties listed in the law: CY, LU, TR
Guidelines in the law: BG, FR, DE, NL, PT, RO, RS, ES,
SE, CH

Administrative structures
The universities’ ability to decide on their internal
administrative structures is curtailed by law in a
minority of countries that face specific restrictions:
Bulgaria, for instance, defines the structure of its
universities’ administration by law, while Croatian
faculties have been deciding on their administrative structure independently from the universities;
Swiss universities are subject to restrictions which
vary between cantons.

4 In Iceland, while universities in general may freely decide on their academic structures, faculties are explicitly named in the law
for the University of Iceland, which generally comes under different regulations than the other universities of the country.
5 The categories in the chart aim at indicating general trends and may overlap to some extent, as countries that indicated that
universities are free to determine their academic structures may have some types of provisions in the law.
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Governing Bodies
To estimate the degree of organisational auton
omy and institutional capacity of Europe’s higher
education institutions, one must also look into the
structure of the universities’ governing bodies. The
following is a brief description of the main types
of governing structures currently found in Europe,
with an analysis of the composition of the governing
bodies. The study focuses on the institutions’ main
governing bodies, i.e. the decision-making body/
bodies (whether oriented towards management
or academic affairs), as well as the main advisory
bodies.

Organisational
Autonomy
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Framework of decision-making bodies
The basic framework of decision-making bodies
is almost always stipulated in the relevant law or
decree (29 cases). The universities may, however,
have some autonomy in the implementation of
such frameworks. For instance, the proportion of
representation may be stipulated in the decree, but
the universities may decide on actual numbers. This
can be illustrated by the case of Italy, where the law
only states that all faculties should be represented in
the Academic Senate and that all categories of personnel be represented in the Administration Board.
However, universities are free to add other bodies.
2.2 Framework of decision-making bodies
3
2

29

in the law: AT, BE nl, BE fr, BG, CY, CZ, DK, EE, FI, FR,
GR, HU, IS, IE, IT, LV, LT, LU, MT, NL, NO, PL, PT, RS,
SK, SI, ES, SE, TR
not in the law: HR, RO
varies: DE, CH, UK

In federal systems, such as Germany and Switzerland, the situation varies from state to state (or canton). The United Kingdom is an interesting case,
where the decision-making structures are defined
in the Higher Education Acts only for the post-1992
universities, while for older ones such provisions are
contained in the Charters and statutes of the universities themselves.

Dual and unitary governance structures
In most cases national legislation contains some kind
of guidelines for the formation or structure of the
decision-making body/bodies, as well as the groups
represented in them and the selection of members.
However, the division of tasks and selection methods may be left for the university itself to define.
There are two main types of governance structures:
dual and unitary. In most countries universities
have a dual structure comprising a board or council
(rather limited in size), and a senate (although terminology varies considerably, it is often a wider and
more representative body, including the academic
community and to some extent other categories of
the university staff), with some type of division of
power between them. This is the case in 23 countries (see Map 2.3), although in a few countries one
of the two bodies has a primarily consultative role.
Of these, the primary decision-making role tends
to lie with the board/council in Croatia, Iceland and
Luxembourg and with the senate (or other primarily
internal body) in the Czech Republic, Estonia and
the Netherlands. In Germany decision-making powers lie with the senate in some states, and with the
board/council in others. The Portuguese and Latvian systems differ from others insofar as universities
themselves may decide to have just one governing
body or to set up an advisory body as well.
In a dual structure, the board/council is often responsible for more long-term strategic decisions,
such as deciding on statutes, strategic plans, selection of the rector and vice-rectors, and budget allocation. The senate is often responsible for academic
issues, such as curriculum, degrees and staff promotions. The senate in these cases consists mainly
of internal members of the university community,
sometimes only professors, but in most cases also
representatives of the other categories of teaching
staff, administrative staff and students.
Alternatively, in some countries, universities have a
unitary system of only one main decision-making
body, which may be called the senate, council or indeed by another name. This single decision-making
body would then be responsible for all major decisions. The unitary system is used in Belgium/French
community, Denmark, Finland, France, Greece,
Hungary, Norway, Poland (in most of the public
universities), Romania and Sweden. Poland’s public
universities may however also establish a consultative body called a convent, while private universities might also have a board of trustees. In Turkey

the private universities have a board of trustees and
senate, whereas the public universities only have a
senate (the latter case is reported in map 2.3).

External members in governing bodies
Another important element within the structure of
governing bodies is whether they comprise external
members and how these are selected. The selection
can be carried out by the university itself and/or by
an external body/authority.

role. This is the case in Croatia, the Czech Republic,
Estonia and Italy, while the situation in Germany varies from state to state. Latvia may also be included in
this category as only the advisory board, which the
universities are free to establish, effectively includes
external stakeholders.
Although there is only partial information about the
appointment of external members, selection procedures tend to follow two main models: they are
either controlled by the university itself (for instance
in Denmark, Finland, France and Portugal), or by a
higher authority, such as the Ministry of Education
(as is the case in the Czech Republic, Estonia, Iceland, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Spain,
Switzerland). In Austria, Ireland, Lithuania and the
Slovak Republic, some of the external members
are appointed by the university itself, and others
appointed by external authorities. In Turkey, the
founders of the private universities may appoint external members.

Altogether 28 systems (see Map 2.3) have external
members in the university governance structures.
Of these, 22 have a dual structure and six (Belgium/
French community, Denmark, Finland, France, Norway, Sweden) have a unitary structure. Dual structures that exclude external members are uncommon (Bulgaria). Although Portuguese universities
may decide to have a unitary or dual governance
structure, it appears that most have opted for a dual
model in which external members are involved to
some degree. In Turkey, the private universities have
a dual structure with external members, and public
2.3 External members in governing bodies
universities have a unitary
structure without external
members.
In some cases the external
members may have a majority in one of the governing
bodies, or all members may
be external, as is the case in,
for example, Austria (in the
Council), the Czech Republic (in the board of trustees),
Estonia (advisory board),
Luxembourg (all voting
members of the board of
governors), the Netherlands
(supervisory board), and
in some Swiss cantons and
German states.
External members of governing bodies are usually in a
position to participate in the
most important decisions.
Nevertheless, in some of the
countries the main decisionmaking power lies with the
governing body comprising
only of internal members,
whereas the governing body
with external members
holds a purely consultative

Organisational
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5

6

1

22

*

Dual governance structures including external members
Dual governance structures wihout external stakeholders
Unitary governance structures including external stakeholders
Unitary governance structures without external stakeholders
Countries not included in the study

* Belgium has two different systems

Executive leadership
The ability of universities to decide on their executive leadership is another key indicator of their organisational autonomy. The university “leadership”
often comprises several key staff in the institution,
such as the rector, the vice-rectors, the head of administration and the faculty deans6. In some cases,
the law specifies the composition and competences
of such a group. However, this study focuses primarily on the executive head of the university, referred
below as “rector” as this is the most common denomination used throughout Europe7.

Organisational
Autonomy

This chapter, therefore, examines in depth the range
of procedures in place across Europe for the selection of the rector and his/her relation to the other
governing bodies.
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Selection of the rector
Selection procedures fall into four basic categories.
The rector may be:
• Elected by a specific electoral body, which is
usually large, representing (directly or indirectly)
the different groups of the university community
(academic staff, other staff, students), whose
votes may be weighted
• Elected by the governing body which is democratically elected within the university community
(usually the senate, i.e. the body deciding on academic issues)
• Appointed by the council/board of the university (i.e. the governing body deciding on strategic
issues)
• Appointed through a two-step process in
which both the senate and the council/board are
involved.
The first procedure, whereby the rector is elected
by a large body, which may be specifically set up for
this purpose and represents the different groups of
the university community, is the most common (see
figure 2.4). This group consists of countries where
the entire university community directly takes part
in the election of the rector, like in Greece, or where
an electoral body is set up, as is the case in Estonia or Finland, among others. In seven countries,

universities select their rectors through a smaller
group (such as the senate), and the cooperation of
the two main governing bodies is required in five
systems.
At the other end of the spectrum are those, primarily western European countries, where the rector is
appointed by the board. In Germany, the procedure
varies according to the state, and ranges from the
rector being elected by the members of the university community, to the rector being appointed by
the Ministry of Education. In Norway, the universities may themselves decide on the selection of the
rector, and thus in some universities the rector is
elected, in others appointed.
The selection of the rector may also have to be confirmed, if only formally, by a higher authority. In Iceland (for some of the universities), Romania, Sweden
and some Swiss cantons, the appointment of the
rector must be confirmed either by the government,
or the relevant Ministry. In the Czech Republic, Hungary, the Slovak Republic and Turkey, the appointment is confirmed by the President of the Republic,
in Luxembourg by the Grand Duke.
2.4 Selection of the rector
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Elected by large election body: BE fr, HR, CY, EE, FI,
GR, IT, LV, PL, SI, ES, TR
Elected by senate-type governing body: CZ, FR, HU,
MT, PT, RO, SK
Selected in cooperation of two bodies, typically
board and senate: AT, BE nl, BG, RS, CH
Appointed/selected by board: DK, IE, LT8, LU, NL,
SE, UK
Varies between universities: DE, IS, NO

6 In some countries, especially in the Netherlands, Ireland and England, this group was considered to be the most powerful body,
with their ability to allocate budget.
7 Equivalents for the term of “rector” may be “president” (France, Ireland, Portugal), “vice-chancellor” (UK, Sweden), or “principal” (Scotland), among others.
8 In Lithuania, the new law which took effect on 12 May 2009 stipulates that the rector will now be appointed by the University
Council rather than elected by the Senate as was the case before.

Qualifications of the rector
Provisions regarding the rector’s required qualifications are often defined by law (in about two-thirds
of the 34 countries included in the analysis). For a
minority, this is not the case, and restrictions as to
who may be eligible generally stem from the university’s statutes or from common practice.
2.5 R
 egulatory frameworks on rector’s
qualifications
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to set shorter terms in their statutes). The most common term of duration for the rector’s office is four
years (as is the case in at least half of the countries).
However, it is interesting to note that the rector does
not always have a fixed term of office. In England,
for example, vice-chancellors can be appointed for
an indefinite period, which reflects a more managerial approach to the function than in the majority of
European countries (it is important to note, however, that there is no strong correlation between the
mode of selection of the rector and the type of term
in office chosen; appointed rectors can also have a
fixed term in office). In two-thirds of the cases the
term is renewable at least once, sometimes under
different modalities (extension by 50% of the term
of office, non-direct renewability but possible reelection of former rectors, etc).

7

2.7 Determining the rector’s term in office
Rector’s qualifications stipulated in the law: AT, BE fr,
BG, HR, CY, DK, EE, FI, FR, DE, GR, HU, IT, LU, LV, LT,
NO, PL, PT, RO, SK, ES, SE, TR
Rectors’ qualifications not stipulated in the law: CZ, IE,
MT, NL, SI, CH, UK
(missing information for Flanders and Serbia; in Iceland
the situation varies.)

Figure 2.6 reveals that in a majority of cases the rector is expected to be a full or associate professor. In
fifteen cases he/she must come from the university
in question. Only in a few cases (mainly in northwestern European countries) can the rector come
from outside academia. This is consistent with those
systems where the rector adopts a role closer to that
of a chief executive officer (CEO) of a company. In a
number of countries such as Austria, Finland, Denmark or Lithuania, the rector is also expected to
demonstrate managerial skills.
2.6 Rector’s qualifications
From within
university

Also from other
universities

Professor

BE nl, BE
fr, BG, HR,
CY, CZ, GR,
HU, MT, PL,
RO, RS, SK,
SI, ES

DK, EE, IT,
LV, LU, PT,
CH, TR

Also
outside
academia

AT, IE, DE, NL, NO, SE, UK

FI, FR, IS, LT
(academic
post, not
necessarily
professor)

Rector’s term in office and dismissal
The rector’s term of office is usually stated in the
law, either as a fixed length which is mandatory, or
as a maximum period (in Latvia, universities are free
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Rector’s term of office determined by universities: BE
nl, BE fr, DK, IT, NL, SI, ES, UK
Rector’s term of office determined in the law: AT, BG,
HR, CY, CZ, EE, FI, FR, GR, HU, IS, IE, LV, LT, LU, MT,
NO, PL, PT, RO, RS, SK, SE, TR
Variations (federal systems): DE, CH

Dismissal is a key indicator to assess the rector’s
accountability to the institution and to other
stakeholders. In most cases, it is the same body
that selects and dismisses the rector. There are, of
course, exceptions. In Spain the rector is elected
by an electoral council but is dismissed by the
university senate. In Bulgaria he/she is elected by
the general council but dismissed when 50% of
the staff calls for new elections. In a handful of
countries, the dismissal of the rector must be confirmed by a higher authority (like in the Czech Republic or Greece), whereas in others the dismissal
may actually be initiated by the relevant higher
authority, usually the ministry, based on cases
of gross misconduct (Hungary, Poland, Portugal,
Sweden, Turkey). In Italy, the rector cannot be dismissed during his term. In Lithuania, the rector is
expected to present his report to the board and
senate, who must conduct a vote of confidence.
After two unsuccessful votes, the rector is obliged
to resign.

Relation to the governing bodies
Assessing the role of the rector with regards to the
governing bodies of the institution also contributes
to a deeper understanding of the degree and nature
of organisational autonomy.
The following analysis looks at both unitary and dual
structures. In the latter case, it focuses on the relation of the rector to the body that is mainly responsible for more long-term strategic decisions, such
as deciding on statutes, strategic plans, selection of
the rector and vice-rectors, etc, in opposition to the
body mainly concerned with academic affairs.

Organisational
Autonomy
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The analysis reveals that there are two models: either the rector is part of this governing body (as a
voting member or as the chairperson), or he is external but accountable to this body. The first model
is found in a majority of European countries, while
the latter is used in Austria, in the Czech Republic,
Denmark, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Portugal, and in

2.9 Type of rectorship

3
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2.8 Rector and governing bodies
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9
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Voting member/chair of the governing body: BE nl, BE
fr, BG, HR, CY, EE, FI, FR, GR, HU, IS, IE, IT, MT, NL*, PL,
RO, SI, ES, SE, TR
Not a voting member of the governing body: AT, CZ,
DK, LT, LU, PT, RS, SK, CH
Varies: DE, LV, NO, UK

the Slovak Republic. In these countries, the rector
is accountable to that body, in the sense that he is
making proposals to it, and reporting to it, but does
not take part in the votes. In
some countries, an intermediary model prevails, such
as in Serbia or Switzerland,
where the rector may be the
chair of the academic senate without being a voting
10
member of the board9.

16

CEO-type rectorship: appointed rector, qualifications not specified in the law or very open, external and
a ccountable to governing body responsible for long-term strategic decisions
Primus inter pares rectorship: elected rector, strictly defined qualifications, member of governing body responsible
for long-term strategic decisions
Other (combining elements of above models)
Different types of rectorship (CEO / primus inter pares / combination)

The rector was reported
to be the chair of the governing body that is mainly
responsible for more longterm strategic decisions in
13 countries. (S)He may be
the chair, but is not necess
arily so, in Belgium/French
community, Estonia, Ireland and in some universities in Norway. In Sweden it
is possible for the rector to
chair the board according to
law, but this rarely happens.
In Malta, the rector is the
chair of the senate, and vicechair of the council. In some
Swiss universities, the rector
presides over the senate.

9 The Netherlands is somewhat of a specific case, with its “College Van Bestuur” (CVB), which by law is limited to three members,
including the Rector. It usually comprises, in addition, of the president and a third person responsible for finances. Because of
its wide scope of competences, the CVB could be either qualified as a strategic governing body or as the university’s executive
leadership.

Key issues & findings
• While the design of internal academic and administrative structures largely falls
under university control, governance structures and leadership are often strongly
shaped by national legislative frameworks.
• The use of dual governing structures in European universities is now more widespread than the more traditional unitary system.
• External stakeholders are increasingly involved in the universities’ governance
structures, and especially in countries where universities have more than one governing body. This does not mean however that external stakeholders are necessarily confined to the consultative body; they may have a full role in the decisionmaking process.
• The shift towards a CEO-type leader in certain western European countries appears to go hand in hand with a greater autonomy in management and structure.
• In some countries small executive management groups, comprising the rector
and other staff from the top management, can have broad competences and are
therefore considered to be a powerful body.

Conclusions: Organisational autonomy
A study of internal academic and administrative
structures showed that those universities which
were relatively free to decide their own structure
formed the majority. The minority had their structures shaped to a greater or lesser extent by law.
As far as leadership is concerned, the shift towards a
CEO-type leader in certain western European countries appears to go hand in hand with a greater autonomy in management and structure. These more
‘managerial’ leaders are selected by a board, may be
external to the institution and report to the governing bodies. At the other end of the spectrum are
the more traditional, eastern European or Mediterranean countries, where the rector typically is an
academic “primus inter pares”, selected by the internal academic community amongst the professors
of the university in question, chair of the university’s
governing body, with term and qualifications determined in the law. Between these two types falls a
range of countries with various combinations of the
above (see Map 2.9).

The traditional European model of university
governance has been a unitary one of universities
as primarily academic-run organisations. This study
shows that nowadays dual governance structures
are more common than unitary structures and that
these bodies also comprise external members in
a substantial number of cases. Their role, though,
remains controversial as external “councils” are either seen as showing too little interest in and commitment to university affairs, or considered to have
too much control over the academic issues of the
university.
The inclusion of external members forms an important part of more autonomous universities’ accountability towards their stakeholders and society
at large. This will form a crucial part of current and
future reforms on governance, as there is a pressing
need to find the right degree of accountability by
integrating external stakeholders in an efficient and
appropriate way, in the light of the mission and the
strategic priorities of each and every university.
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Financial autonomy

Another significant and complex aspect of university autonomy is the scope of universities’ financial
autonomy. In this study we are chiefly concerned
with two major aspects of financial autonomy: the
report first addresses the procedural framework of
public funding (which notably includes the types of
funding contracts, intermediary funding bodies, as
well as financial reporting procedures). The analysis
then focuses on the universities’ financial capacity,
which covers key elements such as:
• the extent to which they can accumulate reserves
and keep surplus on state funding
• the ability of universities to set tuition fees,
• their ability to borrow money on the financial
markets
• their ability to invest in financial products
• their ability to issue shares and bonds
• their ability to own the land and buildings they
occupy
Financial autonomy is certainly the area where the
links to the other dimensions of autonomy are most
obvious and this can therefore hardly be considered
in isolation. The ability or inability of universities to
decide on tuition fees has implications for student
admissions, national regulations on salaries for all or
some categories of staff impinge on staffing auton
omy and the capacity to freely use income directly impacts on the ability to implement a defined
strategy.

10

11

In the framework of its work on financial sustain
ability, EUA has designed a financial autonomy index10 which analysed the correlation of this dimension of autonomy and the universities’ ability to
generate income. These findings have also served
as a basis for the work in this study and will be further explored with a larger number of cases in the
ongoing EUDIS project11.
What this work revealed and what was confirmed
by this study is that financial autonomy is an area
where it is crucial to take into account a possible
dichotomy between formal and operational autonomy. While universities within a system may seem
to enjoy a high degree of autonomy with regards to
the ownership of their buildings, for instance, they
may only be able to sell such assets under strict restrictions that effectively curtail their autonomy. It is
therefore necessary to proceed to a more in-depth
analysis of a wide selection of elements of financial
autonomy to obtain an accurate image of the real
state of autonomy of universities.

See « Financially sustainable universities : Towards full costing in European universities », chapter 7 on Autonomy and
Accountability
EUDIS : European Universities Diversifying Income Streams, www.eua.be/eudis

Funding framework
Public funding
More and more countries move to longer-term negotiated contracts between the Ministry and the
university, in which the rights and responsibilities
of the universities (in terms of resources and student numbers, for instance) are determined, with
possible annual adjustments. There is a perceptible
trend, especially in western Europe, towards the distribution of public funding through block-grants,
rather than line-item budgets.
Block-grants are defined in this study as financial
grants which cover several categories of expenditure
such as teaching, ongoing operational costs and/or
research activities. In this framework, universities
are mainly responsible for dividing and distributing
such funding internally, according to their needs,
though some types of restrictions may apply.
By contrast, line-item budget means that univer
sities receive their funding already pre-allocated to
cost items and/or activities; therefore, they are not
able to make allocation decisions, or only within
strict limits.
Line-item budgets, in which the funding is allocated
by the Ministry or the Parliament are used in seven,
predominantly eastern European countries, namely
Bulgaria, Cyprus, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Serbia
and Turkey. Some German states also continue to
use this form of public funding. An extreme case
is Serbia, where the main part of the public funding is allocated directly to the faculties, whereas in
Croatia, where the faculties also used to be strong,
legally independent entities, block-grant funding is
nevertheless allocated to the university level.
In 26 systems, universities receive their basic funding from the Ministry in the form of a block-grant,
which they can allocate autonomously to their internal activities. However, this does not necessarily
mean that universities are entirely free to use such
funding as they see fit. In Sweden and Slovenia, for
example, this block-grant is subject to broad categorisation which impedes universities from transferring large amounts from a major post (i.e. staff
expenditure, infrastructures, research, or teaching)
to another.
Indeed, only eight countries (Austria, Belgium/Flemish community, Estonia, Norway, Poland, the Slovak
Republic, Switzerland and the UK) have established
systems in which universities encounter no or very

few restrictions as to how they can spend their resources. In all other countries, universities face restrictions in their use of public funding, ranging
from tight itemized budgets, separate block-grants
for teaching and for research, to lighter-touch requirements such as rules on public procurement
procedures for example.
3.1 Budget type
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Line-item budget: BG, CY, GR, LV, LT, RS, TR
Block-grant budget: AT, BE nl, BE fr, HR, CZ, DK, EE, FI,
FR, HU, IS, IE, IT, LU, MT, NL, NO, PL, PT, RO, SK, SI, ES, SE,
CH, UK
Varies between states: DE

There are different forms of allocating public funding, such as funding formulas, performance agreements or targeted funding, which are often used in
combination. In general, there seems to be a trend
towards public funding being at least partly determined on the basis of funding formulas, which include input-related parameters (such as the number
of first-year students enrolled), but also increasingly
performance-based criteria – such as the number of
degrees or credits awarded, for instance. Flanders
is in such a transition period until 2012, by which
time public funding will mostly be determined on
output-based criteria. In Austria, public funding is
based for 20% on a funding formula, while 80%
is allocated on the basis of a “performance agreement” between the university and the Ministry.
Such kinds of agreements, or contracts, are also
found in other countries like France, and differ from
funding formulas as they are wider in scope and
include targets and tasks that the university commits to achieve.
In most countries, a part of public funding also
comes as targeted or earmarked funding, whether
competitive or not, which often corresponds to the
direct funding of specific projects that match the
authorities’ priorities.
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Intermediary funding bodies
The presence and scope of various intermediary
bodies in the funding structure of a national higher
education system reflects how the role of the state
has evolved and to what extent it has delegated responsibilities to such bodies in a model that privi
leges indirect steering rather than direct intervention. Often named “councils”, these intermediary
organisations may be established to distribute institutional and/or research funding to universities,
acting therefore as “buffer bodies” between the
political power and the higher education institutions. The analysis reveals that such intermediaries
often fund research, but that institutional funding
largely remains a direct attribution of the Ministries
themselves.

Financial
autonomy
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Institutional financing
Most European countries have not established intermediary bodies in institutional financing; instead,
basic operating grants are directly allocated by the
relevant Ministry either at national or regional level.
Few countries, such as England, Ireland and Romania, have set up intermediary bodies which are responsible for allocating funding to the universities.
In five other countries, a separate body is involved,
in addition to the relevant Ministry, in allocating institutional funding. Examples of this distribution of
tasks are given below.
Belgium /
Flemish
community

The Commissioner for higher education verifies that universities comply
with the relevant regulations, and
manage their funds prudently.

Denmark

The Ministry has established a
separate agency for universities and
university buildings.

Italy

The National Committee for the
Evaluation of the University System
(to be included in the National
Agency for Evaluation) is responsible
for elaborating the criteria used in
allocating funds and incentives to
universities.

Latvia

The Parliament-appointed Council of
Higher Education provides general
strategic guidelines and suggestions
for higher education funding, which
is, however, ultimately decided upon
by the Ministry of Education.

Turkey

The National Higher Education
Council has to approve university
budgets, although it does not allocate funding to universities.

Research funding
Intermediary bodies are more common in the field
of research financing. Most European countries have
established a system whereby state-funded bodies
allocate all or part of research funding to univer
sities, most often on the basis of competitive research proposals.
Research funding bodies can be found in all countries analysed except in a minority of countries including Greece, Malta and Serbia. In these cases,
research funding is either directly allocated by the
Ministry itself (in Greece, the General Secretariat
for Research and Technology under the Ministry of
Development), or by bodies working under the auspices of the Ministry.
3.2 I ntermediate bodies in
higher education funding
GR, MT, RS
31

BE nl, DK, IT, LV, TR
26

IE, RO, UK
Intermediate bodies in
research funding

Intermediate bodies in
institutional funding

Intermediate funding body
No intermediate funding body
Some intermediate body partially involved in funding

Financial reporting
Financial reporting to public authorities is one form
of ensuring universities’ accountability for their financial activities. Almost invariably, universities
need to submit financial reports to the funding
Ministry, the Parliament, the regional government
or other types of public authorities. Even in the few
cases where universities do not report to the Ministry, as is the case in Iceland and in Luxembourg,
they still have to fulfil the reporting requirements of
existing auditing agencies. At the other end of the
spectrum are cases like Austria, Finland and France,
where the universities’ financial reports are actually
used by the Ministry as a basis for contract negotiations for the following period.
Accountability is further ensured through the audit
of the universities’ accounts, most often carried out
by a national auditing agency, either on a yearly
basis or at longer intervals. The different systems
diverge however in the modalities of these audits:
some countries demand that accounts be audited

both by public and private agencies, or by private
companies which send the reports to the relevant
authorities as well as make them public (like in the
Netherlands or in Ireland). At the other end of the
spectrum, the accounts of Greek universities are
directly audited by the Ministries of Education
and Finance. In Italy, the new National Agency for
Evaluation is to be tasked with auditing the universities’ accounts. The different German states have
implemented diverging modalities, while they vary
from one university to the other in Flanders and in
Iceland.

3.3 Audit of university accounts

1
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3
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Public audit office: BE fr, BG, HR, CY, CZ, EE, FI, FR, HU,
IT, LV, LT, LU, NO, PT, RO, RS, SK, SI, ES, SE, CH, TR, UK
Varies between States or universities: DE, BE nl, IS
Private auding company: AT, DK, IE, MT, NL, PL
Ministry audit: GR
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Financial capacity
In the framework of financial autonomy, the study
also focused on the ability of universities to act as
independent financial entities in relation to the following issues:
• The extent to which reserves may be accumulated
and surplus state funding retained
• The ability to set tuition fees
• The ability to borrow and raise money on financial
markets
• The ownership and sale of university real estate.

Reserves and surplus
While universities in all countries are able to keep
and build reserves from self-generated funding, it is
not always the case that they can accumulate surplus
from state funding. In two of the Baltic States (Latvia
and Lithuania), as well as in some of the southern
countries (Cyprus, Romania, Serbia, Turkey and Portugal), universities are required to return any potential surplus to the state at the end of the financial year.
In all other parts of Europe, universities are allowed
to keep a potential surplus. Nevertheless, at operational level, one can distinguish a series of limitations
to this freedom: the Czech and Swedish universities,
for instance, can only keep the surplus up to a maximum percentage of the total funding; in Malta, Italy
or Slovenia, the surplus can only be used for predefined, specific activities; in a number of countries,
universities would need to secure the Ministry’s approval or at least justify the intended use of the saved
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amounts. Finally, English universities, while allowed
to keep surplus from the block-grant, may have to
return surplus generated from earmarked funding.
Besides, their capacity to build reserves is regulated
by their legal status of registered charities.
These examples all concur to show that, even if the
formal autonomy of universities may seem relatively
extensive, as the case appears to be in the matter
of building up financial reserves, a closer look at the
modalities of such autonomy reveals a much more
mixed picture where regulation remains a major el
ement to take into account.

3.4 Keeping surplus from state funding

1
7

26

Varies between States: DE
Universities may not keep surplus on state funding: CY,
LV, LT, PT, RO, RS, TR
Universities may keep surplus on state funding: AT, BE
nl, BE fr, BG, HR, CZ, DK, EE, FI, FR, GR, HU, IS, IE, IT,
LU, MT, NL, NO, PL, SK, SI, ES, SE, CH, UK

Students’ financial contributions
This study considers the issue of “tuition fees” as far
as it is relevant to determine the universities’ financial autonomy. It is therefore not a complete analysis on students’ financial contributions, as detailed
data was not collected on the differing amounts of
financial contributions or levels of indirect support
provided by the public authorities to universities
through student aid. The analysis on the status of
these contributions was underpinned by data from
EUA’s internal database on tuition fees.

Financial
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The ability that universities have or do not have to
set such fees and decide on their amount constitutes
an integral part of the analysis of their financial capacity, as they result in the generation of new funding streams for the institution through private contributions. In some countries, this income stream
forms a high percentage of a university’s budget
and plays therefore a different role in an institution’s
strategy than in a university without this form of
income.
This study considers students’ private contributions
under two forms12:
• Tuition fees, as annual contributions paid by students to cover all or part of tuition costs in higher
education; and
• Administrative fees, as contributions of students
to different administrative costs (entrance fees,
registration fees, certification fees).
It is important to note that such contributions may
bear different names in different systems, and that
administrative fees, the level of which is usually
lower than tuition fees, may nonetheless have a significant impact in terms of funding in some countries, in particular in south-eastern Europe13. Finally,
considerations on the amounts of the financial contributions required are not detailed here, aside from
an analysis of the distribution of responsibilities in
setting the fees (who determines what).
In the majority of the analysed countries, universities
collect tuition fees or administrative fees from part
or all of the home/EU student population. These 25
cases include Cyprus, Greece and Slovenia, where

fees do not apply to the Bachelor’s level. In addition,
countries such as the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland14 or Malta, where higher education is free for
the main student population, charge fees to international (non-EU) students.
However, fees may in some cases only represent a
marginal income stream for universities. There are,
most often, regulations and limitations attached
to such systems. Fees may, for example, only apply to a minority of students, like distance-learning
students; they may only be applicable for limited
purposes (i.e. student services) as is the case in Turkey. They may also only apply for students not occupying state-funded study places. In Greece, only
international students and students engaged in
master’s courses pay fees. Finally, in countries where
universities are not allowed to charge fees to the
main student population, there may be exceptions
for those students exceeding the standard duration
to complete their degree (for instance in the Czech
Republic)15.
In terms of financial autonomy, the distribution of
responsibilities in setting the fees is an important
element to judge the financial capacity of a university. There are three models existing in Europe: the
fees may be determined by the university itself, by
the Ministry (or any other relevant public authority),
or by both.
The first model, where universities can auton
omously set the level of the fees, can be found in
ten, mainly eastern European countries. On the
contrary, in the opposite model, fees are exclusively
determined by public authorities in nine systems
including France, Spain16 or Turkey.
Between these two types, the model of cooperation
is the most common. In these countries, the universities and the government both set the level of fees,
according to different modalities. The government
may set a ceiling under which universities are free to
decide on the level of the fees, or approve fees set by
the universities. Interestingly, a “differentiated cooperative model” exists in many countries, where the
fees are set by different bodies for different groups
of students – for instance with the government

12	Definitions are taken from Eurydice, Key Data on Higher Education in Europe, 2007 edition
13 Financing Higher Education in South Eastern Europe, Centre for Education Policy, Belgrade, 2009, p.95
14 Fees will apply in Finland from 2010 onwards to non-EU students enrolled in Master’s degrees taught in English.
15 In Austria, due to an amendment to the University Act in September 2008, regular students are not due to pay tuition fees as
long as they are within the regular duration of studies plus two tolerance semesters. Fees are also waived if they can prove that
they exceeded this limit because of certain obligations such as child care or part time employment.
16 In Spain, the national authorities set a general ceiling of the tuition and administrative fees; then, the autonomous communities
determine the amount of those fees.

3.5 Setting tuition fees

TUITION FEES APPLYING TO (ALL OR PART OF) THE MAIN STUDENT
POPULATION (NATIONAL + EU)

UNIVERSITY

COOPERATIVE
MODEL

Ceiling set by
public authorities

Croatia, Estonia,
Greece, Hungary,
Latvia,
Luxembourg,
Poland, Romania,
Serbia, UK

Italy,
Portugal,
UK: England*

PUBLIC
AUTHORITIES

Cooperation
university & public
authorities

Fixed amount

No tuition fee

Cyprus,
Belgium / Flanders,
Lithuania

Begium / Wallonia,
Bulgaria, France,
Ireland,
Netherlands,
Slovenia, Spain,
Switzerland,
Turkey

Austria,
Czech Republic,
Denmark, Finland,
Iceland, Malta,
Norway, Slovakia,
Sweden, Cyprus*,
Greece*, Scotland*,
Slovenia*

Excluding Germany, where the legislation differs between the federal states

* Only at bachelor level

regulating fee levels for the main student populafor universities to be able to borrow money, only
COOPERATIVE
PUBLIC
tion (national
and EU students), while
universities
very few systems allow them
to invest in stocks and
UNIVERSITY
MODEL
AUTHORITIES
shares or issue bonds for example. In this respect, in
are able to decide on fees for international, non-EU
most cases governments exert some kind of control
students (north-western model: England, the Neover the universities’ financial activities.
therlands, Ireland). In England, there is a ceiling for
Free
Negotiation while univer
Split system
Fixed number
national and EU bachelor’s students,
Admission
While about two-thirds of the countries allow unisities are free to charge fees for all other levels.
versities to borrow money17, the law, especially in
Austria
Cyprus
Figure 3.5 summarises the different
models currently
northern Europe, often sets out Belgium
restrictions
to this
/ Flanders
Finland
Croatia
ability
by
limiting
available
amounts,
requiring
used in Europe
to
set
tuition
fees
for
the
main
stuCzech Republic
Bulgaria
Belgium
/ Wallonia that
Germany
Denmark
Latvia
Greece
Hungary
dent population
universities getLithuania
authorisation fromFrance
the relevant
Estonia (i.e. at Bachelor and Masters’ level,
Portugal
Italy
Iceland
Ireland
for full-time,
on-campus,
national
and
EU
students
only
allowing
Romaniaauthorities (Denmark,
Norway Latvia), or by Malta
Slovakia
Luxembourg
Serbia
Turkey
Netherlands
Slovenia
not exceeding
universities
to
borrow
from
the
National
Bank,
as is
Poland standard duration of studies). It exSpain
Sweden
the case in Sweden (up to a certainSwitzerland
amount). Other
cludes administrative fees, which
universities have
England
generally more freedom to set. Non-EU students,
countries have started implementing reforms that
PhD students, distance learning students or partopen the possibility for universities to borrow mo
time students are not considered here.
ney from banks, but within very strict conditions.
This is the case in France with the ongoing governance reform, whereby universities can now resort to
borrowing if such a move is approved by a number
Borrowing and raising money
of relevant public authorities.
The third element studied here which is related
to the ability of the universities to act as indepen
However, in about one-third of Europe, universities
dent financial actors is their capacity to borrow
money from banks, or raise
money
on
financial
denied
this
possibility. Universities may get
Basic qualification granting eligibility are
to apply
to Higher
Education
(usually
– most
oftenthough,
set in the law
markets. While it appears that
it Secondary
is quite Education
commonqualification)
around
this,
by establishing legal entities

17 In Germany, only universities in LowerAdmission
Saxony and
North-Rhine
Westphalia have the capacity
to borrow
based
on
Admission
criteria money from banks.
Free admission
The situation is similar in Iceland where
onlyinthe
University
to borrowing.
grades
general
exam of Iceland is allowed to resort set
by universities

Austria
Belgium / Flanders
Belgium / Wallonia
France
Italy

Cyprus
Denmark
Germany
Greece
Hungary

Bulgaria
Croatia
Czech Republic
Estonia

Norway
Portugal
Romania
Serbia
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such as foundations (Switzerland) or research centres (Greece) that do have the capacity to borrow
from banks.

3.7 Ability to raise money on the financial
markets

3.6 Ability to borrow money
19
11
12

22
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Universities are able to borrow money: AT, BE nl, BE fr,
HR, CY, CZ, DK, EE, FR, IE, IT, LV, LU, NL, NO, PL, RO,
RS, SK, ES, SE, UK
Universities are not able to borrow money: BG, FI, DE,
GR, HU, IS, LT, MT, PT, SI, CH, TR

While universities’ ability to take out bank loans is
already limited, stringent restrictions make it even
more difficult to raise money on the financial market.
Though this data proved more difficult to collect, the
study reveals that few systems allow their universities
to invest in stocks and shares or to issue bonds for
instance. Austria, Belgium/French community, the
Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Hungary, Italy,
Latvia, Luxembourg, Spain and England are exceptions to this general picture across Europe. Nevertheless, universities in these countries are not fully
independent financial actors as permission of public
authorities may be required (Denmark) or the possi
bility to issue shares and bonds may be limited to
university-related companies (England). In the Czech
Republic and Hungary universities can acquire securities issued or guaranteed by the state. In other countries universities are allowed to own shares of their
spin-off companies (to the exclusion of other shares),
or their foundations may be able to operate on the
financial market (Finland, France, Turkey). In Luxembourg, the university may invest in financial products
but is not allowed to issue shares and bonds.

Universities are not able to raise money on financial
markets: BE nl, BG, CY, FI, FR, DE, IE, LT, MT, NL, NO,
PL, PT, RO, RS, SI, SE, CH, TR
Universities are able to raise money on financial markets
(to some degree): AT, BE fr, CZ, DK, EE, HU, IT, LV, LU,
ES, UK

Ownership of land and buildings
Universities’ financial autonomy is also affected by
their (in)ability to own their real estate as this usually
represents an asset of important financial value. The
capacity of universities to buy, sell and build facilities
independently forms not only an integral part of
their financial autonomy but is also strongly linked
to their ability to exert the freedom they have in
relation to their institutional strategy and academic
profile. In this area, however, the study confirmed
that cultural differences, perceptions and traditions
are, to a large extent, determining factors of whether facilities should be owned or rented (from the
universities’ perspective). High maintenance costs
or restrictions associated to historical buildings are
reasons why universities in some countries would
rather not own their facilities.
While in some countries it is common practice that
universities own their buildings, it is the tradition
in others that the state lends or rents property to
the higher education institutions (though they may
be allowed to own property). The study reveals
that both models coexist roughly on equal terms
in Europe, with a trend towards more university
ownership.

Four countries stand out from the rest as they have
established systems in which university land and
buildings are in most cases not owned directly by
the institutions nor by the state but by state-owned
companies. This model is specific to Austria, Finland,
Germany and Sweden.
Finally, it is important to note that ongoing reforms
are constantly modifying this picture. In France for
instance, some universities have gained ownership
of their buildings, while others will continue to occupy state-owned facilities.

Those restrictions vary and include differing forms
of approval from the state (Norway) or other auth
orities to cases where universities are simply not able
to sell these assets at all (as is the case in Greece).
Only a few systems seem to grant a larger degree
of autonomy to their universities on this issue; these
are the Czech Republic, Estonia, the Netherlands,
Belgium/French community, Italy, Spain, Switzerland and the UK.
3.9 Sale of university-owned real estate

3.8 Ownership of university buildings
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University: BE fr, HR, CY, CZ, EE, GR, IE, IT, LV, MT, NL,
NO, PL, PT, RO, SI, ES, UK
Public authorities: BE nl, BG, DK, HU, LT, LU, RS, TR
Public real estate companies: AT, FI, DE, SE
Variations: FR, IS, SK, CH

Universities that occupy publicly owned facilities
do not necessarily have to pay rent for them. The
analysis reveals that, while it is relatively common
for universities to have to pay some sort of rent to
the state, this is not the case in Bulgaria, France or
Luxembourg for instance.
A closer analysis of the legal framework of those
countries in which universities own their buildings
shows though that higher education institutions
are not necessarily able to decide freely on the investment on their real estate, nor can they autonomously decide on the sale of these assets18. Indeed,
in most cases there are strong restrictions to the sale
of university’ buildings.

Universities may freely sell real estate they own: BE fr,
CZ, EE, IT, NL, ES, CH, UK
Sale of real estate requires permission of public authorities: HR, CY, IS, IE, LV, MT, NO, PL, PT, RO, SK, SI
Universities may not sell real estate they own: GR

Conversely, universities using state-owned facilities may still be able to build or receive buildings
through private donations. There are, nonetheless,
cases where the universities are obliged to ask for
permission even when they can finance buildings
independently (e.g. Portugal and Romania), while in
Turkey a building donated to the university technically becomes state property.
This analysis shows that the issue cannot simply be
summarised to a question of owning or renting facilities but that the concrete circumstances – such
as the right to use real estate assets as a security
to obtain loans, or the ability to sell facilities and
land – determine the real degree of ownership and
autonomy.

18 Graph 3.9 only includes countries where it is common practice that universities own property. Therefore it does not include
countries such as Austria, where although universities are legally able to buy real estate, the majority of university property is
not owned by them.
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Key issues & findings
• There is a trend towards public funding being allocated as block-grants,
which are often based on – or accompanied by – performance criteria or
targets.
• In most European countries, universities are allowed to collect fees from at
least part of their student population, although there is great variety in the
way the fee levels are set and the amounts they represent.
• Universities are still faced with a number of restrictions when operating
on the financial markets; borrowing is relatively common but investing
and raising money are activities mostly open to “satellite” legal entities of
universities (not the universities themselves).
Financial
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• Ownership of land and buildings is quite diversified across Europe and
depends to a large extent on national cultures and traditions. However,
formal ownership does not necessarily open possibilities for universities to
use their assets without limitations.

Conclusions: Financial autonomy
A university’s capacity to control fully and allocate
their budget internally is an important element
of their financial autonomy. Although there is a
trend towards block-grant funding there are still
some cases where line-item budgets are used, with
universities having no possibility to shift funding
between budget lines. However, block-grants may
also come with some restrictions in the use of the
money received.
Line-item budgets seem to exist mainly in some of
the eastern European and eastern Mediterranean
countries, whereas block-grants exist in all four
corners of Europe. Analysis of grant systems (blockgrant vs. line-item budget) and the possibility to
accumulate reserves by keeping surplus from public
funding reveals that state control over public funding (line-item budget and no possibility to keep
surplus) is tightest in Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Serbia and Turkey. The majority, at least 20 countries,
enjoys more autonomy in this respect, with blockgrants and the ability to keep surplus.
In general, however, there is little clear correlation
between grant allocation types and other elements
of financial autonomy, such as the ability to borrow

money, or the ability to set tuition fees. But looking
at all the features of financial autonomy collectively,
it seems that western European countries benefit
from a greater autonomy than their eastern counterparts. One might argue that, in general, universities
in western Europe have more autonomy to use the
public funding they receive, but less autonomy to
decide on tuition fees. Countries in eastern Europe
tend to have less autonomy with public budgets,
but in many cases have more autonomy to decide
on privately-funded study places, and the fees those
command. The clearest examples of this are Latvia
and Serbia, which have line-item budgets, but are
able to set tuition fees freely.
University buildings, representing an asset of important financial value, may be state-owned or unsellable for historical reasons, with universities having
little or no possibility to decide on selling them –
even in cases when their maintenance is consuming
resources which might be better spent on education and research. Even in cases where universities
are owners of their facilities, there are quite often
restrictions on selling or using them as securities for
loans, ranging from seeking the necessary authorisation to outright prohibition.

Staffing autonomy

Within the framework of staffing autonomy, this
study focused on the capacity of universities to
recruit their own staff and negotiate terms of
employment19.
The ability of universities to decide on staff recruitment is integrally related to its financial and academic autonomy, as staff salaries and employment
contracts are, to a great degree, determined by the
financial agreements between the university and its
funders, and financial regulations on staffing directly impact on the ability to recruit the appropriate
staff. Therefore, it is necessary to analyse staffing
autonomy in relation to an institution´s academic
and financial autonomy.
Comparing different elements of staffing autonomy
in more detail further faces the challenge that, in
addition to the hugely diverse regulations of the

4

different staff categories at universities, the differing
legal frameworks of public and private labour law
impact as well on the ability to recruit staff. Acknowledging these challenges and the limited capacity of
this study to analyse in detail the complete legal
employment conditions across 34 countries, the following three dimensions were examined to allow
for comparisons among institutions and countries:
• the recruitment procedures related to the appointment of senior academic staff20
• the status of university employees (whether considered civil servants or not)
• the salary levels
Further work within this will aim to expand the ana
lysis towards all staff categories and collect comparable data on human resources development, career
models and promotions.

Recruitment of staff
The analysis clearly demonstrates that even in generic terms there are significant differences in staf
fing autonomy across different European countries,
ranging from a larger degree of freedom in the
recruitment of staff to very formalised procedures
including external approvals, sometimes by the
country´s highest authorities.
Figure 4.1 shows that, in twelve systems, universities are essentially free to recruit their own staff. It
concerns primarily countries that are situated in the

north-western parts of Europe. In another sixteen
countries, universities are free to implement individual staff recruitment practices, but they need
to abide by national regulations with regard to the
qualification requirements and recruitment procedure for certain or all categories of staff. These countries are referred to in figure 4.1 as countries with
“specifications in the law” relating to recruitment
procedures. The analysis shows that these conditions are primarily present in Nordic and eastern
European countries. In six, predominantly southern

19	Due to the limited scope of this study, the analysis of data focused mainly on academic staff categories, although where other
information was available, it is used. Given the increased importance of support staff in the achievement of a university’s aims
and missions it will be necessary to extend this to all categories of staff in further work.
20 The term “senior academic staff” is used to stand for the highest academic staff, which, across the countries under study, has
different names and different regulations and is usually involved in teaching and research (and sometimes in management
activities/leadership activities).
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European countries, universities may only partially
decide on staff recruitment practices, as the numbers of posts in certain staff categories (usually
professors and/or senior administration) are set at
national level.
4.1 Ability to recruit staff
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Universities (freely): BE nl, BE fr, EE, DE, IE, LV, LU, MT,
NL, NO, CH, UK
Specifications in the law: AT, BG, CZ, DK, FI, HU, IS, IT,
LT, PL, RO, RS, SK, SI, ES, SE
Number of posts regulated at national level: HR, CY,
FR, GR, PT, TR

It is also important to note that, in at least six countries (Bulgaria, France, Poland, Romania, the Slovak
Republic, and some German states), the appointment of certain categories of staff (usually professors) has to be confirmed by the relevant public
authority (the Ministry or the President of the country, as is the case in Poland, where the title of Professor is granted by the President of the Republic).
The analysis also identified some other procedures
which had an impact on the universities’ ability and
flexibility to recruit their own staff. In Greece, for
example, the selection of people for permanent administrative and technical posts is not in the hands
of the universities and is instead made by a national
body. The university provides the position requirements and the national organisation is responsible
for the administration of the entire recruitment
process including the selection.

Staff recruitment procedures
As the positions of university professors tend to be
the most strongly regulated category of staff in most
countries, this section will focus on a thorough exam
ination of their recruitment procedures. This does
not, however, mean that some countries would not
apply similar procedures to other staff categories.
Although there is some variation in the practice of
recruiting senior academic personnel, most countries follow fairly similar procedures. It is common
practice to specify the selection criteria at faculty
level and set up a selection committee to evaluate
the candidates. The successful applicant is subsequently appointed at the faculty level or alternatively by a university-level decision-making body.
The selection committee either recommends one
successful candidate or provides the decision-making body with a shortlist of preferred candidates in
order of priority.
The final decision on the selection or appointment of the candidate is made at faculty level in
the Czech Republic, Denmark and Slovenia. This
also applies to some German states and in larger
universities in Norway. In the majority of systems
(25), however, the appointment is made at university level.
The analysis further shows that for Croatia and Serbia the university would equally be involved in appointing professors, even though the faculties are
(or were, in the case of Croatia, until January 2007)
independent legal entities. Finally, a few systems require that the decision to appoint a new professor
must be approved by an external body, usually the
relevant Ministry (see Figure 4.2).
4.2 A
 ppointment of senior academic staff
(recruitment procedures)
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Some countries also have compulsory personal
accreditation in place for certain academic posts.
Thus, only those individuals who have acquired a
professorial accreditation can apply for posts as
professors. This procedure is used for example in
the Slovak republic, Slovenia and Spain. In Romania,
the selected candidates for the highest teaching and
research posts, have to go through an evaluation
by the National Council for Confirmation of Titles,
Degrees and Diplomas, before their appointment is
confirmed by the Ministry.
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Final appointment decision made at faculty level: CZ,
DK, SI
Final appointment decision made at university level:
AT, BE nl, BE fr, HR, CY, EE, FI, GR, HU, IS, IE, IT, LV, LT,
LU, MT, NL, PL, PT, RS, ES, SE, CH, TR, UK
Final appointment confirmed by an external authority:
BG, FR, RO, SK
Varies between states or universities: DE, NO

Civil servant status
None of the university staff members have civil ser
vant status in 15 countries (see Figure 4.3). While
“civil servant status” may not have the same meaning in all countries, due to different legal frameworks
and traditions, the term is understood here as representing a group that benefits from a stronger and
more protective regulation. In some countries, certain categories of staff may not be called civil servants
but have a similar status (Ireland, Poland). Rules and
regulations of civil servant employment may also be
applied to some categories of staff only. A common
feature is that these universities have less flexibility
in their human resource management compared to
those where staff do not have civil servant status.
In certain countries including the Czech Republic,
the Slovak Republic and Iceland, only staff employed at state universities have civil servant status.
In these countries, university staff employed at other
universities (both public and private) do not qualify
as civil servants (except for the rector in Slovak public universities).
All members of university staff have civil servant status in eight systems, predominantly in central and
eastern Europe, along with Belgium and Norway.
In the remaining countries, the status of civil servant
is limited to specific categories of university staff. In
Austria, Denmark, Luxembourg and Portugal, the

4.3 Civil servant status
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Staff members do not have civil servant status: BG, CY,
CZ, EE, IS, IE, LV, MT, NL, PL, RO, RS, SK, SE, UK
All staff members have civil servant status: BE nl, BE fr,
HR, GR, HU, NO, SI, TR
Some categories of staff have servant status: FI, FR, DE,
IT, LT, ES
Civil servant status being phased out: AT, DK, LU, PT, CH

employees who have been serving the longest tend
to have civil servant status, whereas those who have
been employed more recently do not qualify as civil
servants, which is to a certain extent the result of
recent autonomy reforms. In Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Lithuania and Spain, the status of civil
servant is related to the organisational hierarchy and
applied often to senior academic positions. In Switzerland the situation varies between cantons, but
even in those cantons where staff do possess civil
servant status this is currently being phased out.

Salaries
With regard to salaries, the study considered staf
fing autonomy in relation to the universities’ ability
to determine their overall salary costs and individual
salary levels independently, or if these were determined (and to which degree) by a higher authority,
such as the government.
The overall salary costs can be determined, within
certain limits, by the universities themselves21 in
most countries as shown in figure 4.4. However, it
appears that the national government prescribes
the standards for university salary levels in six Mediterranean countries. The analysis further indicates
that in Greece salaries are not only prescribed but
also paid directly by the government. Salary costs
are partially determined by the state in France,
Germany and Lithuania leaving the universities

4.4 Overall salary costs
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Determined by the university: AT, BE nl, BE fr, BG, CZ,
DK, EE, FI, HU, IS, IE, IT, LV, LU, NL, NO, PL, PT, RO, RS,
SK, ES, SE, CH, UK
Determined by the state: HR, CY, GR, MT, SI, TR
Partially determined by state: FR, DE, LT

21 This relates to the university’s capacity to shift resources internally and freely allocate them to the payment of salaries.
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with limited autonomy in an important part of the
recruitment procedures. In France, the system is
currently in transition as the ongoing reform now
makes universities responsible for human resources.
In Finland, with the new reform adopted in June
2009, universities will replace the state as official
‘employers’.
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In most cases, a university’s ability to determine overall salary costs is correlated with the form in which
the university receives its funding. If the universities receive funding from the state as a block-grant,
they are usually able to determine their overall salary costs independently. If the funding is allocated
in the form of a line-item budget, universities usually do not have the autonomy to determine overall
salary costs. The analysis showed exceptions for six
countries (Bulgaria, Croatia, Latvia, Malta, Slovenia
and Serbia), as there was no correlation between
the budget allocation and the university´s ability to
decide on their salary costs. In Bulgaria, Latvia and
Serbia universities receive a line-item budget but are
nevertheless able to determine to some extent their
salary costs, as they may be allowed, for instance,
to increase salaries above the amount defined by
law. In Croatia, Malta and Slovenia the universities
receive block-grant funding, but are not able to determine their overall salary costs.
The analysis showed that universities typically have
less control over individual salary levels22 than the
overall salary costs. Only four countries, namely
Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia and Norway,
reported that the universities were entirely free to
decide on individual salary levels. In eight systems
universities do not have the authority to decide on
individual salary levels of their staff, as they are fixed
by the national authorities.
In a majority of countries (21), however, universities
are able, at least in part, to determine individual
salaries. Again, the limitations cover a broad range
of options. This may mean that universities are auth
orised to set the salaries of certain staff, but not of all
staff members (universities in Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Portugal and Spain may freely decide on

the salaries of contracted staff or newly employed
staff, who do not have civil servant status). In other
situations staff salaries are prescribed by governments within salary bands (though these may also
be the result of negotiations). Universities may have
either limited flexibility to appoint people within
these categories (particularly at the higher levels),
or they may only determine the salary within the
prescribed band subject to a minimum standard.
This usually applies to staff with a civil servant status, in which case the salary band is set at national
level. National guidelines that prescribe salary bands
and allow universities some autonomy in determining salary levels within these limits (or above a certain minimum) are applied in a large number of
countries (15) as depicted in figure 4.5. It should
be noted, however, that detail of these guidelines
varies greatly among countries. In some countries
these salary bands are negotiated by the state and
institutions or unions. In the Netherlands, negotiations only involve the universities and the unions
with no intervention of the state. Finally, there are,
in several countries, some exceptions in salary regulations for international professors, in order to allow
universities to attract them by designing specific
incentives.
4.5 Individual salary levels
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Entirely decided by universities: BG, CZ, EE, NO
Entirely decided by other body: BE nl, BE fr, CY, GR, IE,
MT, SI, TR
Universities may decide salaries of some categories
only: AT, FR, DE, IT, PT, ES
Universities may decide within certain limits: HR, DK,
FI, HU, IS, LV, LT, LU, NL, PL, RO, RS, SK, SE, UK
Varies between cantons: CH

22 This refers to the university’s capacity to determine the salary levels of individual employees and/or employee categories.

Key issues & findings
• The analysis shows that involvement of the public authorities in staffing
issues ranges from determining (directly or indirectly) the salaries to being
direct employer of university staff.
• While universities are in most cases able to determine their overall costs,
they are rarely able to set staff salary levels freely.
• Although there is a trend to reduce civil servant status, there is still a large
number of countries where either all or a large number of employees have
this status.
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Conclusions: staffing autonomy
One of the important elements of staffing auton
omy is the extent to which universities have control
over the financial aspects related to their staff. This
includes the overall salary costs and individual salary
levels, as well as the degree of flexibility universities
have in the recruitment of staff (even if procedures
are regulated to a certain degree). Universities’ staf
fing autonomy is limited wherever universities are
largely unable to decide on their staffing policy,
including recruitment practices, salary levels, and
tenure. If these issues are set to a large degree by the
public authorities this leaves universities with little
capacity to control overall salary expenses, or devise
incentives for attracting high quality staff.
Recruitment policies and decisions may also have
to be confirmed by higher level authorities, such as
academic appointments that need to be approved
by national governments. Although in some countries this is only a formality, it nevertheless impacts
on the length of a recruitment procedure and therefore on the flexibility to act quickly in an increasingly
competitive international recruitment environment.

The analysis reveals that, in some aspects, universities gained a greater flexibility in their staffing
autonomy, in particular as in most countries staff
is directly paid and/or employed by the university
instead of the government. When looking at a wider
range of important elements of staffing autonomy
though, in particular the ability to define individual
salaries, control is still exerted to a large degree
by the government. The fact that in almost half of
the countries studied all or the majority of staff has
civil servant status also shows a need to continue to
change to more flexible forms of employment for
university staff.
Some countries like Croatia, Cyprus, Greece and
Turkey seem to have little freedom within their staf
fing autonomy as they have no possibility to determine the numbers of staff they recruit, and have
no control over overall salary costs - even individual
salary levels are determined by national authorities.
In three of the four countries (Croatia, Greece and
Turkey), all staff members also have civil servant status, which is subject to various other regulations and
entitlements.

5
32

Academic autonomy

In relation to academic autonomy, this study focused on gathering information on the universities’
ability to determine their own institutional strategy,
to determine their academic profile, in particular
their ability to introduce or terminate degree programmes, to decide on the structure and content
of these degree programmes, as well as on their
roles and responsibilities with regard to the quality
assurance of programmes and degrees, and finally
the extent to which they can decide on student
admissions.
Analysis of the data gathered on these elements
proved to be particularly challenging. This was
to be expected, given that important aspects of
academic autonomy are closely linked not only to
the other dimensions that are core to institutional
autonomy, but also to the ongoing Bologna Pro
cess reforms. Over the last ten years all the countries surveyed have enshrined the core elements
of the Bologna reforms extensively in national or
regional legislation. This is the case specifically for
the Bologna three-cycle study architecture, backed

up by national qualifications frameworks, for the
implementation of ECTS credit frameworks and for
quality assurance arrangements. On all these major
issues European frameworks exist, developed jointly
by the representatives of governments, universities,
staff and students. They are being implemented on
a voluntary basis at national level and by institutions
across Europe in all 34 countries surveyed.
Further definition and detailed analysis of the concept of academic autonomy will need to take account of and, indeed, be based on a broader understanding of these developments, in particular
the ongoing implementation at national level of
the three-cycle structure in the context of the European Qualification Framework for Higher Education
(2005) and of national quality assurance arrangements being put in place in the context of the European Standards and Guidelines also adopted by
Ministers (2005).
The comments made below are to be considered in
the light of these remarks.

Institutional strategy
The concept of “Institutional strategy” used in this
study refers to the ability of the university to define
its basic mission in terms of research and teaching
orientation and other activities and includes de
cisions regarding which actions are necessary to
best achieve these missions. It is clear that a university’s ability to define its own institutional strategy also touches important elements of the other
dimensions of autonomy and could therefore be
considered as an overarching framework of all its
activities.

Although universities across Europe largely appear
to be responsible for defining their own institutional
strategy, it is quite common for them to face diverse
restrictions, which range from necessary compliance with the Ministry’s strategy, detailed development plans, or, for instance, limitations in terms of
language policy. Belgium is a case in point, where
universities are only permitted to operate within
certain set territories and in the official language
of their community, thereby limiting their ability to
determine institutional strategy. In Finland, universities are designated as Finnish-speaking, Swedishspeaking or bilingual by law.

Academic Profile
Universities in the majority of European countries
(29) are essentially free to develop their own academic profiles. (Two of these countries (Malta and
Switzerland) seem to enjoy particularly high levels
of autonomy in this respect as their universities
are completely free to introduce new degree programmes or end existing ones.) Of course, univer
sities in all countries are subject to different forms
of accreditation, licensing or negotiation procedure,
according to their national legislation as well as in
certain cases to European level requirements, as is
the case, for example, for programmes leading to
professional qualifications, with which compliance
is mandatory. This includes the sectoral professions
(principally, medical doctor, dental practitioner, veterinary surgeon, pharmacist, architect) and the professions subsumed in the so-called general system
(of which engineer is the most pertinent example)23.
In universities in five countries (Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland and Spain) institutions’
educational responsibilities are stipulated in the national law, determined by the relevant ministry, or
negotiated between the Ministry and the university.

More specifically, in Finland the list of possible degrees and fields of study is stipulated by law or by
the Ministry of Education, and the Spanish and
German universities negotiate educational responsibilities with the relevant regional governments.
But even in countries where there are no official interventions or negotiations with a higher authority,
there seems to be a strong steering through funding
by the relevant body, which can effectively influence
a university’s decision on its academic profile.
An example of a country where the Ministry of Education plays a particularly strong role with respect
to the development of the academic profiles of institutions is the Netherlands. Indeed, the Ministry
oversees the system’s efficiency and discourages
universities from establishing degree programmes
in fields of study that are already catered for by a
number of other institutions. However, where new
degree programmes require accreditation, it is likely
that the procedure will also take into account the
balanced provision of different disciplines across the
country, in particular at master level.

Degree programmes
Structure and content of degrees
The last decade of Bologna reforms across Europe
has led to the introduction of the Bologna threecycle degree structure and the ongoing development of national qualifications frameworks in all the
countries surveyed.
The responsibility for the design of curricula, on
the other hand, generally rests with the universities
themselves. The development of new Bologna compatible study programmes at bachelor and master
level has generally been accompanied by the establishment, at national or regional level in most countries, of quality assurance agencies that are in many
cases responsible for ensuring the external quality

or the accreditation of these new study programmes
and degrees. This is most often the case in those
countries that previously offered longer degrees
with no first-cycle qualifications.

Introduction and termination
of degree programmes
More generally, the introduction of new programmes usually requires some form of approval by
the relevant Ministry or by another public authority.
The following paragraphs describe the variety of the
different procedures that exist across the countries
surveyed.

23	Davies, H., Survey of Master Degrees in Europe, EUA, Brussels, 2009, p.39
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In general, new programmes must pass some type
of accreditation. However, due to the national or
regional allocation of educational responsibilities,
opening programmes in certain fields may be more
difficult if the discipline is already well catered for
in other parts of the country. Alternatively the establishment of new programmes needs to be nego
tiated with the responsible Ministry. These negotiations are often related to the financial impact
of these programmes. The data collected suggest
that there are a number of requirements involved
in opening or closing programmes.

deciding on the establishment of other post-graduate programmes. Turkey has implemented a slightly
different system that requires official approval of the
national higher education council (YÖK) for two and
four year programmes, and programmes within
bachelor and Ph.D. degrees, but allows universities
to introduce new master programmes independently. In Norway and Sweden, if government-endorsed
universities are able to establish programmes independently, university colleges, however, are required
to accredit their master and Ph.D. programmes with
the respective Ministry.

While the Maltese and Swiss universities appear to be
largely autonomous in relation to the introduction
of new degree programmes, it is much more common over the rest of Europe for new programmes to
be submitted to an official accreditation, licensing
or evaluation.

In Spain, whilst there is a national accreditation
process in place, universities also need to engage
in resource negotiations with the regional government in order to obtain programme funding. Finally, whilst French universities, among others, would
technically be able to introduce new programmes
regardless of a negative evaluation, they would not
be eligible to receive public funding.

In some countries, national lists of possible degree
programmes exist, often stipulated by law. In the
Slovak Republic and Hungary for example, this is
combined with a two-stage accreditation process,
depending on whether the new programme the institution wishes to establish is already part of listed
programmes or not. In this case, obtaining accreditation is generally easier. If not, an official endorsement of the curriculum and learning outcomes by
a national accreditation agency or by the relevant
Ministry is required. The newly created programme
is then registered with the official body and insti
tutions seeking to establish such programme in the
future can secure accreditation faster for their specific programmes.
In those countries where the legislation determines
the distribution of educational responsibilities (i.e.
the degrees that an institution is allowed to grant),
the establishment of new programmes is necessarily
heavily constrained. Finnish, Walloon and Luxembourg institutions, among others, may only open
programmes which pertain to their wider edu
cational remit.
The standard accreditation process can include specific procedural requirements in some countries. In
the Netherlands, accreditation is only required for
programmes within bachelor, master and Ph.D. degrees, whereas the universities are independent in

Institutions in several countries, such as Austria, Cyprus, Germany24, Greece and the UK have to engage
in resource negotiations with the relevant Ministry,
or another national agency, to secure resources
necessary to open potential new programmes. Additionally, institutions may have to fulfil prerequisites
such as securing a minimum number of students
to be granted the authorisation to open new programmes (Luxembourg and Portugal).
Finally, universities in several European countries,
generally the new member states, are able to open
programmes independently for fee-paying students, while the number of government-funded
places need to be negotiated with the relevant auth
orities. The chapter on student admissions further
elaborates on this specific issue.
Universities across Europe are generally more auton
omous as regards the termination of existing programmes. Institutions either have complete auth
ority to close programmes independently (Belgium/
French community, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy,
the Netherlands, Poland, Romania and Sweden), or
may have to negotiate with the relevant Ministry,
especially as far as overall student numbers are concerned (Austria, Cyprus, Spain).

24 In Germany, approval of the Ministry may be needed in a few Länder, such as Hessen and Schleswig-Holstein.

Student admission
The ability to decide on key issues related to the
selection of students (student admission) is an important part of academic autonomy, including:
• whether the universities are able to decide on
overall numbers of students
• if they can decide numbers of students per
discipline
• if they have control over student admission
mechanisms
• if they need to comply with special quotas

An intermediate, “cooperative” model includes the
intervention of both the university and the public
authorities. This can take place in the framework
of negotiations with the relevant Ministry or the
process of the accreditation of a programme (maximum or minimum numbers of students may be set
during the accreditation process). This can also be
organised through a split system, where the public
authorities decide on the number of state-funded
study places and the university can decide on the
number of fee-paying students, thus influencing the
overall number of students.

The following analysis shows that there are considerable limitations to university autonomy in relation to
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LV, NO, PL,
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PT, RO, RS, SK, SI, UK
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5.3 Admission mechanisms
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Student quotas
Public authorities, in a minority of countries, can set
entry quotas for students of specific socio-economic
backgrounds or foreign students (Cyprus, Switzerland, Turkey), or students with disabilities (Greece).
The Norwegian government has also set minimum
quotas of students entering university for a first
qualification.
Universities themselves are allowed to set quotas in
many countries throughout Europe, from Ireland to
Bulgaria, and from Finland to Spain. These quotas
would necessarily be diverse as they fall under the
responsibility of the individual universities but may
target students through criteria of nationality or origin (in Iceland, most universities limit their intake of
international students), disabilities or outstanding
capacities; in certain contexts, quotas may aim at
facilitating access to higher education of children
of war victims (Croatia). These measures are taken
according to the internal decision-making process
of the university.
Most often, when there is free admission to universities, the institutions may not set quotas, but neither does the state. Italy and Spain are exceptions
to this trend as their universities, though operating
under a system of free admission, are allowed to introduce such measures. This may apply to part-time
students or to high level athletes.

A few countries, where access to higher education is
regulated, nonetheless do not have quotas (neither
at state level nor at university level). In some of these
cases, public authorities have set incentive mechanisms to encourage institutions to offer study pla
ces to students coming from disadvantaged backgrounds (as in the UK), instead of setting quotas,
which represents a more distant form of steering
at system level. This also applies to Flanders, where
measures attracting students combining work and
study, for instance, are intended to complement the
government’s free admission policy.
5.4 Student quotas
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State sets quotas: CY, GR, NO, PT, RO, RS, CH, TR
Universities able to set quotas: BG, HR, FI, DE, HU, IS,
IE, IT, LV, LT, LU, SK, SI, ES
No quotas: AT, BE nl, BE fr, CZ, DK, EE, FR, MT, NL, PL,
SE, UK

Key issues & findings
• European processes such as the Bologna process and European frameworks
have had a strong impact on many issues related to academic autonomy.
• Student selection is strongly regulated, whether by setting frameworks for
admissions, or by limiting student intake in specific disciplines.
• More countries resort to imposing direct limitations (e.g. setting student
quotas) instead of indirect steering by incentives.
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Conclusions: Academic autonomy
In terms of academic autonomy, key issues include the ability of universities to decide on their
academic profiles, especially educational responsi
bilities (conferring degrees in certain areas), and the
ability to select students. Student admissions tend
to be free for all students that meet the basic entry
level requirements in a majority of countries (usually a secondary education degree and/or national
matriculation exam).
The data analysis tried to assess whether there is
a correlation between certain elements of financial
autonomy and academic autonomy, in particular
comparing block-grant funding and the ability to
open new programmes. It is interesting to see that
this is not the case. Countries with a block-grant
budget cover all different types of procedures for
opening degree programmes. Similarly, countries with a line-item budget can have both liberal
and tightly regulated procedures for establishing
programmes.

Based on two central elements of student admissions, the overall numbers of student intake and the
allocation of student numbers into programmes disciplines, universities in Croatia, Estonia and Luxembourg appear to have the greatest freedom in this
respect. Bulgarian and Turkish universities, on the
other hand, have the least power to decide on those
elements, as they are entirely determined by the
state. However, one could argue that equally restric
ting countries with regards to student admissions are
Belgium/Flemish community, France, Italy, Spain and
Switzerland, which all have free admission in general,
and when disciplinary quotas exist, they are determined by the state rather than by the university.
Finally it is apparent that universities which seem
to be more autonomous when it comes to opening programmes in reality face limitations, as this
freedom is often tied to budget negotiations,
which effectively curtails the universities’ academic
autonomy.

Concluding remarks –
Perceptions and Trends

6

Perceptions
As outlined in the introduction, autonomy is a concept that is understood differently throughout Europe. What autonomy should comprise or how it
should be introduced also differs dramatically depending on the viewpoint (university perspective
or policy level). While there is broad acceptance of
the concept that autonomy requires accountability
as a counterbalance and that there needs to be a
framework for universities in which they can operate, debate on the exact nature and extent of accountability is fierce.
The study aimed to provide a glimpse of what the
representative organisations within Europe’s higher
education systems see as the main challenges for
university autonomy at the present time and in the
years to come. These perceptions can be categor
ised into the following five groups:

Financial issues
This proved to be the area where the majority of
national rectors’ conferences saw a current or future
challenge. The main issues mentioned were related
to the low levels of public funding, short funding
contracts which made planning difficult, line-item
budgets and a lack of independent financial capa
city, such as lack of ownership of university buildings
or limitations on universities’ employment policies.
Reporting procedures were also perceived to be
heavy and cumbersome, and, in a number of cases,
irrelevant.

Student-related issues
It was, in particular, universities in countries where
access to studies is free which pointed out the challenge this represents for planning at the university
level. A lack of ability to determine the level of tuition fees or to decide on their introduction was in

some cases seen as a competitive disadvantage in an
international higher education market.

Institutional capacity
A lack of familiarity with the consequences of increased autonomy, new accountability tools, and
a rapidly changing, competitive environment are
proving problematic for some institutions. Reforms
on governance and autonomy are usually not complemented by the necessary support measures and
resources for staff development and training. Overly
powerful faculties or their de facto strong representation in the relevant governing bodies were occasionally judged to be limiting the effectiveness of
top management.

Relations with relevant ministry
Relations with the respective ministries responsible
for universities were sometimes perceived as troublesome. Some ministries were viewed as lacking
a long-term vision for the steering of universities.
The ministries were similarly inexperienced in using
the new steering mechanisms, which led to either a
non-indented outcome (in particular with funding
mechanisms) or to a too short phase of adaptation
to the new circumstances.

Relations with state and society
In federal or regional systems with differing operating conditions, some universities felt unable to
compete on a national level. There were also concerns about the long-term commitment of society to
funding universities and guaranteeing their autonomy even under conditions of an economic downturn. Universities also made the point that it was
challenging to maintain an adequate distance from
the short-term interests of politics and business.
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While universities in almost all the systems under
review have external regulations which provide a
framework for their organisational autonomy
(and at the same time provide the regulatory frame
for their accountability), the number and detail of
these regulations differ quite significantly. In most
cases national legislation contains some kind of
guidelines for the formation or structure of the decision-making body/bodies, as well as the groups
represented in them and the selection of their members. The study revealed, however, that a certain
degree of independence is available across Europe.
In the majority of countries, universities are relatively free to decide on administrative structures. This is
also true, although already to a lesser extent, of their
capacity to shape their internal academic structures
within the legal frameworks.
There is also a trend towards the inclusion of external members in the university decision-making
processes, especially where universities have dual
governance structures. This is also regarded as an
important form of accountability but clearly serves
other, strategic purposes as well (external stakeholders are also selected to help build links for multiple purposes with other sectors and industry).
Their role though remains controversial as external
stakeholders may be either seen as showing too little interest and commitment to university affairs, or
considered to have too much control over academic
issues. Finding the right balance and providing an
efficient and appropriate way of including external
stakeholders will form a crucial part of current and
future reforms on governance.
As far as leadership is concerned, the shift towards
CEO-type rectors in certain western European countries appears to go hand in hand with a greater
autonomy in management and structure design. On
the other hand a significant number of more traditional models exist where the rector is an academic
“primus inter pares” and is selected by the internal
academic community amongst the professors of the
university in question.
Otherwise, it appears clearly that dual governance
structures (with some type of division of power between bodies, usually comprising a board/council
and a senate), as opposed to unitary structures, are
on the rise.

Financial autonomy is one crucial factor allowing
universities to achieve their strategic goals. If there
is not a certain freedom to act independently in
terms of financial issues, then the other dimensions
of autonomy may well only exist in theory. In the
majority of countries, universities receive their fund
ing via block-grants, but there are still some cases
where line-item budgets are used, with no possibility for the universities to shift funding between
budget lines. These exist mainly in some eastern European and eastern Mediterranean countries. In a
small number of cases even self-generated revenue
is strictly regulated.
The way in which funding is allocated is another
important factor that reflects how independent
universities are vis-à-vis the political authorities.
Analysis reveals that intermediary funding bodies
often fund research, an area where political interference tends to be restricted to steering by priorities, but that institutional funding largely remains
a direct competence of the Ministries themselves.
While in the majority of countries universities are
allowed to borrow money, the law, especially in
northern Europe, sets restrictions by limiting available amounts or requiring authorisation. This is quite
often a reason for universities in those countries to
establish independent legal entities (if they have the
ability to do so), such as foundations, which are allowed to borrow. On the other hand only very few
systems allow universities to invest in stocks and
shares or issue bonds. In this respect, in most cases,
governments exert some kind of control over the
universities’ financial activities or simply do not allow those activities.
In the majority of the countries analysed, univer
sities can collect tuition fees or administrative fees
from at least part of their student population. Nevertheless, this does not mean that these fees reflect
a significant contribution to the costs of education
or a significant form of income. Additionally there
are, in most cases, regulations and limitations attached to the ability of universities to set fees as a
means to generate income.
In general there is little clear correlation between
grant allocation types and other elements of financial autonomy, such as the ability to borrow money,

or the ability to set tuition fees. Looking at all the
features of financial autonomy collectively, it seems
that western European countries benefit from a
greater autonomy than their eastern counterparts.
It can be argued that, in general, universities in
western Europe have more autonomy to use the
public funding they receive, but less autonomy in
relation to tuition fees. Countries in eastern Europe
tend to have less autonomy with public budgets,
but in many cases have more autonomy to decide
on privately-funded study places, and the fees those
command. The clearest examples of this are Latvia
and Serbia, where universities have line-item bud
gets, but are able to set tuition fees freely.
In half of the surveyed countries, universities own
their buildings. Although cultural differences, perceptions traditions or indeed the high maintenance
costs are to a large extent determining factors of
whether universities themselves want to own their
facilities, it is a crucial aspect of being an independent financial actor. But even in those countries
where universities are owners of their facilities they
are not automatically able to decide freely on the
investment of their real estate, nor can they necess
arily autonomously decide on the sale of these assets. Restrictions range from authorisation to the
prohibition of selling.
Almost invariably, universities need to submit financial reports to the funding Ministry, the Parliament, the regional government or other types of
public authorities. This financial reporting to public
authorities is one form of ensuring universities’ accountability for their financial activities. Accountability is further ensured through the audit of the
universities’ accounts, which is carried out either by
a national public auditing agency, a private agency
(or both) or, in a small number of cases, directly by
the Ministry of Education.
One of the important elements of staffing auton
omy is the extent to which universities have control
over the financial aspects related to their staff. This
includes control over the overall salary costs and individual salary levels, as well as the degree of flexi
bility universities have in the recruitment of their
staff (even if procedures are regulated to a certain
degree).

The analysis reveals that, in some countries, univer
sities are gaining a greater flexibility in their staffing
autonomy, in particular as staff is generally directly
paid and/or employed by the university rather than
by the government. The ability of universities to
define individual salaries is still, however, controlled to a large degree by the government. The fact
that in almost half of the studied countries all or the
majority of staff has civil servant status also shows a
need to continue to change to more flexible forms
of employment for university staff.
The analysis shows that there are significant differences in the recruitment of staff, ranging from a
larger degree of freedom to formalised procedures
including external approvals, sometimes by the
country´s highest authorities. Although in some
countries this is only a formality, it nevertheless
impacts on the length of a recruitment procedure
and therefore on the flexibility to act quickly in a
competitive increasingly international recruitment
environment.
Some Mediterranean countries have very little freedom in their staffing autonomy as they have no possibility to determine the number of staff they recruit
and hence have no control over the overall salary
costs. Even individual salary levels are determined
by national authorities.
In terms of academic autonomy, key issues include the ability of universities to decide on their
academic profiles, especially educational responsibilities (conferring degrees in certain areas), introducing and terminating programmes and the ability
to select students.
The introduction of new programmes usually requires some form of approval by the relevant Ministry or by another public authority and is often tied to
budget negotiations, which shows again the interdependence of different dimensions of autonomy.
In the majority of countries universities have complete authority to close programmes independently
and only in a smaller number of systems do they
have to negotiate this with the relevant Ministry.
Admission to higher education institutions tends to
be free for all students that meet the basic entry
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level requirements in a majority of countries (usually
a secondary education qualification and/or national
matriculation exam). In a minority of countries, the
decision on the overall number of students is taken
by the university itself. In most cases this is determined by the relevant public authorities or decided
jointly by public authorities and universities.
In a third of the European countries analysed, the
universities can freely decide on the number of student places per discipline. The allocation however in
some fields may be subject to negotiations with the
relevant authorities, or set within the accreditation
procedure.
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Looking at the overall numbers of student intake and
the allocation of student numbers into programmes
disciplines, universities in Croatia, Estonia and Luxembourg appear to have the greatest freedom in
this respect. Bulgarian and Turkish universities, on
the other hand, have the least power to decide on
those elements, as they are entirely determined by
the state.
Although the study confirms the existence of a
general trend towards an increase in university
autonomy throughout Europe, there are still a large
number of countries that do not grant their universities enough autonomy, thereby limiting their performances. There are equally cases where autonomy
previously granted has now been reduced. Quite
often there is also a gap between formal autonomy
and the real degree of a university’s ability to act
with certain independence. In a number of cases a
significant increase in accountability measures has
effectively curtailed university autonomy, which indicates the importance of finding the right balance
in terms of the introduction of accountability tools.
Although EUA has monitored, amongst its membership, the impact of the economic crisis on university
funding during the project phase it is not yet clear
what the long term effects of the global economic
downturn on certain aspects of autonomy will be.
It might mean that national governments will again
resort to more direct steering mechanisms or that
tighter public budgets will lead to heavier reporting measures. In a number of cases drastic cuts in
public funding were a short term reaction to the
economic crisis, which placed universities under
strong pressure.

The public authorities need to find ways of steering
the universities through performance and information measures, without resorting to excessively burdensome and potentially misplaced reporting measures, or too short-term funding. The commitment
to long-term stable university funding is crucial for
institutional autonomy. Being dependent on state
funding, as most European universities are, inevi
tably limits a university’s ability to function independently. The diversification of institutional funding to
multiple funding streams, however, tends to create
additional accountability requirements, which may
prove cumbersome to comply with.
In conclusion, reforms in the field of governance and
autonomy will not achieve their aims if they are not
accompanied by measures to develop institutional
capacity and human resources. These are necessary
for universities to face the new demands placed on
them, with a need for efficient and effective man
agement and leadership and new technical and specialist expertise in many areas. This issue needs to
be addressed jointly, by both universities and the
relevant public authorities.
EUA, for its part, will continue to give the necessary
attention to this important condition for the success
of Europe’s universities.

Contributors to the study
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Ján Bujňák, Vice-chair, SRK

Slovenia
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