
Multiple futures for higher education 

in a multi-level structure 
  

Attila Havas 
 

Institute of Economics 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest 

  

 

 Future of Higher Education - Bologna 

Process Researchers’ Conference 
17-19 October 2011, Bucharest 



Motivation 

Sweeping changes are already occurring in the HE 
sector, and even more far-reaching shifts can be 
expected 

 Need for strategic thinking and actions 

Most FLAs for HE don‟t address 

• the substantial diversity of higher education systems 
and individual universities 

• the potential changes in the social, economic and S&T 
systems, in which universities are embedded; their 
impacts on higher education 

Careful planning is needed before launching FLAs 
to avoid disappointment 



Outline 

Why to conduct FLA on HE: trends and 
driving forces 

How to do that: three methodological choices 

pros and cons of various approaches  

Multiple futures at various levels (EU, ERIA, 
national, university) as illustrations 

Conclusions and recommendations  



HE/R systems: diverse models 

Where research is located 

Research for what purposes: relevance – 
excellence 

Who validates knowledge 

Who funds research, in which channels 
(block funding, competitive funding, etc.) 

How knowledge is diffused/ exploited, in 
which channels 

 (legal and financial frames, implications) 
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HE/R systems: diverse models (2) 

Co-operation among 

• sectors (HE, public labs, BES) 

• countries (bilateral, multilateral) 

• researchers, users, citizens 

Evaluation of organisations (U, faculties, 

institutes, labs), individuals, projects, etc. 

 



Diversity of universities 

Balance of teaching, research, and other activities 
• Humboldtian university 

• „teaching mainly‟ HE organisations 

• „research‟/ „elite‟ universities 

Geographical scope 
• research agenda: reg‟l, nat‟l, EU or global issues 

• teaching: for what labour markets 

Governance structures, organisation, mgmt 
practices 

Performance (economic efficiency, teaching and 

research excellence – whatever metrics are used) 



Driving forces for change 

Quest for excellence in research 
 improving academic recognition and raising funds 

Technological changes 
 more sophisticated  more expensive equipment 

Demographic changes 

Tensions in government budgets 

Quest for cost-efficiency of research 

New societal demands, changing values 

New methods, approaches, norms to organise, 
manage, validate, legitimate and evaluate HE/R 

Several trends are already apparent and new ones 
can be derived from these driving forces 



Key trends: HE 

Changing roles/ responsibilities of universities: 
new roles emerge, and the balance of various 
roles is changing 

 teaching; academic research; consultancy for, and 
problem-solving for firms and other players (NGOs, 
policy-makers); other joint RTDI projects with 
businesses 

An increasing share of the age group of 20-29 
years old is registered for university courses 

 financial, infrastructural requirements 

 number and/or workload of teachers 

 quality of education/ degrees (“prestige”)  

 job-seekers‟ aspirations, ambitions 

 The Humboldtian model has become an exception, 
rather than the rule  



Key trends: HE (2) 

New types of courses/ degrees to meet new 
societal and economic needs 

• short(er), more practical courses for job-
seekers 

• regular re-training of managers, policy-makers, 
as well as researchers (as required by life-long 
learning) 

• stronger, better articulated needs would emerge 
for multi- (trans-; inter-) disciplinary education 
and training 



Key trends: HE (3) 

Ageing population (& Life-long learning)  

• increasing share of „mature‟ students 

• new methods/ approaches in HE 

• new types of communications between HE 
personnel (teachers and support/ administrative staff) 
and students, as well as among students (from 

different age groups, with dissimilar experience, 
behavioural norms, values and culture) 

Internationalisation: mobility of staff and 
students 

 policy aspects: the Bologna Process 



Emerging new players 

Fundamentally re-structured universities, 
e.g. financially weak, formerly independent 
universities taken over by strong performers 
from the HE/R sector, or other businesses, 
such as publishing houses, with the ambition 
of selling education services, not “just books” 

Newly set up „branch‟ campuses of highly 
respected universities, using their „parent‟ 
university‟s curricula (non-EU universities in 
the EU; EU universities outside the EU) 



Emerging new players (2) 

Organisers of studies/ degrees operating 
without their own academic staff and own 
courses 
e.g. Western Governors University, US: distance 
learning courses via its web site, „brokered‟ courses 
and degrees (provided by „real‟ education institutes), 

and act as a clearinghouse, too  

Large firms setting up their own 
„universities‟ 

NGOs setting up virtual universities 



Emerging new players (3) 

„Accreditation‟ organisations granting 
certificates, diplomas, even degrees (?) without 
offering their own teaching programmes [it can 

be a new role for existing universities, too]; 
it can be based on proved competences, or more 
conventional course work done by the „students‟ 
elsewhere, including e-learning 

Currently „unthinkable‟ players might launch 
HE/R services in various ways: using, 
modifying current organisational forms and/or 
inventing new ones  



Key trends: HE (4) 

New, open-access channels for publishing 
research results; reasons and likely 
implications: 

• changing behaviour and norms of scientists 

• low-cost information technology solutions 

• the diffusion and validation of knowledge 

• business models of publishing houses 

• the cost structure of universities (their libraries), and 
their revenues, too 

New management and governance models 

New evaluation criteria, metrics (tailored to 
different types of HE organisations)  



Need for strategic actions 

Sweeping changes are already occurring in the HE 
sector, and even more far-reaching and 
fundamental shifts can be expected 

The broader socio-economic environment of HE 
organisations is also undergoing thorough and 
wide-ranging transformations 

Stakeholders are reshaping science-society links, 
and thus new societal demands emerge for 
universities 

The principles of the so-called new public 
management (accountability, transparency, efficiency 
and effectiveness, responsiveness, as well as forward 
look) are posing new requirements for HE 
policy-makers and managers 



Ways to respond to the changing 
landscape 

„Wait and see‟ 

• watch, and accept the repercussions passively 

• an FLA project would be too time-consuming, 
expensive, and/ or too demanding in terms of expertise 

• would not be able to divert powerful, global trends and 
the driving forces behind them 

The consequences of this „inaction‟ might be severe: lose 
talents and funding  taken over by stronger ones, or 
simply closed 

A wide array of inexpensive, less demanding FLA tools  
even relatively small HE systems or single universities 
can find affordable, and still useful methods  



Ways to respond to the changing 
landscape (2) 

Launch an FLA project 

• to thoroughly understand the possible new 
realities 

• be better prepared to react 

• derive a so-called „future-proof‟ (defensive) 
strategy 



Ways to respond to the changing 
landscape (3) 

Take the initiative  

• by shaping some of the existing trends 

• setting new trends or changing the HE system 
(at a national or supranational level by 
performance objectives, funding decisions, IPR 
regulations, validation rules or quality norms) 

This pro-active strategy is open to a small 
number of large, influential universities, 
national and supra-national policy-
makers, and other powerful stakeholders  



Which type of FLA to conduct 

Methodological choices: 

• Single or multiple futures? 

• What level of analysis? 

• What level of participation?  



Single vs. multiple futures 

Two hypothetical „worlds‟ 

A) the current trends are well-understood, and are 
likely to be continued (no new driving forces, 
no major interruptions): simplicity rules, 
extrapolation is a relevant analytical tool 

B) multifaceted, difficult-to-predict interactions 
among the identified current trends 

 new major trends cause discontinuities 

 complexity: multiple futures should be 
explored to offer sufficient guidance to 
decision-makers 



Single vs. multiple futures: pros and cons 

A single future: simpler, less time-consuming, and 
hence cheaper to devise 

Some participants: „we are experts; we are not 
guessing, but build a sound future, based on 
scientific methods‟ 

Some decision–makers: a clear-cut solution, as 
opposed to several futures, and hence the need 
to consider the corresponding sets of policy 
recommendations 

YET, the current and likely future trends 
affecting the HE sector are fairly complex  
we cannot assume a „simple world‟ 

A striking phenomenon: a single future in the 2007 
Green Paper on The European Research Area 



Level of analysis: pros and cons 

In most cases: a single university or a HE 
system 

• severe constraints: time and resources 

• sponsors/ clients: eager to obtain results, keep the 

costs low  

Multi-level analyses: 
• universities are embedded in socio-economic 

systems  explore the possible developments in 
these settings, their likely impacts on universities 

• a huge diversity among the HE models across 
continents, as well as across countries   



Multi-level analysis: main drawback 

Complexity 

 can be rather demanding 

 time needed for background analyses and 

discussions among the participants 



MLA: benefits for policy-makers 

„Simulate‟ the likely impacts of policy decisions (at the 

EU, national and regional levels) by changing the various 
„parameters‟, e.g. 
• the overall rationale of the EU or national policies (i.e. 

„switching‟ between different EU futures) 

• the actual STI policy tools 

• the links between STI policies, per se, and other policies 
affecting RTDI processes (exploring the impacts of polices on 
the mobility of researchers and students, etc.) 

Drivers (global or EU-wide) ↔ decision-making 
competences (national or regional authorities) 
understand the dynamics of multi-level governance 
 need for a set of structured futures, representing 
the various levels of governance 



MLA: benefits for policy-makers (2) 

Address the diversity of RTDI actors 

identify appropriate „ideal types‟, and use their 

features as „input data‟ for a specific policy 

design task (qualitative simulation) 

Assist initiatives (by EU policy-makers or policy analysts) 
to align national policies 



MLA: benefits for RTDI actors 

Example: stakeholders of universities (rectors, deans, staff, 
students, businesses, the relevant community around them [local, 
regional or national]) 

Obtain a better understanding of the context in which they 
operate, including the alternative future states, towards 
which these broader systems might evolve 

Better equipped to devise „future-proof‟, robust strategies 
„hold‟ their own strategic parameters fixed, and juxtapose that set of 

features with different environments (that is, „upper level‟ futures) 

„Simulate‟ changes in the major features of their university:  

explore how these envisaged „variants‟ would fit into a „fixed‟ 
setting 
keeping the environment as given, and changing their university‟s own 

characteristics 



Expert-based FLA 

Tackle a few highly specific, pre-defined issues 

Completed in a relatively short timeframe 

Efficient in terms of resource use 

Effective: a strong impact on key decisions-makers, 
helping set agendas 

No process benefits (mobilising key stakeholder groups 

to consider multiple futures and select a favourable one, 
channelling resources distributed at various actors 
towards this shared vision, and thus making the whole 
system more efficient in using resources, as well as 

reducing uncertainties)  



Participatory FLA 

Usually address a larger number of broad issues, 
involving a higher number of participants form 
different stakeholder groups 

Take more time, cost more, but can be still efficient 
in using funds and time 

Bring together stakeholders (with their diverse 
background, accumulated knowledge and experience, 
distinct viewpoints and approaches)  richer 
discussion and analysis 

Shared „visions‟  consensus  joint actions & 
reduced uncertainty 

Direct and indirect impacts on decisions – the latter 
ones are difficult to attribute 



ML Futures: Methodological remarks 

Futures vs. “fully-fledged” or “path scenarios” 

No consideration of the degree of probability of 
specific futures (future states) 

Underlying assumptions 

A) Policies can modify the existing driving forces for change, 
and can trigger changes themselves 

B) RTDI actors cannot operate fully isolated from their 
socio-economic environment ( EU polices: Lisbon 
Process, ERIA) 

C) Interrelations between competitiveness and cohesion: 
(i) as a „zero-sum game‟ 

 (ii) as mutually reinforcing processes 

 the latter view is taken here 



ML Futures: Methodological remarks (2) 

Underlying assumptions (cont‟d) 

D) Cohesion is an issue for (a) large, advanced member 
states, (b) for the „classic‟ cohesion countries, and (c) for 
the 12 new member states. Thus, it is a major political 
and policy issue. 
The forthcoming enlargement(s) would add more 
countries and regions to this „list‟. 

E) Promoting RTDI efforts in cohesion regions via joint 
research projects (funded e.g. by RTD FP) does not mean 
that scientific excellence is compromised. (Sharp [1998]) 

F) A pronounced policy emphasis on cohesion does 
 – and should – not preclude competition among RTDI 
actors. 



EU futures by governance issues 

Whether the balance of decision-making 
competences between the members states and the 
EU 

(i) remains largely unchanged 

or shifts significantly towards 

(ii) the national governments (or especially those of 
the larger member states) 

(iii) regions and cities 

(iv) the EU 

Can be highly relevant starting points for FLA on 
HE 



EU futures 

Internal 
strategy 

EU vs. 

Triad 

 

Cohesion 
(societal 
issues) 

 

Competitiveness 
(„multi-speed EU‟) 

 

Successful EU 

 

A) Double 
success 

 

B) Successful multi-
speed EU 

 

Laggard EU 

C1) Shaky 
cohesion 

C2) Double 
failure 

 

D) Failed multi-
speed EU 



ERIA futures (two EU visions) 

ERIA EU A) EU B) 

Rationale for EU RTDI policies 

Co-ordination of policies 

Location of major HE/R centres 

Research agenda 

Mobility of researchers, U staff and students 

Integration of RTDI activities 

Research infrastructure 

Innovation systems, co-op among key players 

RTDI services (info, consultancy, incubation ...) 

Financial infrastructure 

Policy-preparation methods, practices 



ERIA futures (illustrative excerpts) 

ERIA EU A) EU B) 

Rationale for 
EU RTDI 
policies 

“Double-track”: tackle 
societal challenges, 
promote cohesion and 
enhance 
competitiveness 

Excessive emphasis on 
enhancing competitiveness 

Research 
agenda 

An appropriate 
balance between 
societal and techno-
economic issues 

Focus on techno-economic 
issues; some research efforts 
to tackle social challenges 
stemming from the widening 
gaps between flourishing and 
laggard EU-regions 



ERIA futures (illustrative excerpts, 2) 

ERIA EU A) EU B) 

Innovation 
systems, co-
operation 
among key 
players 

Strong, flexible innov. 
systems in a large 
number of regions 

Intense communication 
among businesses, 
academia, policy-makers, 
and the civil society to 
set RTDI priorities for 
cohesion and 
competitiveness; strong 
academia-industry co-
operation, intense links 
among large firms and 
SMEs 

Joint efforts – supp. by 
EU funds – to strengthen 
weaker innovation 
systems  

Strong, flexible innovation systems 
in the advanced regions, 
underpinning sustained 
competitiveness 

Intense communication among 
businesses, academia, and policy-
makers to set RTDI priorities for 
enhancing competitiveness; strong 
academia-industry co-operation, 
mutually beneficial, intense links 
among large firms and SMEs both 
inside and across flourishing regions 

Ad hoc, weak communication and 
co-operation among the key players 
in laggard regions; weak RTDI 
policy constituencies 

Insufficient, half-hearted EU-
supported efforts – at best – to 
strengthen weaker innovation 
systems of laggard regions/ 
countries 



Universities [RTDI actors] 

Trends, 

driving forces 

Univ ‘A’ Univ ‘B’ Univ ‘C’ 
or: New 
players 

The role/ mission of U 

Mobility of U staff, students 

Integration of RTDI activities 

Courses/ degrees 

The Bologna process 

Competition for talents 

Multi-disciplinary training 

Multi-disciplinary research 



Conclusions 

The advantages of devising multiple 
futures in a multi-level structure, relying 
on participatory processes, would 
outweigh the costs 

Worth taking the extra efforts and time 
needed 



Conclusions (2) 

 Major strategic structural decisions: 

 transparent and conscious way vs. ‘muddling 
through’ 

 social dialogues on clearly formulated alternative 
strategies vs. the time needed for these processes; 
potential tensions occurring while discussing the actions 
and their consequences  

 The genuine cost is a missed opportunity: 
conscious, well-articulated and broadly shared 
strategic actions might lead to a completely 
different, much more favourable future state, as 
opposed to the outcome of ‘muddling through’ 



Conclusions (3) 

The proposed method can be of relevance 
in other world regions, too, considering 
their own salient features 

Can be extended to public research 
organisations, too, operated either in the 
EU or other world regions  



Recommendations 

Awareness-raising events at regional, national, 
and international levels 

Exchanging experience among FLA practitioners 

Promoting strategic dialogues among the 
stakeholders 

Initiating pilot FLA projects on HE 

Methodological and financial support for these 
initiatives: national governments, international 
organisations, and associations of universities  



Recommendations (2) 

If decision-makers strongly favour a certain approach, 
don‟t try to push through a drastically different 
programme design – even if it might seem to be 
relevant from an abstract theoretical/ methodological 
point of view 

Yet, FLA projects are learning processes 

 on the methods; the perceived needs to be tackled by FLA, and the 
values and norms of the participants 

Learning would change the way of thinking of the 
participants 

Participatory processes are likely to trigger systemic 
changes, too 

Thus, FLA projects can also be launched pursuing these 
very broad process benefits as secondary objectives – 
or even primary ones („transformative FLA‟  



Thank you! 
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