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 GLOBAL UNIVERSITY NETWORK FOR INNOVATION xi

Global university Network for Innovation

Higher education institutions, as well as 
the societies in which they operate, are 
currently undergoing a global transforma-
tion process in all contexts, although with 
specific characteristics in different parts of 
the world. The role of higher education 
institutions in society will determine the 
place of knowledge in facing the chal-
lenges of the world today; and at the same 
time, this will influence their role and 
opportunities in this time of change. 

Higher education faces the challenge of 
creating and distributing socially relevant 
knowledge and of doing it with anticipa-
tion so as to play a proactive and commit-
ted role in the transformation and positive 
change of societies. 

To face these challenges, the mission of 
the Global University Network for Innova-
tion (GUNI) is to contribute to the strength-
ening of higher education’s role in society 
through the reform and innovation of 
higher education policies across the world 
under a vision of public service, relevance 
and social responsibility.

There is a need to reconsider what the 
social contribution of higher education 
should be. GUNI encourages higher edu-
cation institutions to redefine their role, 
embrace this process of transformation 
and strengthen their critical stance within 
society.

GUNI is…

GUNI is a network created in 1999 by 
UNESCO, the United Nations University 
(UNU) and the Technical University of 
Catalonia (UPC), which hosts its secretariat 
and presidency. It was founded after 
UNESCO’s World Conference on Higher 
Education of 1998 to give continuity to 

and facilitate the implementation of its 
main decisions.

It is currently composed of nearly 170 
members from over 60 countries, includ-
ing the UNESCO Chairs in Higher Educa-
tion, higher education institutions, 
research centres and networks related to 
innovation and the social commitment of 
higher education. In each of the five world 
regions, GUNI has a regional office repre-
senting the network.

GUNI aims to contribute to the reform 
and innovation of higher education poli-
cies across the world under a vision of pub-
lic service, relevance and social 
responsibility. In order to do so, GUNI:
• Helps bridge the gap between devel-

oped and developing countries in the 
field of higher education. 

• Fosters cooperation between higher 
education institutions and society.

• Promotes the exchange of resources, 
innovative ideas and experiences to 
facilitate higher education’s role for 
social transformation through institu-
tional processes of change. 

GuNI does…

Higher Education in the World Report

The Report is a collective work published 
as part of the GUNI series on the social 
commitment of universities. It is the result 
of a global and regional analysis of higher 
education in the world. With a specific 
subject chosen for each edition, the Report 
reflects on the key issues and challenges 
facing higher education and its institutions 
in the 21st century. It is currently published 
in English, Spanish and Chinese. 

universities and social Commitment 
Observatory 

The Observatory is a point of reference and 
a place for dialogue and exchange for 
those interested in the social responsibility 
of universities. It identifies, disseminates 

and facilitates the transfer of good prac-
tices and innovative experiences, which 
enrich the process transforming higher 
education institutions. The Observatory 
also acts as a resource centre, using the 
common goal of social responsibility as its 
underlying premise.

International barcelona Conference 
on higher Education 

The GUNI Conference is an international 
forum for debate on the challenges facing 
higher education. Each edition of the Con-
ference deals with the subject chosen for 
that year’s Report. Held in Barcelona and 
attended by renowned experts, university 
leaders, academics, policymakers and 
practitioners from all over the world, the 
Conference addresses innovative propos-
als and ideas, as well as the results of the 
latest research on each subject. 

Networking

GUNI reinforces and expands its network by 
encouraging the dynamic involvement of its 
members in its activities. It fosters coopera-
tion between higher education institutions 
and other actors in higher education. It also 
promotes debate and the creation and 
exchange of knowledge on higher educa-
tion worldwide by means of both onsite 
and online activities. The website and the 
monthly newsletter are cornerstones of the 
accomplishment of this objective. 

Research Projects 

GUNI undertakes research projects on 
higher education for public and private 
not-for-profit institutions. A Delphi poll is 
conducted for the Report to gauge the 
opinion of over 200 experts including aca-
demics, university leaders, policymakers 
and members of civil society.

www.guni-rmies.net 
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 xiv UNESCO

uNEsCO The World Conference on Higher Education 
(WCHE) that convened in Paris in 1998 gave a 
new momentum to policy debate on higher edu-
cation. It brought together four thousand partici-
pants from 182 countries and provided a 
comprehensive forum for examining policies. 
Education ministers were joined by other stake-
holders, recognizing that governments could no 
longer manage alone the most radical renewal of 
higher education they have ever attempted.

The 1998 Conference adopted a World Dec-
laration on Higher Education for the Twenty-
first Century: Vision and Action, accompanied 
by an Action Plan. Its conceptual framework 
drew on a set of key imperatives: broadening 
access to higher education – understood as both 
a public good and a human right – as a key driver 
of development; promoting reforms of higher 
education at system and institutional levels to 
enhance	quality,	relevance	and	efficiency;	and	
securing adequate resources and funding – both 
public and private – to cope with the increas-
ingly varied demands placed on higher educa-
tion by its different stakeholders.

GUNI, the Global University Network for 
Innovation, was established in 1999 by 
UNESCO, the United Nations University and 
the Technical University of Catalonia (UPC) in 
Barcelona, which houses its Secretariat. The 
promotion of the recommendations of the 1998 
WCHE is its core mission with a special focus 
on the social responsibility of higher education.

Since 1998, as a result of new trends, the 
extent of the transformation of the global land-
scape of higher education has far surpassed the 
forecasts	made	at	the	first	WCHE.

First, mass higher education is now the key 
driver in the worldwide development of the sec-
tor. Student enrolments are burgeoning:144 mil-
lion tertiary students were enrolled in higher 
education in 2006, 51 million more than in 1999 
– a staggering increase.

Most countries aspire to join the knowledge 
society by following the trajectory of developed 
economies, which consider age participation 
rates in higher education of 40–50% as neces-
sary for sustainable development. Unfortu-
nately, many countries in the developing world 
are far from this target. Government action 

alone cannot meet the rising demand. Indeed, 
most government budgets for higher education 
are declining steadily on a per capita basis. 

Second, burgeoning demand has encouraged 
diversification in the ways higher education is 
provided and funded. Community colleges and 
vocational schools are making higher education 
more accessible, especially to working adults 
and those in remote rural areas. Open, distance 
and e-learning are developing rapidly – where 
there were only ten open universities in the world 
in 1988, India alone had more than ten by 2005. 
Private	 higher	 education	 (including	 for-profit	
institutions) is now the fastest growing element 
of the sector and already accounts for one third of 
global enrolments and as much as 70% of enrol-
ments in some regions (for example East Asia).

Third, growing student mobility is another 
dominant trend: 2.4 million students went 
abroad in 2004 – a threefold increase since 1980. 
African students are proportionately the most 
mobile, with one out of every sixteen studying 
abroad. The Global Student Mobility 2025 
Report predicts that demand for international 
education will increase to 7.2 million students 
by 2025. 

Fourth, cross-border higher education now 
involves the movement of programmes and 
institutions as well as students. China saw a 
9-fold increase in foreign programmes between 
1995 and 2003 and by 2000 more Singaporean 
undergraduate students accessed a foreign pro-
gramme in Singapore than went abroad. Infor-
mation and communications technology (ICT) 
is likely to increase the reach and impact of 
cross-border higher education.

Fifth, quality assurance has acquired a higher 
profile	both	nationally	and	internationally.	

These trends raise a number of policy issues 
for governments and institutions. Are private 
higher education, distance education and cross-
border provision the answers to expanding 
access to higher education in the developing 
world? What policies can governments and 
institutions adopt to ensure that these new pro-
viders make a positive contribution? As the 
nation-state loses its monopoly over higher edu-
cation provision, how does it ensure that higher 
education is socially responsible?
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This is the backdrop to the 2009 World Conference on 
Higher Education in Paris in July 2009. It will be a global 
platform for innovative thinking that will review 
progress, analyse the emerging dynamics and their pol-
icy implications, and recommend concrete actions to 
meet national development objectives and individual 
aspirations. To give the event a truly global scope, pre-
paratory	regional	conferences	have	addressed	specific	
local concerns. Their proposals will enrich the debates at 
the World Conference.

Under the overarching theme The New Dynamics of 
Higher Education and Research for Societal Change and 
Development the 2009 Conference will examine the role 
of higher education in addressing major global chal-
lenges. What is the nature of societies’ commitment to 
higher education and what social responsibilities does it 
have in return? Promoting excellence to accelerate Afri-
ca’s development will be a special focus.

Three broad sub-themes will guide the debates at the 
Conference: Internationalization, regionalization and glo-

balization; Equity, access and quality; and Learning, 
research and innovation. Each theme will be looked at 
from the perspectives of: public and private roles and 
responsibilities; the emergence of new models and 
approaches; the opportunities presented by ICTs and open 
and distance learning; the implications for funding and 
investment; and issues of governance and management.

UNESCO	is	indebted	to	GUNI	for	making	a	signifi-
cant contribution to the 2009 WCHE debates through 
this impressive volume. It offers an invaluable service to 
all participants by providing a thoughtful synthesis of its 
three previous Higher Education in the World reports on 
the	financing	of	universities	(2006),	accreditation	for	
quality assurance (2007), and higher education’s emerg-
ing roles in human and social development (2008). 

Stamenka Uvalić-Trumbić 
UNESCO Higher Education Division 

Executive Secretary: 2009 WCHE
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 xvi UNITED NATIONS UNIVERSITY

uNITED NATIONs 
uNIVERsITy

In 1969, then UN Secretary-General U Thant 
proposed the creation of a new type of university 
to be devoted to researching pressing global 
issues and promoting international understand-
ing. Based on that vision, the UN General 
Assembly approved the Charter of the United 
Nations University on 6 December 1973. The 
University launched academic work at its head-
quarters in Tokyo, Japan, in September 1975.

The UNU operates as ‘an international com-
munity of scholars, engaged in research, post-
graduate training and dissemination of 
knowledge in furtherance of the purposes and 
principles of the Charter of the United Nations’. 
The UNU devotes its work to research into the 
pressing global problems of human survival, 
development and welfare. The University 
undertakes (1) basic and applied research; (2) 
targeted foresight and policy studies; (3) capac-
ity development activities; and (4) communica-
tions, dissemination and outreach measures. In 
the	fulfilment	of	this	mission,	the	UNU	func-
tions as: 
l an international community of scholars
l a think-tank for the United Nations system
l a bridge between the United Nations system 

and the international academic community 
l a builder of capacity, particularly in develop-

ing countries, and 
l a platform for dialogue and new and creative 

ideas. 
The UNU operates under the joint sponsor-

ship of the United Nations and UNESCO. Its 
Charter (Article II.1) grants the UNU ‘autonomy 
within the framework of the United Nations’ and 
guarantees it ‘the academic freedom required for 
the achievement of its objectives’. The UNU 
maintains a regular dialogue and close coopera-
tive relationships with a broad range of UN sys-
tem agencies, programmes, commissions, funds 
and convention. At the highest level, the UNU 
makes	specific	inputs	into	the	work	of	the	UN,	
and monitors pressing UN policy issues to 
which the University can contribute, through the 
meetings of the UN Chief Executive Board for 
Coordination (CEB) and communication with 
the High-Level Committee on Programme and 
the High-Level Committee on Management that 
support the work of the CEB. 

The UNU derives a number of comparative 
advantages from its unique identity as both a 
United Nations organization and a high-level 
research and teaching institution that empha-
sizes an interdisciplinary, problem-solving 
approach in its work. The University’s institu-
tional strengths include its:
l objectivity, intellectual integrity and aca-

demic autonomy
l mobilizing power (bringing together the 

international academic community with the 
UN system and its member states’ 
policymakers)

l networking capacity (linking scholars from 
developing and developed countries)

l capacity to meld theory and practice (and 
thus provide high-quality, relevant research 
findings	and	recommendations)

l ability to undertake innovative, focused 
training (leading to the development of insti-
tutional and human capacity) 

l standing to provide input on key issues to the 
UN General Assembly and other organs of 
the United Nations. 

The UNU functions as a unique, decentralized 
global network, which offers the concomitant 
advantages of a global perspective, improved 
interaction with worldwide academic communi-
ties, and an ability to tap a wide range of human 
and	financial	resources.	In	2009,	the	core	UNU	
system comprised institutes located in 13 coun-
tries around the world coordinated by the UNU 
Centre in Tokyo. 

To supplement the current short-duration, 
long-duration and joint postgraduate degree 
programmes in conjunction with ‘traditional’ 
universities, the University will soon begin 
awarding UNU-granted master’s and PhD 
degrees. The UNU is working to formalize the 
process for the accreditation of such degrees, 
and discussions are underway with possible 
partner universities for the initiation of a pro-
gramme leading to the awarding of either a 
‘double’ degree or a joint degree with the part-
ner	 university.	 It	 is	 envisaged	 that	 the	 first	
UNU master’s degree programme will com-
mence in Tokyo in autumn 2010, with a PhD 
programme to follow soon thereafter. 

Rather than competing with other universi-
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ties to offer a standard ‘discipline-focused’ degree, the 
UNU would award a ‘transdiciplinary’ degree, since 
today’s sustainability-related issues are too complex to 
be dealt with in a discipline-by-discipline manner. 
Courses will be offered in themes relevant to the UNU 
mission. 

The University is governed by a Council whose 24 
appointed members serve six-year terms in their indi-
vidual capacities (rather than as representatives of their 
countries).  

The UNU’s ‘faculty’ is the academic and research 
staff of the UNU system (and the broader international 
network of scholars and professionals with whom the 
University works). The UNU’s professional staff are 
recruited from universities, research institutions and 

international organizations worldwide, and represent a 
wide variety of nationalities and cultures. 

It is envisioned that the structure of the global UNU 
system will change over the next few years, with the 
introduction of a ‘twin institutes’ concept. Under this 
new arrangement, each UNU institute will exist in at 
least two locations: one in a developed country and the 
other in a developing country. Both locations will have 
researchers, teaching staff and students, and they will 
spend at least 50% of their time on joint research and 
teaching projects. In this way, the UNU seeks to enhance 
its presence and outreach in the developing world.

Konrad Osterwalder 
UNU Rector
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 xviii UNIVERSITAT POLITÈCNICA DE CATALUNYA

uNIVERsITAT 
POLITèCNICA DE 
CATALuNyA

The Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya (UPC) 
is a public higher education and research institu-
tion	that	is	specialized	in	the	fields	of	architec-
ture, science and engineering. Its activities are 
based on knowledge, innovation, international 
outreach and social commitment. The UPC 
looks to the future and is committed to providing 
high quality technical courses that meet the 
training needs of traditional and emerging 
sectors. 

Like other higher education institutions, the 
UPC works in a changing context that is 
increasingly globalized. As a public institution, 
it is committed to the economic and social 
development of its surrounding environment. 
However, the UPC is also gearing up to be open 
to the world and to incorporate the values of 
solidarity, cooperation, sustainability, equity 
and respect for people. 

The UPC has a social commitment not only 
to the university sector, but to public administra-
tions and to the social fabric. The abilities of 
some entities are matched with the needs and 
interests of others through the establishment of 
collaboration mechanisms with the surrounding 
environment. This enables the UPC to contrib-
ute actively to social debates and to participate 
in strengthening the democratic system and its 
values. 

This mission has led the University to design 
activities and take part in projects that enable it 
to strengthen its position on these issues. One 
example of this is the UPC’s clear commitment 
to promoting the Global University Network for 
Innovation (GUNI). 

GUNI	was	 created	 in	 1999,	 after	 the	first	
World Conference on Higher Education 
(WCHE) that was organized by UNESCO in 
Paris in 1998. Its founders were UNESCO, the 
United Nations University (UNU) and the UPC. 
It was founded to follow up the decisions taken 
at the WCHE and to facilitate their 
implementation. 

The UPC hosts the GUNI Secretariat and its 
Presidency. Since the creation of GUNI, the 
UPC has worked to provide the organization 
with	sufficient	financial	and	human	resources	to	
enable it to attain its objectives. The UPC’s com-
mitment to higher education support and inno-

vation worldwide has been consolidated in 
GUNI’s high level of activity in recent years. 

The Network, is composed of nearly 170 
members from over 60 countries, includes the 
UNESCO Chairs in higher education, higher 
education institutions, research centres and net-
works related to innovation and social commit-
ment	 in	higher	education.	 In	each	of	 the	five	
world	regions,	GUNI	has	a	regional	office	rep-
resenting the network.

GUNI aims to contribute to higher education 
reform and innovation around the world while 
upholding values of public service, relevance 
and social responsibility. In order to do so, 
GUNI:
l Helps reduce the differences in higher edu-

cation between developed and developing 
countries	in	the	field	of	higher	education.	

l Fosters cooperation between higher educa-
tion institutions and society. 

l Promotes the exchange of resources, ideas 
and innovative experiences to facilitate 
higher education’s role for social transfor-
mation through institutional processes of 
change. 

One of GUNI’s main activities is the publica-
tion of the Series on the Social Commitment of 
Universities, which includes three Higher Edu-
cation in the World reports: on financing, 
accreditation and the role of higher education for 
human and social development. 

These reports have been presented succes-
sively in the four editions of the International 
Barcelona Conference on Higher Education 
with the aim of generating debate on the social 
function of universities. 

Another GUNI initiative is the Universities 
and Social Commitment Observatory, which has 
worked hard in recent years to detect good prac-
tices in areas that are relevant to GUNI’s work. 
The	Observatory	 identifies,	disseminates	and	
facilitates the transfer of good practices and 
innovative experiences, which enhances the 
process of transforming higher education insti-
tutions. In addition, the Observatory is a 
resource centre that also has social commitment 
as its underlying premise.

In addition to GUNI, the UPC has established 
other	projects	and	 initiatives	 that	 reaffirm	 its	
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social commitment. These activities take place in its 
immediate environment – the university community to 
which it offers services that contribute to the human and 
social progress of its members – and in the environment 
formed by the institutions, bodies and political and social 
organizations to which it is linked. 

Five UNESCO Chairs are located on the UPC cam-
puses (Higher Education Management, Numerical 
Methods in Engineering, Sustainable Development, 
Visual Health and Development, and Technology and 
Culture). The UPC also participated, through its Centre 
for Sustainability (CITIES), in the creation of RCE 
Barcelona, which is a Regional Centre of Expertise in 
Education for Sustainable Development that is recog-
nized by the UNU and that forms part of a global net-
work of RCEs. It is a network of public, private and 
civil society organizations promoting education for 
sustainability in Catalonia. 

CITIES also encourages the formation and transmis-
sion of values related to sustainability, promotes the inte-
gration of sustainability into all areas of the UPC and 
offers opportunities for innovation in sustainability 
within and outside of the university community. 

The	UPC’s	social	commitment	is	also	reflected	in	
our daily work. For the University, teaching means 
training people in both professional and human dimen-
sions. Therefore, constant innovation, interdisciplinar-
ity and internationalization are encouraged in the more 
than sixty state-regulated degrees and the wide range of 
postgraduate courses (master’s degrees, doctoral 
degrees and lifelong learning courses) on offer. The 
UPC is working to attain an educational model that is 
more dynamic and motivating for students and teaching 
staff. Several initiatives have been undertaken to 
achieve this aim.

The UPC’s regional embeddedness enables it to inter-
act easily with the social and economic fabric of the sur-
rounding environment and offer knowledge-based 
solutions that contribute to balanced, sustainable socio-
economic development. We ascribe great value to the 
research undertaken at the UPC and promote a culture of 
innovation and an enterprising spirit. Initiatives such as 
the Innova programme have been set up, whose aim is to 
promote this type of culture as well as to create univer-
sity spin-off companies. 

The UPC also devises new ways of organizing activi-
ties and transferring knowledge that strengthen relation-
ships and university involvement in the surrounding 
environment. One example is the UPC Park, whose mis-
sion is to boost the social commitment of the University 
by promoting research, innovation, the transfer of results 
and technological progress. 

The UPC Park is characterized by outstanding 
research, technology transfer and knowledge transfer 
activity. It has four centres: the Barcelona Technology 
Park (PTB), the Mediterranean Technology Park (PMT), 
the Science and Technology Centre of Terrassa (PCTT), 
and the Science and Technology Centre of Vilanova i la 
Geltrú (PCTV).

Respect for diversity is also part of our social commit-
ment. In this context, the UPC is promoting an Equal 
Opportunities Plan, to eliminate discrimination against 
any member of the university community. Activities that 
ensure equal opportunities in terms of gender and disa-
bility are supported and encouraged. 

Solidarity and development cooperation are also of 
central importance in the UPC’s daily activity. Through 
the Centre for Cooperation and Development (CCD), we 
promote the active participation of the university commu-
nity in solidarity projects in the countries where inequality 
is most evident. This enables the University to share and 
transfer	the	technical,	scientific	and	social	knowledge	gen-
erated by its teaching and research activity. 

In the international arena, the UPC supports the 
UBUNTU project, whose aim is to promote the con-
struction	of	a	more	humane,	equitable,	pacific,	diverse	
and sustainable world, contributing to the transition 
from a culture of force and coercion to a culture of 
peace, dialogue, justice, equality and solidarity. To 
achieve this, the project promotes cooperation between 
individuals, cultures and nations and supports and coor-
dinates non-governmental organization and interna-
tional cooperation initiatives. 

The UPC’s daily work and its commitment to its 
basic values have led to its participation in the World 
Conference on Higher Education (WCHE). Ten years 
after	the	first	edition	of	the	WCHE,	I	am	pleased,	as	
president of the UPC and of GUNI, to present this pub-
lication, which summarizes the three Higher Education 
in the World reports and the work of GUNI over the 
years. This year is the anniversary of the WCHE but  
it is also the tenth anniversary of GUNI, which was 
formed	under	the	umbrella	of	the	first	WCHE.	There-
fore, it is a moment of great importance for all those 
involved with GUNI; a moment in which the GUNI can 
share with the international community the results of 
the	first	years	of	its	life,	and	at	the	same	time	renew	its	
commitment for the future. 

On behalf of the GUNI Secretariat, I would like to 
thank all those who have participated in this project and 
made this publication possible. I would like to express 
my gratitude to Banco Santander and its President, 
Emilio	Botín,	 for	providing	 the	financial	 support	 for	
GUNI’s mission. I also express my gratitude to the 
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Directorate of Universities and the Directorate of Inter-
national Promotion of the Government of Catalonia for 
the support they gave to this publication and project. 
GUNI and UPC would like to repay the invaluable help 
with gratitude and tangible results. I hope that those who 
read	this	work	will	find	ideas	for	debate	and	reflection,	
which will enable progress to be made and new routes to 

be proposed for the interchange of value between higher 
education institutions and society. 

Antoni Giró Roca 
UPC Rector 

GUNI President
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METhODOLOGICAL 
NOTE

 METHODOLOGICAL NOTE xxi

The synthesis that follows is based on the three 
volumes of the GUNI report Higher Education 
in the World, published as part of the GUNI 
series on the social commitment of universities. 
This synthesis was specially requested by 
UNESCO on the occasion of the World Confer-
ence on Higher Education, and its publication 
coincides also with tenth anniversary of GUNI.

The reports are structured in global issues, 
regional perspectives, special contributions and 
good practices. They also contain a Delphi poll 
on the subject, as well as supporting statistics, 
analytical maps and detailed bibliography. 
These reports offer an overview on the emerging 
issues	on	financing	in	higher	education	institu-
tions, the emergence of accreditation mecha-
nisms, and the new roles of higher education for 
human and social development. They present a 
global	and	regional	analysis,	reflecting	on	the	
key issues and challenges facing higher educa-
tion and its institutions and are currently pub-
lished in English, Spanish and Chinese. 

Thus, this synthesis includes the contribu-
tions of 70 authors from 34 countries. It covers 
the main ideas of the global issues, provides an 
overview of the regional perceptions published 
in each of the reports, and includes brief infor-
mation on the good practices. 

The synthesis of the global issues has been 
created by selecting the main ideas of each of the 
papers included in the original publication. An 
effort has been made to maintain the authors’ core 
ideas and words by highlighting the main points 
that make up their arguments and conclusions. 
The authors were given the chance to revise the 
preliminary summaries, and their comments have 
been	included	in	the	final	version.	

In	the	original	Report	the	reader	can	find	a	
regional overview written by the editorial team 
and a Delphi survey carried out by the GUNI 
Secretariat. These works complement the 
regional analyses and offer substantial conclu-
sions for the comprehension of the regional 
panorama with regard to the theme. Both pieces 
of work, together with the contributions of the 
regional authors, formed the basis for drawing 
up the regional synthesis included in this 
publication.

Since this edition is as much as possible 
faithful to the original contents of each report, 
we have maintained, in both the global issues 
and	the	regional	perceptions,	the	statistical	fig-
ures offered by the authors in the original publi-
cations. This has been done through verifying 
that the analysis and the trends are still valid for 
this moment. The statistical appendix included 
in this publication offers selected information on 
higher education and human development, 
updated according to the Global Education 
Digest 2008, published by the UNESCO Insti-
tute of Statistics and the Human Development 
Report 2007/2008 published by the United 
Nations Development Program.

The	first	two	reports,	on	financing	and	accredi-
tation, describe emerging trends and challenges 
that are key issues relating to higher education. In 
contrast, the third report focuses on the new chal-
lenges and emerging roles of higher education for 
human and social development. It is a proactive 
report, offering many ideas and visions for orient-
ing the future. In order to cover the diverse range 
of approaches to the topic the original report 
includes many special contributions, thus we 
have also included the main ideas of these special 
contributions in this synthesis.

This synthesis is not intended as a substitute 
for the full reports, whose original articles feature 
a much greater wealth of viewpoints and conclu-
sions, and which also include the full list of works 
cited by the authors. The original reports also 
include additional articles, descriptions of best 
practices, statistical tables and comparative maps 
on the topic of higher education, all these pieces 
give a complete view on each theme. 
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 INTRODUCTION 3

The world in crisis: The need for change 

What makes societies progress? It goes without saying 
that to a great extent it is knowledge and its application 
to all areas of life. The value of all fields of science – 
human, social, medical, technological and so on – is 
undeniable; the same goes for education. However, this 
alone is not enough to face the challenges of a glo-
balized society. 

Science and technology have seen spectacular advances 
and educational attainment rates worldwide have reached 
historic highs. At this point in history, education and 
knowledge resources are much more available than ever 
before. However, humanity’s two major conflicts remain 
unresolved: one resulting from human co-existence, and 
the other associated with the relationship between humans 
and the natural environment. Despite the fact that one part 
of humanity enjoys a better quality of life, major challenges 
have emerged in terms of sustainable development for the 
entire planet. There are unresolved problems on issues such 
as basic access to food and health; social justice, equity and 
human rights; inter-cultural co-existence, dialogue and 
understanding between peoples; peace, democracy, partici-
pation, governance and citizenship; relationships with the 
natural environment and the different forms of life; and 
ethics, freedoms and values. 

Despite their other many consequences, the huge 
advances in information and communication technolo-
gies – both physical and virtual – have made globaliza-
tion as we know it possible. Among many other things, 
globalization has brought about the largest discontinuous 
change of scale – or more specifically, increase of scale – 
in worldwide economic, social and cultural life since the 
Industrial Revolution. The world has changed dramati-
cally since the 1960s and 1970s. Offshoring has sepa-

rated the markets for production, labour and consumption, 
resulting in the massive expansion of worldwide indus-
try. Financial and commercial considerations have taken 
precedence over strict economics (that is, everything cir-
culates in an offshored industrial system). And from 
another, yet inseparable, perspective, ‘groupthink’ 
dynamics have taken hold as the West has penetrated the 
entire world to an extent never before achieved by any 
other civilizational culture. 

Globalization has led to new opportunities but it has 
also clearly revealed the inequalities and the system limits. 
The majority of the cultural, social, political and economic 
frameworks that shaped our recent past are insufficient, in 
many cases obsolete, and inadequate when it comes to 
understanding and acting on the world of today.

The sequence and interrelation of recent crises –  
climate change, energy and food shortages and the inter-
national financial markets crisis, with the resulting 
economic crisis in which we are immersed – under our 
point of view tell us two things: (a) just how fragile is the 
basis of today’s globalized world and how serious are the 
problems humankind faces in this new century; and (b) 
just how necessary and opportune it is to re-examine and 
change the paradigms, systems and models that globaliza-
tion is built on, which are no longer capable of addressing 
the challenges we face. 

In this incipient period of global transformation we 
have the opportunity to rethink this model and our col-
lective social values, understanding crises on the basis of 
the word’s original etymological meaning as moments of 
decision. There is a strong emerging need to establish 
new bases for a sustainable global society that take into 
account environmental limits, and re-examine the 
dynamics of global economic, political, human, social 
and cultural models, as well as their local manifestations. 

INTRODUCTION
New dynamics for social 
responsibility
Cristina Escrigas, Josep Lobera and the Editorial Team1

97802302_33379_02_part1.indd   3 29/05/2009   15:18



 4 HIGHER EDUCATION AT A TIME OF TRANSFORMATION

In fact, we are currently experiencing a crisis of civiliza-
tion, in which we must facilitate the transition towards a 
paradigm shift aimed at rebuilding society, with the col-
lective desire and responsibility of attaining a better 
world for future generations. In short, the challenge is to 
understand and act in relation to the complex unity that 
we form and to the total interdependence of all life on, 
and with, the planet. 

It is certainly true to say that another world is possi-
ble. Clearly, though, this change is not independent of or 
alien to the actions of humankind now and in future. 
Therefore, it would be wise to bear in mind that: (a) 
another world is coming into being; (b) this other world 
may take a number of different forms; and (c) the world 
that we end up with will be the result of the uncertain 
evolution of a complex system, in which humankind is a 
subsystem that drives and shapes this evolution. Conse-
quently, humanity will play a critical role in shaping and 
determining the new world. If a paradigmatic crisis of 
civilization results in a change in the world that could 
lead to different scenarios, it is essential to analyse these 
potential scenarios, these possible other worlds, and to 
take steps towards that which society as a whole desires 
(Xercavins, 2008). 

Clearly, the implications of this context for education 
and research are enormous. It is also clear that the prior-
ity of higher education institutions (HEIs) should be to 
make existing knowledge available and to generate 
knowledge that can be used in the construction of a new 
model of civilization. This only can be done under inter-
active collaboration with society as a whole. 

These changes are significant enough to warrant dis-
cussion on what the role of higher education (HE) and its 
social contract should be in this new era. Indeed, the cir-
cumstances merit a critical and constructive analysis of 
the role of higher education in the world.

The expansion of higher educaTion and 
public–privaTe dialecTics: effecTs in The 
lasT decade 

The factors that are influencing the current features of 
higher education systems in the world are described 
below. Although there are significant differences 
between systems, especially between those in develop-
ing countries and those in developed countries, the fol-
lowing trends have affected all HE systems in some way. 

l Increase in demand 
The factor that has had the greatest influence on the evo-
lution of higher education in recent decades has been the 

sharp increase in demand worldwide. Overall, world 
enrolment has increased from 92 million in 1999 with 
44.2 million female students to 143.9 million in 2006 
with 71.9 million female students. This has been caused 
by demographic growth, better salaries and quality of life 
for those who acquire HE qualifications, the social value 
of higher education and changes in access conditions. 

As a consequence of the massive expansion in the 
enrolment rate, six key factors have appeared in the evo-
lution of HE systems worldwide: the inability of the state 
to finance this expansion and the emergence of the mar-
ket; the sudden sharp increase in private higher educa-
tion; the emergence of new providers that are mainly ‘for 
profit’; the diversification of sources of income and cost-
sharing mechanisms; the internationalization and cross-
border provision; and the importance of accreditation for 
quality assurance and rankings.

l Reduction in the role of the state and the emergence 
of the market

The massive expansion of enrolment has not been 
matched with the corresponding expansion of state 
finance. The reduction in public resources in relative fig-
ures (even in places in which it has grown) has led to 
increased institutional competition for resources from the 
state and from the market. Therefore, the functions of the 
university have been increasingly subjected to market 
forces. There is a discernible commercialization of uni-
versities, although it is in its early stages and has not yet 
spread everywhere. The process began with the resource 
crunch in governments that led to a financial squeeze on 
universities. Consequently, universities had to search for 
alternative sources of income. The importance of tradi-
tional academic values diminished as competition among 
universities for scarce resources intensified. This has 
occurred alongside the emergence of a wide range of 
opportunities for universities to earn money in the mar-
ketplace, based on their comparative advantage in know-
ledge with enormous potential for applications in 
management and technology (Nayyar, 2008).

According to Nayyar (2008), markets and globaliza-
tion are beginning to influence universities and shape 
education, not only in terms of what is taught but also of 
what is researched. Student employability is not simply 
a force that is pushing to create more places for voca-
tional courses in higher education. It is also inducing 
universities to introduce new courses for which there is 
a demand in the market, because these translate into 
lucrative fees as a major source of income. Similarly, 
markets are beginning to exercise an influence on the 
research agenda of universities: resources for research in 
life sciences, medicine, engineering and economics are 
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abundant, while resources for research in philosophy, 
linguistics, history and literature are scarce. Most funds 
are allocated to applied research, while theoretical 
research is neglected.

This orientation was reinforced with the adoption of 
the Global Agreement on Trade and Services – GATS – 
in the framework of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO). Some authors argue that the application of the 
GATS has encouraged a reduction of public investments 
in higher education and stimulated the development of 
private education. It has facilitated giving priority to 
commercial aspects rather than to educational considera-
tions, in view of higher education as a commercial good.

l The emergence of private education and the 
diversification of providers

In the face of growing demand, overcrowded higher edu-
cation institutions could not expand further and new 
institutions mushroomed around the globe, many of 
them private. Higher education expansion has been more 
a critical challenge for developing countries than for 
developed ones, which has had an impact on quality. The 
emergence of the different forms of private sector institu-
tions (for example for-profit, non-profit, denominational, 
philanthropic, publicly supported and self-financed) has 
implications for the control and assurance of relevance 
and quality for both developed and developing countries 
in different regions. In addition, the types of institutions 
have also diversified to such an extent that it is increas-
ingly difficult to make a distinction between public and 
private institutions. 

Regarding the incorporation of new sources of financ-
ing, new types of hybrid institutions have emerged: pri-
vate institutions with government support, public 
institutions with private support, which commercializes 
non-instructional activities and asks for fees, and self-
financed private institutions of various types.

With a few exceptions, new for-profit private provid-
ers have neither the commitment nor the ability to par-
ticipate in research or service roles. They can seldom 
build the facilities needed for advanced research, they 
rarely offer advanced degrees in science or other fields 
that require expensive facilities, and they are largely 
uninterested in the cultural and social roles of higher 
education. Knowledge that can earn income is valued 
and supported. Fields that produce little income are often 
de-emphasized or even discarded.

As Sanyal and Martin (2006) point out, HEIs have 
found themselves obliged to build strategic alliances with 
each other in order to face challenges posed by emerging 
for-profit commercial HE providers, which has given rise 
to a range of different types of institutions. They have also 

engaged in different forms of transnational education, and 
have joined virtual university initiatives as well as build-
ing partnerships with industries. While traditional institu-
tions are still playing a dominant role in providing HE, 
they are also changing their roles, becoming partners in 
regional and international consortia.

l Diversification of funding sources
Due to the inability of the state to bear the cost pres-
sure, some of these costs are being shifted to parents 
and students with the emergence of the phenomenon of 
cost-sharing. This is being achieved through the intro-
duction and increase of tuition fees, withdrawal of sub-
sidies and maintenance grants, and the introduction of 
student loans.

New trends may bring together the dichotomy char-
acterized by public higher education on the one hand, 
and private education with tuition fees on the other. The 
diversification of funding sources seems to be the pre-
dominant tendency in public and private universities, as 
a consequence of the need for new sources of income. In 
recent years, the mixed public–private funding model of 
universities seems to have gained ground. This does not 
imply that the state abdicates its social responsibility and 
commitment to funding universities, but rather that other 
sources of financing complement its contribution. 

In past decades, the financing debate has been mainly 
centred on diverse forms of state subsidies, the appropri-
ate administration and regulation of funds that are gener-
ated by tuition fees, and the design of complementary 
forms of funding. However, systems and structures are 
changing fast in higher education today. The perspective 
of a stable funding structure for higher education has 
become obsolete. Besides the exponential growth of 
enrolment, new cost-sharing mechanisms, the appear-
ance of new cross-border suppliers, the emergence and 
growth of distinct types of private and public higher edu-
cation, distance and virtual education and many other 
innovations call for new, flexible ways of tackling higher 
education. These new forms and structures of higher 
education require new forms of funding. The diversity of 
this new reality has led to the search for alternative gov-
ernment policies and mechanisms that can respond 
appropriately to these challenges. 

l Internationalization and cross-border education 
Growing demand for higher education, the emergence of 
information and communication technologies (ICTs), the 
lack of public funding, and the trend towards a treatment 
of education as a commodity/service to be internation-
ally regulated by trade agreements, have been key factors 
contributing to major reforms of HE systems and to 

97802302_33379_02_part1.indd   5 29/05/2009   15:18



 6 HIGHER EDUCATION AT A TIME OF TRANSFORMATION

funding models. Internationalization and cross-border 
education are one of the responses to these trends. 

Internationalization is having a profound effect on 
HE. While the international mobility of students and 
scholars represent longstanding forms of academic 
mobility, it has only been over the past two decades that 
greater emphasis has been placed on the movement of 
educational programmes, higher education institutions 
and new commercial providers across national borders. 

The technological revolution has led to a dramatic 
transformation in distance education as a mode of deliv-
ery. This is discernible not simply in the national context, 
but also in the international context, with a rapid expan-
sion of cross-border transactions in higher education. 
The growth and changes in cross-border programmes 
and provider mobility are remarkable. New types of pro-
viders, partnerships, and the awarding and delivery of 
qualifications are challenging national and international 
policies and regulatory frameworks, especially in terms 
of quality assurance. 

In cross-border education, recognition/registration is 
critical to ensuring the legitimacy of the institution and 
the qualifications provided. There are many countries 
that do not have the regulatory systems in place to regis-
ter out-of-country providers. Whether cross-border edu-
cation providers are competitors or collaborators, 
opportunities or risks, will depend on a country’s policies 
and regulations to integrate foreign providers into a 
national higher education system.

l Accreditation for quality assurance and rankings
The aforementioned developments, which have taken 
place in the last few decades, have created widespread 
concern about how societies can assure quality of higher 
education. Demand for greater accountability, protection 
from fraudulent providers, transparency and efficiency 
have all contributed to the great expansion of accredita-
tion as a system for quality assurance and recognition, at 
the national, regional or international levels. Nowadays, 
for both institutions and programmes and in different 
geographic levels, accreditation is the most widely used 
method of external quality assurance.

Given the complexity and diversity of higher educa-
tion systems, academic fraud and corrupt practices have 
also arisen. In recent years, extensive developments in 
ICTs have widened the scope for fraud in academia and, 
at the same time, introduced new methods of malprac-
tice. There are many fake universities and quality assur-
ance agencies, some of which advertise in the 
international press. The transnational education boom 
has also contributed to the emergence of new opportuni-
ties for fraud.

Accreditation mechanisms and procedures have been 
established in many countries, especially in those coun-
tries and regions where the number of new private institu-
tions of higher education is growing rapidly. Accreditation 
agencies initially started with private, voluntary and insti-
tutional initiatives. Although they worked closely with the 
state and served the national interest, they remained inde-
pendent of the state. With time the situation changed. 
Today, most accreditation systems are initiated by govern-
ments and serve governmental quality control functions. 

The increase in cross-border education offered by tra-
ditional institutions and new private commercial provid-
ers has introduced a new challenge in the field of 
accreditation. The debate arises as to whether accredita-
tion should be provided by an agency in the country 
‘exporter’, the ‘importer’, an international regulatory 
body or more than one at a time. There is a good deal of 
discussion about the need for an international accredita-
tion space and its characteristics. 

Accreditation has also been important for the mutual 
recognition of credentials, which allows institutional, 
regional and international mobility among students. In 
that sense, the Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-
border Higher Education, developed by UNESCO and 
OECD, address the specific issue of cross-border higher 
education and its quality. 

University rankings have been growing rapidly in 
recent years and are unlikely to disappear. At this point, 
there are no fewer than 30 noteworthy rankings, ranging 
from broad rankings of national universities, to compre-
hensive international rankings, such as the Times Higher 
Education Supplement and Shanghai Jiao Tong Univer-
sity, to research specific rankings. Their accuracy, rele-
vance and usefulness have become issues of concern. 
There are serious questions about the validity of the 
impact of rankings on national and institutional policies, 
depending on the value that countries or institutions 
place on international or national rankings.

The role of higher educaTion: emerging 
Tensions

As described above, higher education institutions, as 
well as the societies in which they operate, are currently 
undergoing a process of global transformation, in all 
contexts, although with specific characteristics in differ-
ent parts of the world. If higher education has a role to 
play in its mandate of generating and disseminating 
knowledge for all of society, it should be to serve the 
common good, at a time when what we understand by 
‘good’ and by ‘common’ is difficult to define.
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The interrelation between the global context, which 
was succinctly described in the first point, and the higher 
education context, explained above, leads to tensions 
about the social function of higher education in the near 
future – tensions which, moreover, reproduce the general 
tensions present in society. 

After years in which it was questioned whether 
investment in higher education was a priority, today 
nobody doubts its value and necessity. However, in this 
time of intense global changes, it is more important than 
ever to assess what higher education’s contribution is at 
the moment and what it should be, if it is to define the 
interchange of value between universities and society. 

The expected role for higher education institutions 
today is the result of the inertia of recent social transfor-
mations and the contemporary development model, 
which is particularly marked by pressure to make 
national economic systems globally competitive. In 
recent years, there have also been opportunities to create 
frameworks that guide the social role of higher educa-
tion. The principal was the UNESCO’s World Confer-
ence on Higher Education (WCHE) in 1998. There have 
also been several national reports that have generated 
diagnoses, analyses, opinions and proposals for the 
transformation of HEIs in different countries. In general, 
very few of these frameworks have been incorporated 
into HE systems. The model of global economic growth 
has imposed other priorities and has introduced competi-
tive dynamics into the entire system. 

But in any case, universities are singular within soci-
ety, as they have a high density in capacities of manage-
ment, creation and dissemination of knowledge. At a 
time of global challenges, universities are well posi-
tioned to work on human and social development issues 
at local and global levels. The role of higher education 
will determine the place of knowledge in meeting these 
challenges. In turn, this will influence the role of HEIs 
and their opportunities in this time of change. 

The vision and mission for higher education’s role in 
future need to be clearly reoriented towards society’s 
challenges, beyond the paradigm of the ‘ivory tower’ or 
the ‘market-oriented university’, to reinvent an innova-
tive and socially committed response that anticipates and 
adds value to the process of social transformations. Chal-
lenges such as the creation and distribution of socially 
relevant knowledge, among others, need to be present in 
the core activities of universities, strengthening their 
social responsibility.

It is difficult to define a socially relevant role for 
higher education in future decades without first analys-
ing the emerging conflicts and the different directions 
that their possible solutions entail for the entire system. 

Reactive institutions veRsus pRoactive, 
anticipatoRy institutions 
Due to the tremendous pressure on higher education 
institutions to cope with increased numbers of students 
and market demands in a context of inadequate 
resources, universities have become mainly reactive 
institutions that deal with new responsibilities as best 
they can. They have been forced to give up part of their 
role as centres for intellectual and cultural life and as 
social analysts and critics.

The digital era and the open content movement have 
revolutionized access to knowledge and its dissemina-
tion, which helps universities to recover their reflective 
and critical roles. The university is no longer the only 
entity that generates and disseminates knowledge, not 
even in a new environment that is defined by informa-
tion and communication technologies. These allow uni-
versities to address once again the task of developing 
critical discourses and analytical structures with which 
human societies can continually reflect on the products 
of their knowledge, science and technology and on their 
use in society. 

In a time of rapid change, a major challenge for 
universities is to anticipate the demands of society. 
Higher education institutions could help to create the 
future by anticipating events and giving them mean-
ing. Thus, they could direct their critical analyses 
toward future scenarios and the formulation of alter-
native proposals.

This leads to a major challenge: to live in, and 
from, the established paradigm, versus contributing to 
throw it into a state of crisis, allowing the birth of new 
paradigms.

In this movement, an opportunity to differentiate 
knowledge institutions could appear from the recovery 
and strengthening of a strong social stance. Only univer-
sities are in a position to take this opportunity. This con-
sideration leads to new perspectives, in terms of the core 
functions of higher education institutions and their role 
in society in the mid-term. 

pRofitability veRsus the social value of 
knowledge. the knowledge economy veRsus the 
knowledge society 
In the emerging knowledge society, the higher education 
system is hyper-specialized, and highly fragmented; with 
high social value given to knowledge that can be trans-
ferred to the productive sector, regardless of whether it is 
generated by teaching or research. It takes place in a 
social context in which technocience applications and 
consumption are considered the main bases of well-
being and prosperity. 
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A society based on a production model that is centred 
on knowledge and technology, which simultaneously 
pushes human, social, ethical and philosophical know-
ledge into the background due to its lack of exchange 
value, may be a society with a knowledge-based produc-
tion system, but it cannot be called a knowledge society. 
A hyper-technical society, which is deficient in its human 
understanding and in its capacity to provide decent con-
texts and conditions for all life on the planet, with equal 
opportunities for all, needs to reconsider how to create a 
true knowledge-based society. 

The source and solution of most of today’s main 
conflicts can be found in an understanding of the social 
and human aspects and on their interactions. This leads 
to significant challenges in terms of the allocation of 
value to different types of knowledge, and highlights 
the need for an analysis on how to balance economi-
cally relevant knowledge with that which is human and 
socially relevant. 

Higher education institutions may be perceived as 
purveyors of information and propagators of knowledge 
that fit within existing paradigms, but these paradigms 
themselves have become unreliable and open to ques-
tion. Universities, whose existence is justified in terms of 
their contribution to learning, may become weighed 
down by inertia, unable to learn themselves or to support 
the learning of others. The emergence of a global know-
ledge economy exacerbates concern that some academic 
institutions may be contributing to the undemocratiza-
tion of society by discouraging questioning of meanings 
and assumptions that constrain or block open and reflec-
tive dialogue between individuals (Taylor, 2008).

Thus, there is a dilemma in terms of the functions and 
aims of educational and research activity, which is intri-
cately linked to what we understand to be knowledge; to 
the value that we give to different types of knowledge; to 
what we choose to transmit to citizens who reach the 
highest level of education that society recognizes; and to 
the message we give to society concerning what is rele-
vant to know and what isn’t in order to live in contempo-
rary society. The way in which these considerations are 
addressed will determine the role of the higher education 
system in the future.

public goods veRsus pRivate goods
One of the serious debates about higher education relates 
to whether it is a public good, which adds value to soci-
ety by educating its people, who then become productive 
citizens, or a private good, which mainly benefits indi-
viduals, who earn more money and enjoy other advan-
tages as a result of their education (Bloom et al., 2006). 
The logic of the debate is that if higher education is a 

private good, then those who benefit from it should pay. 
If higher education is mainly a public good, then society 
has a responsibility to provide support (Altbach, 2008).

In recent years, private–good advocates have pre-
vailed to a significant degree. As a result, higher educa-
tion budgets in many countries have stagnated or been 
reduced. Public academic institutions have been asked to 
pay an increasing proportion of their costs by increasing 
tuition fees, becoming more commercialized and selling 
their services to the market (Kirp, 2003; Geiger, 2004). 
This approach was reinforced with the adoption of the 
GATS, a WTO treaty that accepts higher education as a 
commercial good.

The label ‘public’ is not always a guarantee of a genuine 
public service. Similarly, the label ‘private’ may involve 
different situations, from institutions with commercial 
goals to institutions that are not directly under state control, 
but offer a genuine, not-for-profit public service. 

As van Ginkel and Días (2007) state, in the developed 
world but also in some emerging countries, a significant 
number of public higher education institutions have a 
dual, conflicting role. In the countries in which they are 
based, they need to be considered as public institutions 
delivering public goods. However, at the international 
level, in particular in their relationship with institutions 
in the developing world, they serve as providers of com-
mercial services and give priority to financial benefits, 
rather than acting in a spirit of solidarity by sharing 
knowledge. Instead of cooperation, the watchword is 
competition.

The idea of the public good in higher education relates 
directly to the roles that academic institutions can play in 
society. Many of the complex activities of postsecondary 
institutions – from cultural and outreach activities to the 
most advanced basic research – are directly linked to the 
public good (Altbach, 2008). The social responsibility of 
universities includes a wide range of actions and proc-
esses whose objective is to respond to the needs of their 
environment in an appropriate and effective manner and 
with a strong sense of ethics. This involves making a 
public commitment to the general interests of the society 
of which they form a part.

Higher education trains people who might reach the 
highest positions of responsibility in society. Their deci-
sions in all areas of activity and in all the professions can 
be carried out using approaches that have a positive or 
negative impact on the global progress of humanity and 
societies. Therefore, higher education plays a fundamen-
tal role and has a great responsibility with respect to cur-
ricula contents, as well as the ethics and values that they 
incorporate. 

Those who access higher education not only obtain 
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personal returns, but also can and should be aware of 
how to contribute or not to the common good through 
their professional practice from their individual deci-
sions and behaviours. Therefore, we should be concerned 
about what education those who access higher education 
receive and what exchange and returns they establish 
with society. 

The fundamental debate about the nature of public or 
private good of HE is not related to the forms of provi-
sion or even in the fact of profitability. No matter who 
provides, the important issue is what is provided, under 
what conditions and with what results. The debate could 
be raised in terms of what gives higher education the 
value of a public good, how it is preserved and commu-
nicated to the society.

In short, the question of whether higher education is a 
public or private good, and more specifically the question 
of providing public or private goods, has a direct impact 
on the mission of universities. Institutional missions and 
strategies, academic content, the academic offer and its 
organization, research activities and knowledge transfer 
to society, as well as the links with society can be signifi-
cantly modified, from one or other perspective. Likewise, 
financing sources, accountability, quality assurance and 
the output of the entire system present substantial alterna-
tives under either view. Then, reflection on the contribu-
tion and social responsibility of universities involves a 
thorough reconsideration of their mission. Society needs 
to receive a coherent proposal in a transparent way. 
Recent years have led to uncertainty in terms of the form 
and content of this fundamental issue. 

Relevance veRsus competition and 
competitiveness 
The financial crisis of the universities has been accompa-
nied by a redefinition of the meaning, objectives and 
practices of higher education. The idea of universities as 
large social projects or cultural institutions for the pro-
duction of public goods has become a marginal or merely 
discursive field and has been replaced by renewed 
emphasis on links between higher education and mar-
kets. Universities have less ‘space’ for creative and inde-
pendent work, and less autonomy for decision-making 
and for thought.

Competition has increased among academic institu-
tions in an effort to lure students, attract profitable 
research projects and generate prestige. Marketization 
trends are often in conflict with higher education’s goal 
of providing equity. The current emphasis on league 
tables and rankings is very much part of the marketiza-
tion of higher education (Sadlak and Liu, 2007). 

New private providers have also contributed to nar-

rowing the roles of universities. This privatization has 
meant that the broad traditional purposes of the univer-
sity – most of which do not readily produce income – 
have to some extent been de-emphasized, while activities 
that could potentially generate income have become 
more central. 

Increasingly complex goals require larger and more 
sophisticated academic institutions, to handle their more 
diverse functions. Higher education can be effective and 
efficient without being socially relevant, if the desired 
and observed effects do not serve society. Understanding 
the complex roles of the university is a first step towards 
providing the required support, in terms of appropriate 
public funding, academic freedom and autonomy. To be 
relevant, higher education institutions have to incorpo-
rate their goals into a project for society. 

The social responsibility of universities, which 
implies their relevance, constitutes the link between the 
knowledge generated in the context of its application and 
local, national and global needs. Its fundamental objec-
tive is to promote the social usefulness of knowledge; 
thus contributing to improving quality of life. The rele-
vance goes beyond responding to the needs of economic 
development. It requires a two-way perspective between 
universities and society, which involves directly multi-
plying the critical uses of knowledge in society and the 
economy (Herrera, 2008).

Again, this gives rise to a dichotomy that could be 
ignored and left to its own course, or explicitly analysed 
and redirected, according to the results of analyses and 
the agreement of all those involved. 

emerging paThways: readdressing issues 
according To social responsibiliTy 

Higher education institutions have reached a critical 
moment in their long evolution as producers and dissemi-
nators of knowledge, and also face global challenges, 
including the rapid development of science and technol-
ogy, demands related to the creation of knowledge socie-
ties, and the growing competition between increasingly 
multicultural and interdependent societies that are domi-
nated by market forces. As Bennani (2008) notes, such 
challenges require the world’s educational systems to 
adopt new roles and readjust their traditional missions.

knowledge of knowledge
In the emerging knowledge society, there is a need for 
deeper understanding of knowledge itself. To imagine a 
different world, we need to consider what knowledge is 
needed and generated for what kind of society. We also 
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need to understand the relationships between scientific 
knowledge and other forms of knowledge, and the ways 
in which ethics and values should be addressed and 
become an inherent force within the contribution of 
higher education to positive change (Taylor, 2008). We 
also need to reconsider the value we attribute to different 
types and sources of knowledge and to move towards the 
conception of knowledge as human heritage. We need to 
challenge ideas about ‘dominant knowledge’ residing in 
the hands of experts and engage with the majority in 
ways that make connections between knowledge, action 
and consciousness.

There are at least three key issues to review regarding 
the use and impact of knowledge in our societies: a better 
understanding of how we build knowledge and transcend 
disciplines towards a complex thinking, the integration of 
knowledge from diverse backgrounds (community-based 
research, indigenous knowledge, inter-cultural dialogue) 
and the ethical implications of scientific and technologi-
cal research and its applications.

l Complexity, uncertainty and transdisciplinarity 
A better understanding of how we build knowledge is 
needed. Boundaries between disciplines are blurred and 
we increasingly need to link different areas of knowledge 
to understand complex issues. The times and places 
where abilities, capacities and skills can be developed 
are multiplying and becoming connected in educational 
and research systems that are increasingly interdiscipli-
nary. This is happening in the emerging technology sec-
tors and in the human and social sciences as well. We are 
faced with the need to return to models of understanding 
in which the areas of knowledge are interlinked, and 
accept the multidimensionality present in all phenomena. 
Transdisciplinarity, which will be indispensable to 
understand realities, demands, due to their very nature, a 
holistic epistemological paradigm. 

Transdisciplinarity, which is focused on understand-
ing complexity and tackling uncertainty, involves three 
interconnections of knowledge: one that blurs the bound-
aries between related scientific fields; one that achieves 
the same for the boundaries between scientific fields and 
human and social areas; and one that increases the per-
meability between knowledge from different sources. 
We have made progress in the first, but there is still much 
to be done in the other two. 

l Integration of knowledge from different sources 
The instrumental-rationalist pattern of thinking has 
allowed the exclusion of all other forms of knowing and 
understanding from higher education. This has led in 
turn, to the elevation of university scientists and teach-

ers to positions of social dominance by virtue of their 
status as experts, reflecting what Gadamer (1975) has 
referred to as ‘the idolatry of the scientific method and 
of the anonymous authority of the sciences’. And a very 
unfortunate consequence of this ‘peculiar falsehood of 
modern consciousness’ (Gadamer, 1975) has been the 
emergence of a climate of cognitive authoritarianism in 
which the ‘rationality of thinking for oneself dimin-
ishes as society’s knowledge gathering activities 
expand to the point of requiring a division of cognitive 
labour into autonomous expertises’ (Fuller, 1988, cited 
in Bawden, 2008).

One of the strategic challenges that higher education 
institutions face is the recognition of other ancestral, 
contemporary and advanced sources of knowledge on 
human and social development. The epistemological 
conflict that underlies the various traditions of know-
ledge production, dissemination and use has become 
one of the main causes of the dissociation between 
higher education institutions and human development 
issues. In the dialogue between science and ancestral 
knowledge, the first step is to change the monocultural 
approach to recognize peoples, cultures and knowledge 
(Muñoz, 2008). 

Indigenous peoples are fighting for the creation of 
inter-cultural higher education areas. This involves tran-
scending current university policies that are focused on 
access (grants, enrolment targets, programmes and insti-
tutes) and progressing towards the transformation of 
higher education systems. A feasible university project 
should be created to recover the idea of universities as 
places for dialogue and meeting places for different kinds 
of knowledge, perspectives, interests, cultures and  
peoples (Muñoz, 2008). 

l Analysis of the ethical, social and environmental 
implications of the advance of knowledge 

On a global scale, only a small percentage of all the 
resources invested in science and technology is allo-
cated to the analysis of its ethical, environmental and 
social implications. In order to close the gap between 
scientific production and reflection on this production, 
the first step is to recognize that science, technology 
and society are topics of research and education that 
require urgent attention. Second, institutional 
resources must be provided for the systematic study 
and teaching of this subject. How to achieve this is a 
future challenge and a critical responsibility for uni-
versities worldwide. 

The global spread of science and technology has ethi-
cal implications that cannot be contained within particu-
lar disciplinary or professional areas. Ethical questions 

97802302_33379_02_part1.indd   10 29/05/2009   15:18



 INTRODUCTION 11

cannot be limited to specific, targeted areas of science, 
such as research on human subjects. New technologies 
like genetic engineering, artificial intelligence, imaging, 
and nanotechnologies, either on their own or together in 
the form of what are known as convergent technologies, 
raise concerns that transcend the assaults on human life 
and dignity that prompted earlier concerns about the eth-
ics of science and technology. Alongside these issues are 
new ethical concerns about the ways in which human 
societies should co-exist with other species and exploit 
the world’s resources. In this respect, ethics is related to 
the environmental concerns that are a second major leg-
acy of the 20th century’s massive investments in science 
and technology (Jasanoff, 2008).

Technologies clearly incorporate design choices that 
reflect prior cultural assumptions about what is desira-
ble or possible to achieve in society. As with the ethical 
and environmental aspects of science and technology, 
universities have responded to changing perceptions of 
science and technology as social institutions, and of 
their shaping functions in society. To meet the chal-
lenges head on, universities will need to develop a 
fuller, more historically informed sense of their own 
institutional missions, not only as incubators for the 
production of new scientific knowledge and technologi-
cal know-how, but also as sites of capacity building for 
social analysis, critical reflection and democratic citi-
zenship (Jasanoff, 2008).

Relevance and education 
Higher education should prepare students to gain a criti-
cal consciousness of the world they inhabit, and help 
them to better anticipate, articulate and animate alterna-
tive processes to build better societies.

l To rethink the educative purpose 
The purpose of education is to transform rather than 
transmit; to provide the opportunity to ‘light the fire’ 
rather than ‘fill the pail’, as Yeats reminded us; to inspire, 
provoke and motivate (Taylor, 2008). According to 
Bawden (2008), higher education should prepare human-
ity to deal with contemporary issues that, in their com-
plexity, represent clear threats to sustainable ways of 
being. Such issues require collective human judgments 
for actions that must embrace moral, aesthetic and even 
spiritual dimensions in equal part to their intellectual 
aspects. Higher education institutions should appreciate 
the vital importance of a focus on contextual human and 
social development, and accept it as their primary educa-
tive purpose. 

The central educative purpose of HEIs ought to be the 
explicit facilitation of progressive, reflexive, critical, 

transformative learning that leads to much improved 
understanding of the need for, and expression of, respon-
sible paradigms for living, and for ‘being’ and for 
‘becoming’, both as individuals alone and collectively as 
communities. Higher education should develop compe-
tences for knowing how to live a ‘considered life’ within 
the context of the times: to promote living a life ‘which 
is well informed, has worthwhile goals and is lived dis-
cerningly so that one can respond to others well, and live 
flourishingly for oneself’ (Taylor, 2008). 

This more global, holistic perspective of the educa-
tive purpose is the central contextual challenge of 
today. It should be approached in such a way that all 
aspects of human knowing are integrated into cognitive 
systems that, in their own inherent systemic complex-
ity, are most appropriate for dealing with the complex 
issues that characterize the late modern times in which 
we live.

l Educating citizens with civic awareness 
Universities educate the citizens of the future, who will 
build the social systems that future generations will 
inherit. The current education system is based on training 
competitive human resources. It is appropriate to raise its 
evolution towards a system that could educate global 
citizens to be builders of inclusive, just and fair social 
systems, with ethical criteria, who can understand reality 
from a holistic perspective and be prepared to act under 
trust and collaboration patterns. 

Higher education can be focused on training profes-
sionals or on educating citizens who will interchange 
value with society through the exercise of their profes-
sional responsibilities. This second approach implies the 
education of citizens knowledgeable about the human 
and social condition, with ethical awareness and civic 
commitment. 

In this global era, being prepared as a citizen who will 
interact with society through the exercise of a profession 
implies the need of abilities and values such as: a deep 
understanding of life and humanity; sustainable human 
development as a collective social process to be learned 
and applied; a need for mutual recognition, understand-
ing and respect between cultures for inter-cultural rela-
tionships and support of diversity; the ability to deal with 
an exponential expansion of technology, without losing 
the human capacity to put it to common human service; 
and the need to set aside fear in order to confidently 
cooperate on peace-building and justice in any levels of 
activity. Any profession has consequences and interacts 
with some of these items if not with all. 
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l To rethink the curriculum
Higher education should incorporate new, cross- 
disciplinary curriculum contents that equip people with 
new tools that are more suited to the context in which 
they will carry out their professions. According to Taylor 
(2008), it has been shown that much of the ‘formal’ edu-
cation that is provided is didactic, based on rote-learning 
and hierarchical. Nevertheless, it is needed to give much 
greater importance to transformational approaches. 

In addition to the ongoing need for technical skills in 
a host of areas, one key learning need is the ability to 
make connections between many types of knowledge, 
and to do this in a way that places equal value on the 
nature and quality of our relationships with the world at 
large (Taylor, 2008).

New approaches for learning based on dialogical, co-
learning, participatory and problem-oriented methods 
are also required. Disciplinary studies that fail to make 
connections or links with real-world and real-time chal-
lenges and problems appear unlikely to support useful 
learning in the future. New, critical and reflexive learning 
systems need to be designed to meet the challenges of the 
new modernity.

Curriculum changes must be undertaken so that  
traditional areas of study are transformed into cross- 
disciplinary curricula that are more focused on problems 
and more closely linked to the challenges and concerns 
of the real world. A wide range of technical and social 
aspects should be incorporated into a more ‘general’ cur-
riculum. Among the emerging areas that should be 
included are sustainability, inter-cultural relationships, 
education for citizenship and civic responsibility, as well 
as education for co-existence and peace. The incorpora-
tion of human, social, scientific and technical aspects, as 
well as education in values and ethics, is needed to adapt 
curricula to the new educational model. 

l Educating for glocality: democracy, citizenship and 
inter-culturality

Globalization threatens to impose a damaging cultural 
uniformity. The cultivation and dissemination of own 
identities and values must be closely linked to the local, 
regional and national community, in order to use this 
base to open up to the world and, by adopting a universal 
outlook, create citizens who can commit themselves to 
the world’s problems and appreciate and value cultural 
diversity as a source of enrichment of world heritage.

As Delanty (2008) notes, globalization is a term used 
to describe an interconnected world, not a single world. 
According to Delors (1996), people gradually need to 
become world citizens without losing their roots and 
while continuing to play an active part in the life of their 

nation and their local community. A key dynamic is the 
local–global relation; cosmopolitanism arises when the 
local contexts of interpretation are transformed in light 
of the encounter with the global. Universities are located 
in a space that is neither global nor national, as they 
involve the interaction of both. Therefore, they can be 
seen as having a particularly significant role to play as 
cosmopolitan agents of social change (Delanty, 2008). 

According to Delanty (2008), while in the past much 
of the critical capacity of universities was subordinated 
to defining the cognitive structures of the nation-state, 
today their cultural missions have extended into the 
broader domain of cosmopolitanism, in the cultivation of 
post-national kinds of citizenship. Inter-cultural co-
existence is essential in order to guarantee world peace 
and security, particularly in the context of the permanent 
transformation of multicultural societies (Bennani, 
2008). Thus, institutions are confronted with new situa-
tions, which are characterized by the meeting of multiple 
cultures, and by the need for inter-cultural understand-
ing. Higher education institutions need to think differ-
ently about the social context of students, not only in 
terms of the similar/different experiences of home/ 
international students, but also in terms of how societies 
are becoming more interconnected and interdependent 
(Stuart, 2008). 

Curricula offer a great opportunity to overcome most 
of the challenges faced by HEIs as key social actors. 
More emphasis should be placed on including aspects 
that are currently ‘marginal’ areas of education pro-
grammes: emotional intelligence; the knowledge and 
opportunity to adapt to and function in unfamiliar con-
texts; and collaborative skills for work in groups, often 
with members from highly diverse backgrounds and per-
haps even from across former conflict lines. 

Relevant knowledge and ReseaRch
Research should seek solutions to society’s problems and 
contribute to a great extent to describing, analysing and 
improving the emerging world. There is a growing need 
to question the paradigms of knowledge and innovation 
that inform the research carried out in various contexts; 
the relationship between research carried out by HEIs 
and its application in wider society; and the way that 
society and human development needs shape the research 
agenda itself (Taylor, 2008). 

l Research linked to glocal needs
Institutions that generate socially relevant knowledge 
have a fundamental role to play in the construction of 
society. Linking research agendas to collective chal-
lenges such as sustainability, climate change and the Mil-
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lennium Development Goals, among others could have 
a great impact in the future and, at the same time, make 
evident connections between academic activity and soci-
etal needs. Another challenge for HEIs is to provide other 
social actors with access to research. Participative action 
research and Science Shop experiences in universities 
worldwide could be one direction to follow. 

The relationship between scientific research and 
political decision-making related to collective well-
being and on topics of general interest needs to be 
explored and analysed in order to build bridges between 
them. This is an emerging challenge and an imperative in 
both local contexts and for global problems that can only 
be met under a public service perspective and supported 
by society. 

Other challenges facing higher education institutions 
include using transdisciplinary research to support pro-
posals to analyse the epistemological basis of knowledge 
and the initiatives to transform education described in 
the previous sections. 

It is essential to increase the ability to establish a com-
promise between research and practice on issues related 
to human and social development. R&D systems in 
developing countries should promote research for deeper 
insight into their own situation and problems. As some 
authors have indicated, one of the main mistakes in the 
past was to apply imported solutions to local problems. 
Developing countries should undertake their own com-
petitive relevant research; research focused on the local 
application of global knowledge resources; and research 
into ‘orphan problems’. Other priority issues include 
finding solutions to brain drain and facilitating the devel-
opment of local science and technology capacities. 

l From competition to cooperation: Networking for 
glocality

Higher education institutions have not been at the centre 
of either the development agenda or the debates about 
changes and crisis that are transforming the world. This 
is partly due to the fact that, until now, the capacity to 
form networks and tackle these questions effectively did 
not exist. The reduction of poverty, environmental prob-
lems, worldwide terrorism, equity, diseases and national 
conflicts that cross national boundaries should be 
addressed using more global strategies. In order to face 
the new social challenges as well as local knowledge 
needs, universities should be willing to cooperate in net-
works with other universities on a global scale. 

Most institutions have been forced to focus their 
recent transformation on survival, and to entering into 
competition with other institutions. The replacement of 
the competitive model with a cooperative model is one 

of the few strategies that universities have to recreate 
their social role in a globalized world. In the current con-
text, local needs require local proposals in global frame-
works, and global challenges need global solutions that 
are locally acceptable. However, global solutions can 
come out of local experience and vice versa, with both 
co-existing at the same time.

Universities can reflect a local or national project that 
also includes their involvement in contexts of knowledge 
production and distribution on a global scale. The aim is 
to restore the university’s role in defining and collec-
tively resolving social problems. Regardless of whether 
such problems are local or national, they can no longer 
be tackled without consideration of their global context 
(De Sousa, 2008). 

National institutions should be prepared to develop 
nodes or centres of cooperation and knowledge 
exchange, so that they become linked in communities of 
institutions and with global organizations. These links 
may be permanent clusters, ad-hoc clusters or comple-
mentary networks in which interdisciplinary partner-
ships can be formed for specific projects, in order to 
serve local and global needs. 

sustainability: to build new pathways foR 
society
In order to incorporate sustainability into higher educa-
tion, most of the aspects of the education system, its val-
ues and its norms must be reconsidered. 

Higher education can play two roles: it can provide 
graduates with the attitudes, knowledge and abilities 
required to undertake this process; and it can develop and 
provide knowledge that contributes to research and prac-
tice into sustainability. 

Sustainability should be integrated into all institu-
tional activities. Above all, universities’ management 
teams should recognize the urgent need for sustainabil-
ity, and support initiatives that incorporate it into teach-
ing, research, extension activities, and the institution’s 
own management criteria. 

There is increasing interest in the idea of sustainabil-
ity education. Carlson (2006) recently provided a useful 
general description of the emerging field of ‘sustainabil-
ity studies’: a highly interdisciplinary focus that is based 
on the premise that a real advance towards sustainability 
requires a change in the way of thinking in all disciplines, 
or even a change in awareness. 

We should therefore take advantage of the dynamics 
arising from the United Nations Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development (2005–2014). As the organiz-
ers of the Decade have noted, we face a true planetary 
emergency, characterized by a set of serious and closely 
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interrelated problems. We must therefore ensure that all 
forms of education, both formal and non-formal, system-
atically address the world’s situation. This will ensure an 
accurate perception of our problems and foster attitudes 
and behaviours that favour sustainable development. 

To facilitate sustainability topics to be included into 
curricula, higher education legislators and fund provid-
ers should recognize the value of studies that incorporate 
sustainability as a vital element. Likewise, there is a 
growing need for HEIs to participate actively in general 
social debates on the main global changes in our time, 
going beyond the traditionally recognized areas of 
specialization. 

opening up to society: knowledge and public 
commitment 
Such has been the cultural retreat from criticality that the 
relationship between universities, as the source of ‘expert 
knowledge’, and the general citizenry has become 
increasingly adversarial rather than mutually supportive 
(Yankelovich, 1991). This is a critical moment for uni-
versities to heed the call to reappraise their purpose, 
functions and practices as institutions of higher educa-
tion through their critical engagement in dialogue and 
discourse with the citizenry in their dealings with the 
problematic issues of the day.

l The link with civil society: Democratization of 
knowledge 

Active civic associations that are dedicated to different 
aspects of development and social change can be found 
worldwide. Citizen groups, associations, NGOs, not-for-
profit research institutes and independent think-tanks, as 
civil society actors, have taken a leading role in identify-
ing, analysing and articulating national and transnational 
debates on these issues in the past few decades. Of 
course, many individual scholars have greatly contrib-
uted to shaping these issues. It is desirable that HEIs 
make their relationships with civic associations more 
permeable, in order to democratize access to knowledge 
and to provide plural expert advice for institutions and 
civil society in general. Greater coordination is needed 
between governments, civil society, the intelligentsia 
and companies in order to achieve social transformation. 
In other words, civil society – the emerging actor in local 
and global realities – should meet universities as partners 
with which to imagine and develop cooperation and 
exchange alliances. 

In the context of the knowledge society, the question of 
technological citizenship is particularly important for the 
university’s capacity to define a new identity for itself. 
Technology, especially technoscience, is shaping the 

world according to the dictates of global market forces and 
is one of the major societal discourses today in which 
rights and democracy are framed. As science is no longer 
exclusively based in the university, it is not far-fetched to 
propose that universities have an important role to play in 
linking technology to citizenship and in bringing about a 
democratization of science and technology. Universities 
are heavily involved in the new technoscience, as a result 
of partnerships with businesses. However, in a situation in 
which universities do not entirely control the production 
of science and technology, their significance lies instead in 
their ability to produce democratic discourse and enhance 
citizen participation in the field of knowledge production 
(Delanty, 2008). 

Many universities are associated in some way with 
Open Access projects. The pioneering initiative of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), which 
set up the OpenCourseWare project in 2001, served as 
an example for many other similar projects. However, 
the Open Access Movement goes beyond purely educa-
tional contents to include the entire field of culture and 
knowledge, with particular emphasis on the creation of, 
and open access to, scientific knowledge. The internet 
is making possible the worldwide, electronic, unre-
stricted access to knowledge completely free to all sci-
entists, scholars, teachers, students and society at large. 
Removing access barriers to academic material will 
accelerate research, enrich education, make knowledge 
as useful as it can be and lay the foundation for uniting 
humanity in a common intellectual conversation and 
quest for knowledge.

l Centres for renewing thought for society
Universities can contribute to a systematic and proactive 
criticism of the world of ideas, discerning between 
knowledge, information and ideology, and facilitating 
the plurality of positions, on the basis of the available 
knowledge. They can also generate the knowledge 
required to inform decisions that affect the entire world 
population or large segments of it. 

Systematically, deep constructive criticism should be 
addressed to the world of ideas, with respect to which 
direction the human community should take. Alterna-
tives must be proposed to the current development para-
digm, which stresses the individual and competitiveness, 
economic profitability and short-term results, in order to 
devise other paradigms in which the emphasis is on the 
collective, with human and social benefits and long-term 
sustainability. 

To achieve this, it is essential to break the hegemony 
of conformity of thought, which seems to be advancing 
rapidly in globalized society, particularly in terms of the 
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paradigms and beliefs that are established in social, eco-
nomic and political systems, in the way that we organize 
our community and in how this is reflected in our educa-
tion systems. 

These goals can only be attained through proactive-
ness and anticipation. In order to anticipate future needs, 
universities must reestablish their function as watchtow-
ers. Thus, institutions need to throw open their doors and 
establish a dialogue that constitutes an effective frame-
work for relationships with all social sectors. 

l Cosmopolitan centres of global culture 
The emergence of the global public culture represents a 
new context in which to interpret the contemporary rel-
evance of universities as institutions that play a key role 
in social and human development in the era of globali-
zation (Delanty, 2008). Universities should aim to be 
cosmopolitan institutions contributing to the global 
public culture through the promotion of cosmopolitan 
citizenship. 

Universities are driving forces in the knowledge 
economy, but they also meet the humanistic and cultural 
objectives of society and individuals. They are interna-
tional links for science, erudition, culture and ideas. 

As knowledge-producing institutions, universities can 
connect citizens and knowledge, incorporating new kinds 
of knowledge, and participate in the debate on its rele-
vance. The university today should become the cosmo-
politan site of global public culture that brings together 
different kinds of knowledge and cultures. Since the uni-
versity can no longer define what counts as knowledge in 
the way that it once could and since knowledge is no 
longer produced exclusively by and consumed within the 
university, the task of the university should instead be to 
connect different kinds of knowledge. In this way, it can 
be an actor in the public sphere and one of the major sites 
of global public culture. If truth means anything, it must 
be a post-universalistic conception of truth, as the essential 
contestability of knowledge claims, and the challenge of 
living without certainty. Thus, one of the challenges of the 
university today is to become a cosmopolitan actor in the 
global knowledge society by forging new links between 
knowledge and citizenship (Delanty, 2008).

conclusions

The role of higher education in the world today is essen-
tial, as it has been in the past and will continue to be in 
future societies. Once this premise has been accepted and 
shared – which has already occurred globally in the past 
decade – then the relevant question will be what educa-

tion and with what purpose. In this area, the debate is 
completely new and not at all obvious. 

Quality and financing are two key issues for higher 
education whose definition can be guided by clear, differ-
ent political premises. Such policies either explicitly or 
inexplicitly take as a starting point the conception of the 
role that higher education plays or should play in society. 
Therefore, an open, proactive reconsideration of the role 
of higher education in society is an obligation of public 
commitment and social responsibility. Consequently, a 
determination of the social role of higher education that 
is based on the weight of inertia, on a partial analysis of 
past needs or present complexity should be avoided. 
Defining higher education’s role in society is one of the 
essential exercises in the current historical period. 

Education is a public good and a deliverer of public 
goods for collective human development. This is another 
premise on which global agreement was reached very 
recently and that is already being questioned. Like the 
first premise, we must go beyond this concept to respond 
to what we understand, and what education as a public 
good consists of, and to what extent and for what reasons 
we allow it to become a private good. 

We have proposed and analysed a reciprocal course of 
action: to go from an education at the service of the eco-
nomic world – now facing a major crisis – to an educa-
tion that drives sustainable human development – a 
challenge that is more urgent than ever. At the same time, 
this education must anticipate human, social and eco-
nomic needs, while giving greater priority to relevance, 
cooperation and the social value of knowledge than to 
competition and competitiveness. 

Relevance, in its local and global dimensions is the 
concept to be analysed and debated, taking into account 
the radical changes in the political, economic and social 
context in the world in the 21st century. If relevant means 
appropriate to the context, then, what is appropriate to the 
current context? How can we link the needs of different 
levels of the context in which all of the institutions and 
higher education systems are immersed simultaneously, or 
at least the local, national, regional and global levels? How 
can we work so that cooperation between institutions leads 
to higher education systems that are relevant in their 
places? How can we link systems and institutions so that 
higher education is accessible and relevant worldwide? 

The answers to these questions, the resolution of ten-
sions and the development of consensus on emerging 
proposals, should provide a range of useful alternatives 
for designing institutional missions and local, national 
and regional systems with their corresponding associa-
tions and links at a global scale, in order to ensure a fun-
damental human right. 
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1 The authors gratefully acknowledge the contribution of 
Josep Xercavins i Valls for his help in preparing and revis-
ing this article.
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Notes:
This map shows a relation between GER and HDI rank. In general, countries with 
high GER have a better place in the ranking of HDI.

Sources: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, Global Education Digest 2008. Available 
at: http://www.uis.unesco.org/template/pdf/ged/2008/GED%202008_EN.pdf 
United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2007/2008. 
Available at: http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR_20072008_EN_Complete.pdf

MAP 2  Higher education gross enrolment ratios (GER) by country and human development index (HDI)
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PART II
SYNTHESIS OF  
HIGHER EDUCATION  
IN THE WORLD 3
Higher Education: New 
Challenges and Emerging 
Roles for Human and Social 
Development
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II.1 GLObAL ISSUES
II.1.1 Introduction

The main objectives of the third report – Higher Educa-
tion in the World, New Challenges and Emerging Roles 
for Human and Social Development – are to rethink and 
propose new routes for the interchange of values between 
higher education institutions and society. The synthesis 
of its Global Issues exposes the present and future chal-
lenges for the role of higher education (HE) in the con-
text of globalization and the emerging roles of higher 
education institutions (HEIs), their implications for edu-
cation, research, civic engagement and institutional 
development, and how they are being and should be han-
dled to contribute to global harmony. It pays attention to 
a range of challenges or influences that are likely to be 
critical, globally – like cosmopolitism, multicultural co-
existence and sustainable development – for the role of 
higher education in relation to human and social devel-
opment in the context of globalization. 

In the first section of Part II, Federico Mayor 
Zaragoza and Deepak Nayyar address global issues on 
the present and future political, economic and social 
trends of globalization. In a second section, Philip Alt-
bach describes the main roles of higher education insti-
tutions today. In the following sections, 23 authors 
propose new perspectives, challenges and opportunities 
for the role of higher education institutions in meeting 
the challenges of human and social development of 
societies of which they are part. First, six contributions 
outline views on the institutional challenges of universi-
ties and suggest lines for future actions – Deane Neu-
bauer and Victor Ordóñez, Jean-Marie De Ketele, Alma 
Herrera, Teboho Moja, Boaventura de Sousa Santos, 
and Josep Xercavins i Valls. Second, ten authors reflect 
on the educational purpose of higher education institu-
tions in the 21st century – Richard Bawden, Peter Tay-
lor, Leo Jansen, John W. McArthur and Jeffrey D. Sachs, 

Andrei Marga, Aziza Bennani, Gerard Delanty, Mary 
Stuart, and Manuel Ramiro Muñoz. Additionally, these 
sections examine how higher education curricula can be 
applied for human and social development in the con-
text of globalization. They invite the reader to rethink 
the academic curricula from a complex view of the 
world, and the teaching and learning process for devel-
oping skills that can be useful for addressing current 
challenges. A range of issues, including inter- and 
transdisciplinary work, sustainability and multicultural 
understanding, education for peace, global citizenship, 
science and ancient knowledge, and ethics and values in 
higher education are also discussed. In the fifth section, 
Rajesh Tandon and L. David Brown propose emerging 
trends for civic engagement in higher education and its 
role in human and social development. Finally, four con-
tributors – Hebe Vessuri, Imanol Ordorika, Charas 
Suwanwela, and Sheila Jasanoff – explore the role of 
research in higher education and its relationship with 
society. The implications and challenges of research for 
an active contribution to society and human develop-
ment needs are also discussed. Issues such as how 
research can help to solve global problems while at the 
same time addressing local needs, ethics, environmental 
and social implications of science and technology are 
also examined.
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2.1 
Political and social trends of 
globalization: challenges for 
higher education

Federico Mayor Zaragoza1

Globalization is intensifying economic differences and 
social and cultural divisions. Democratic principles, 
rather than the laws of the market, need to be used to 
guide human behaviour and economic policies. ‘It is 
foolish to confuse value with price’, wrote the great poet 
Antonio Machado. Those in power have been foolish. 
They have swapped the values of justice, liberty, equality 
and solidarity – on which the construction of a peaceful 
and creative world should be based – for the norms that 
govern commercial transactions. ‘The peoples’ have 
been replaced by the states, which are being increasingly 
weakened, to the benefit of big transnational corpora-
tions. In addition, the United Nations, which, in Roo-
sevelt’s design, constituted a ‘democratic’ system on a 
planetary scale, has been sidelined in favour of the group 
of the richest countries on earth (G7/G8). 

the widening gaP between rich and Poor

The divide separating rich and poor has been widened 
instead of being narrowed, and the rents in the social 
fabric have not been mended. The attempt to staunch 
wounds caused by rancour and animosity has been made 
using thorns and bullets instead of generous aid, dialogue 

and understanding. Whether or not we wish to acknow-
ledge it, we are heading, with more or less reluctance, 
towards a war economy that is gradually concentrating 
economic power in very few hands and that will use any 
pretext to reach colossal proportions. 

It has been calculated that US$3 billion are invested 
in arms each day. This amount will undoubtedly increase 
in the coming months and years. We invest 365 times less 
than this in food. Indeed, the World Food Programme 
only has an annual budget of US$3 million. As a result, 
approximately 60,000 people die of hunger every day. 
Poverty and misery are spreading everywhere and are 
breeding grounds of frustration at so many broken prom-
ises. From these breeding grounds emerge radicalization 
and feelings of revenge, foci of violence, and desperate 
people who – often at the risk of their own lives – try to 
reach the shores of plenty or immolate themselves in pro-
test, defeat or ignorance. The use of violence, regardless 
of its origins, is absolutely unjustifiable. But we must 
make an effort to identify its roots, to explain what 
causes it. 

Contrary to what was expected, globalization does 
not heed working conditions, power mechanisms or 
respect for human rights. The only thing that is important 
is the deal. From the most atrocious dictatorships to 
countries that are trying to rise or re-emerge from secular 
colonialism and subjection, from China to Ecuador and 
Gabon, what is important is buying and selling, exploit-
ing natural resources, and privatizing goods that were 
previously considered to belong to the public. Thus, 
through takeovers and major mergers, the world pano-
rama has become more rarefied with increased dispari-
ties. Worse still, the responsibilities of those who carried 
out the functions of government in the name of their citi-
zens have disappeared. Economic, social and environ-

II.1.2  The context of higher 
 education
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mental impacts; cultural standardization; the lack of 
moral references, and so on, have been largely brought 
about by the ‘faceless power’ of the big multinationals, 
which act as they please with total impunity. 

Everything seems to be affected: the main beneficiar-
ies of the war economy can see how the poverty rate is 
increasing in their own country. While they are able to 
reach the moon and develop the greatest technological 
prowess, they are completely unprepared when hit by 
natural disasters, such as hurricane Katrina. The most 
powerful countries on Earth should thoroughly read and 
understand the 1918–1919 reflections and projects of 
President Woodrow Wilson (the Covenant of the League 
of Nations promoting ‘lasting peace’), and of Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt in 1944–1945 (the International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development and the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund; United Nations). Both presidents 
believed that the solution to the world’s problems could 
only be reached by the people themselves. They consid-
ered that different peoples needed to come together, 
united by a common destiny, in organizations in which 
cooperation, dialogue and comprehension would be 
facilitated.

The aim was to prevent and anticipate future events, 
and to be totally committed to the welfare of future gen-
erations. The preamble to the UN Charter says: ‘We the 
peoples of the United Nations are determined to save 
succeeding generations from the scourge of war.’ Who? 
‘We the peoples.’ ‘Save’, that is, we build peace daily 
through our behaviour. To achieve what? To ensure that 
our descendants do not have to experience the scourges 
of confrontation, humiliation, exclusion, discrimination 
and violence. The solution, therefore, is to unite the peo-
ples in one international organization, guided by univer-
sally accepted principles. The Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, promoted by the General Assembly of 
the United Nations on 10 December 1948, constitutes a 
compendium of the ethics on which to base personal and 
collective action to provide humankind with ‘freedom 
from fear and want’, as stated in the preamble to the 
declaration.

To achieve this, we must keep the future in mind, 
know that the past can be described and has to be reliably 
described, but also be aware that it has already been writ-
ten. What future generations must be able to write with 
total freedom is the future – their present. To attain this, 
it is essential to encourage the ability to anticipate, to 
foresee, and to act in time. It is not enough to know the 
right treatment; it must also be applied at the right time. 

We need to act in time, draw on the lessons learned in 
the past and always keep the future in mind. Only thus is 
it possible to walk with hope and self-esteem, in new 

directions towards the world of equal human dignity we 
yearn for. Equal dignity! If we all really believed in equal 
dignity for every individual human being, regardless of 
the colour of their skin, their ethnic background, their 
ideology, their beliefs, and so on, most of the challenges 
we face could be resolved. However, in order to look 
forward, knowing where we came from and what we 
have left behind, it is essential to eradicate the impedi-
ments and baggage that prevent us from walking free. 
We should press on and know how to distinguish what is 
important from what is urgent. The right institutions need 
to tackle the major economic, social, cultural, environ-
mental, energy-related and moral challenges of our 
times. We should not be resigned, submissive citizens – 
receivers but not emitters – who observe what is happen-
ing around us passively and even with indifference. 

the ‘scourge of war’

The United Nations is an attempt at creating interna-
tional order through an institution that provides guide-
lines for political action in international relations. It 
includes a number of organizations capable of establish-
ing guidelines on health, employment, nutrition, educa-
tion, science, culture, development, childhood, and so 
on. The aim is to make international agreements work 
and to get nations to work together to ‘spare us from the 
scourge of war’. The diversity and pluralism that consti-
tute the wealth of humankind, and that are so feared by 
those who want to ensure their power of command over 
uniform and uniformed beings, must be inspired – as 
befits their common destiny – by the universally accepted 
ideals that the UNESCO constitution establishes in the 
name of ‘democratic principles’. These are: justice, lib-
erty, equality and solidarity. The constitution adds ‘intel-
lectual and moral solidarity’, as only an attitude of 
solidarity will make it possible to achieve the supreme 
objective of equal dignity for all human beings and, as 
stated in Article 1 of the Universal Declaration, allow 
them to ‘act towards one another in a spirit of 
brotherhood’.

Yet, as happened in the opening months of 1919 with 
the peace proposals of President Wilson, the interests of 
the immense war machine soon ruined this great project, 
which is so urgently needed and whose absence is so 
conspicuous. As a result, we must permanently remind 
ourselves of the reasons given at the end of the two great 
20th-century wars for why brawn will always prevail 
over the mind, and force over words. But against all the 
evidence, we are preparing for war instead of peace; we 
tolerate the fact that 80% of humankind lives precari-
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ously on 20% of all resources, while in the wealthy 
neighbourhoods of the global village less than 20% of 
humankind enjoys more than 80% of all resources, 
including – in the first place – knowledge. 

In the 1950s, hopes faded for a system that claimed 
to represent the ‘peoples’, but in fact consisted entirely 
of states – five of them (the victors in the war) – with 
the power of veto. Instead of ‘sparing’ us from the 
‘scourge of war’ and building peace, these states were 
preparing for war. It has taken many years of confronta-
tion for humankind to realize that ‘if you want peace, 
help to build it with your day-to-day behaviour’, with 
your everyday attitude, with your hands stretched out 
but never raised.

distribution of resources

The time of ‘the peoples’ has now arrived. The time of 
people has come. The 21st century really can become the 
century of people. Thanks to distance participation, in a 
few years, we will have real democracies.

At the UNESCO General Conference held in New 
Delhi in 1956, Pandit Nehru stated that the high function 
of the intellectual organization of the United Nations was 
to act as the ‘conscience of mankind’. This is the mission 
of educators, creators, artists and scientists: in the midst 
of all the shouting and melee, remember the points of 
reference, the beacons that should guide our course. 

‘Acting towards one another in a spirit of brother-
hood’ required a better distribution of resources. Devel-
opment for what? For whom? To ensure equal 
opportunities and the absence of discrimination due to 
place of birth, ethnic origins, and so on; to make possible 
the supreme principle of equal dignity for all human 
beings. However, in 1995 the commitments made in 
Copenhagen on social development fell into the vacuum 
created by the height of the market economy.

In 1974, the General Assembly agreed that the 
wealthier countries would facilitate the development of 
the more needy by means of aid that totalled 0.7% of 
their GDP. Soon, most countries, with the exception of 
the Scandinavian nations, reduced their contributions to 
laughable percentages. Aid was replaced with loans 
granted under intolerable conditions by the World 
Bank, their bank, the bank of the most developed coun-
tries, which, by the way, had omitted its ‘surname’: 
‘Reconstruction and Development’. The borrowers 
were required to privatize, reduce their administrative 
force, and carry out infrastructure work in order to 
secure these loans. How shameful that aid was replaced 
by loans, that poor countries became even poorer and 

ended up in debt and underselling the exploitation of 
their natural resources to major multinational concerns. 
Thus, financial flows were reversed: instead of moving 
from north to south, they began – to the disgust of a 
perplexed yet resigned humankind – to move from 
south to north. Today, there is a demand for the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the World 
Trade Organization to radically change their methods. 
If they do not, popular resistance will achieve the trans-
formations that commonsense imposes in a very short 
space of time.

sustainable develoPment 

In her capacity as chairwoman of the World Commission 
on Environment and Development, Gro Harlem Brundt-
land, the Norwegian prime minister, came up with the 
notion of ‘sustainable development’. Development must 
respect the natural environment. In 1992, the Rio de 
Janeiro Summit, called the Earth Summit, established 
global measures in Agenda 21. These measures aim for 
future generations to receive the legacy of a natural envi-
ronment that does not restrict the quality of life of the 
inhabitants of the planet. Like the Copenhagen commit-
ments, the Rio agreements were not upheld by the richest 
and most powerful countries.

It is time for action. If we want guidelines for general 
education on environmental matters, from the security of 
peace and never again from the peace of security, which 
is the peace of silence and mistrust and suspicion; if we 
want to create attitudes that promote environmental con-
servation, the construction of peace and the strengthen-
ing of democracy, we can use existing documents such 
as the Earth Charter. Since 2000, the Earth Charter has 
been a wonderful inspiration for action on many levels.

Peace culture

The General Assembly of the United Nations passed a 
resolution in 1998 on the dialogue between civilizations; 
devised the Declaration and Programme of Action on a 
Culture of Peace in 1999; and established the Millen-
nium Development Goals in 2000. To facilitate the tran-
sition from a culture of force, brawn, imposition, 
violence and war to a culture of dialogue, understanding, 
conciliation and peace, we must encourage the participa-
tion of all citizens. 

All citizens must realize that they have to contribute, 
even if it is only by a small amount – a small seed – to the 
construction of the new world that we wish to pass on to 
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our descendants. To achieve this, it is necessary to foster 
education in human rights and democracy, tolerance and 
mutual national and international understanding; to fight 
against all forms of discrimination; to promote demo-
cratic principles and practices in all areas of society; to 
combat poverty and achieve endogenous and sustainable 
development that benefits all and provides each person 
with a dignified way of life.

millennium develoPment goals

In 2000, 189 heads of government and state met at the 
headquarters of the United Nations to commit to meeting 
the eight goals that make up the Millennium Declaration 
before 2015. The measures for achieving these goals are 
the result of the work of many specialists worldwide, and 
of first-class reports that, in general terms, do not require 
new contributions. We must now quickly convince our-
selves of this, and demand that those in power stop post-
poning possible and feasible treatments, so that the few 
may become many, pacifically, without turmoil, ‘in a 
spirit of brotherhood’. 

I frequently insist that the price of rejecting evolution 
is revolution. Revolutions do not tend to be good for any-
body. We must understand that the difference between 
one and the other is the letter R for responsibility, and 
assuming this responsibility. In A New World, published 
in 1999, I proposed four ‘new contracts’: a new social 
contract, a new natural contract, a new cultural contract 
and a new moral contract. If based on sound principles, 
all these contracts flow like tributaries into the main 
river, which is a global endogenous development con-
tract that would make it possible to build the other pos-
sible world that the vast majority of humankind is 
dreaming of.

One recent image, which has had a great impact, 
shows the interlaced hands of the UN’s former Secretary-
General Kofi Annan, presidents Lula, Lagos, and Chirac, 
and the Spanish prime minister, José Luis Rodríguez 
Zapatero, who furthermore proposed, to the surprise of 
many, promoting the ‘Alliance of Civilizations’, the 
building of bridges between cultures and interaction 
between beliefs. At the Millennium Development Goals 
Summit + 5, held in September 2005, the heads of state 
and government gave the warmest welcome to the Alli-
ance of Civilizations initiative by firmly reaffirming their 
good intentions and unanimously recommending the 
transition towards a culture of peace and dialogue 
throughout the world.

Few actions had been undertaken in favour of this 
great transition. However, many activities continue to 

fuel current trends, with the turbulent panorama that I 
mentioned. Yet each day (and this is what must be high-
lighted), there are more reasons for hope; for the par-
ticipation of the peoples; the consolidation of 
democracy; and the profound reform of the United 
Nations (Ubuntu, 2006); for words to finally replace 
force, imposition and violence; for citizens no longer to 
be subjects, but to be members of the human family, 
able to develop their distinctive creative ability to the 
full – citizens who are no longer silent because now 
they are aware of the voice they owe to future genera-
tions. The voice of life.

Universities can remain silent no longer. The func-
tions of training, assessment and production are now 
more important than ever. Daring to know, and knowing 
how to dare – universities must be a beacon and watch-
tower in the 21st century.

2.2
globalization and markets: 
challenges for higher 
education

Deepak Nayyar2

Globalization means different things to different people. 
What is more, the word globalization is used in two 
ways, which is a source of some confusion. It is used in 
a positive sense to describe a process of integration into 
the world economy. It is used in a normative sense to 
prescribe a strategy of development based on a rapid 
integration with the world economy. 

Even its characterization, however, is by no means 
uniform. It can be described, simply, as an expansion of 
economic activities across national boundaries. There 
are three economic manifestations of this phenomenon – 
international trade, international investment and interna-
tional finance – which also constitute its cutting edge. 
But there is much more to globalization. It is about the 
expansion of economic transactions and the organization 
of economic activities across the political boundaries of 
nation-states. More precisely, it can be defined as a proc-
ess associated with increasing economic openness, 
growing economic interdependence and deepening eco-
nomic integration in the world economy.

The exclusion of people and countries from the proc-
ess is a fact of life. The sharp divide between rich and 
poor countries is no surprise, but the spread of globaliza-
tion is just as uneven within the developing world. Coun-
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tries in sub-Saharan Africa and West Asia are simply not 
in the picture, and many countries in Latin America, 
South Asia and the Asia-Pacific region are left out alto-
gether. The exclusion of the least developed countries, 
everywhere in the world, is almost complete. The exclu-
sion of poor countries and people extends beyond trade, 
investment and finance, insofar as their access to globali-
zation is exceedingly limited in terms of communication 
and technology. Indeed, the excluded are barely con-
nected with the globalized world.

Globalization has, indeed, created opportunities for 
some people and countries that were not even dreamed 
of three decades ago. But it has also introduced new 
risks, if not threats, for many others. It has been associ-
ated with the deepening of poverty and the accentuation 
of inequalities. Globalization inevitably tends to erode 
social stability. Thus, economic integration with the out-
side world may accentuate social tensions or provoke 
social fragmentation within countries.

In this context, it is essential to recognize that eco-
nomics provides a critical but limited perspective on glo-
balization, which is a multi-dimensional phenomenon. It 
extends far beyond the economy to polity and society. It 
would be no exaggeration to say that the whole is differ-
ent from, and possibly greater than, the sum total of its 
parts. The multiple dimensions – political, social and cul-
tural – deserve mention, even if briefly.

In the political dimension, the momentum of globali-
zation is such that the power of national governments is 
being reduced through incursions into hitherto sover-
eign economic or political space, without a correspond-
ing increase in effective international cooperation or 
supranational government to regulate or govern this 
market-driven process. Simply put, there is a mismatch 
between economies that are global and polities that are 
national or local. 

In the social dimension, a market economy may be 
seen as a necessary and indeed desirable attribute of glo-
balization, but the creation of a market society may not 
be a desirable outcome. If the pursuit of material well-
being becomes a dominant and, for some, exclusive 
objective, then the culture of materialism or simply the 
quest for money might spread into all spheres of life. A 
reasonable utilitarianism could then be transformed into 
narcissistic hedonism. The norms and values that are the 
foundations of civil society, in which individuals have an 
obligation to society, could be eroded. Social norms and 
social institutions, so essential for the market economy 
itself, could be weakened.

In the cultural dimension, the global spread of cul-
tural impulses is at least as important as that of eco-
nomic impulses. Youth culture in cities everywhere, 

across the world, is globalized, as manifested in jeans, 
T-shirts, sneakers, jogging, fast food, pop music, Hol-
lywood movies, satellite television, 24/7 news channels, 
the internet and so on. Consumerism is indeed global. 
Even corruption and crime have become similar every-
where. The communications revolution and the elec-
tronic media have played a key role in all this. But 
modernity and tradition do not always mesh together, 
and this could plant seeds of conflict in societies. What 
is more, the homogenization of culture associated with 
globalization is not desirable, for cultural diversity is as 
important as biodiversity.

globalization: consequences for 
develoPment

From the early 1970s to the early 2000s, which could be 
termed the age of globalization, growth did not acceler-
ate. It slowed down. During the 1960s, the average 
growth rate of world GDP per capita was 3.5% per 
annum. Deceleration set in thereafter. The average 
growth rate of world GDP per capita was 2.1% per 
annum during the 1970s, 1.3% per annum during the 
1980s and 1% per annum during the 1990s. 

Available figures suggest divergence, rather than con-
vergence, in income levels between countries and 
between people. Economic inequalities increased in the 
late 20th century as the income gap widened between 
rich and poor countries, between the rich and the poor in 
the world’s population, and also between rich and poor 
people within countries.

The incidence of poverty increased in most countries 
of Latin America, the Caribbean and sub-Saharan Africa 
during the 1980s and the 1990s. Much of Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia experienced a sharp rise in poverty dur-
ing the 1990s. However, East Asia, Southeast Asia and 
South Asia experienced a steady decline in the incidence 
of poverty during this period. Most of this improvement, 
however, is attributed to changes in just two countries 
with large populations (China and India). 

At the same time, globalization has introduced a new 
dimension to the exclusion of people from development. 
Exclusion is no longer simply about the inability to sat-
isfy basic human needs in terms of food, clothing, shel-
ter, healthcare and education for large numbers of people. 
It is much more complicated. The consumption patterns 
and lifestyles of the rich associated with globalization 
have powerful demonstration effects. People every-
where, even the poor and the excluded, are exposed to 
these consumption possibility frontiers because elec-
tronic media have spread the consumer message far and 
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wide. This creates both expectations and aspirations. But 
the simple fact of life is that those who do not have the 
incomes cannot buy goods and services in the market. 
Thus, when the paradise of consumerism is unattaina-
ble – which is the case for common people – it only cre-
ates frustration or alienation. 

In retrospect, it is apparent that globalization has been 
associated with simultaneous, yet asymmetrical, conse-
quences for countries and people. There is inclusion for 
some and exclusion or marginalization for many. There 
is affluence for some and poverty for many. For many, 
the fundamental problems of poverty, unemployment 
and inequality persist. Of course, these problems existed 
before, but globalization may have accentuated exclu-
sion and deprivation, for it has dislocated traditional live-
lihoods and local communities. It also threatens 
environmental sustainability and cultural diversity. 

Therefore, perceptions about globalization depend on 
who you are, what you do and where you live. Some 
focus on the benefits and the opportunities. Others focus 
on the costs and the dangers. Both are right in terms of 
what they see. But both are wrong in terms of what they 
do not see.

imPact of globalization on higher 
education

Market forces, driven by the threat of competition or the 
lure of profit, have led to the emergence of higher educa-
tion as business. The technological revolution has led to 
a dramatic transformation in distance education as a 
mode of delivery. This is discernible not simply in the 
national context, but also in the international context, 
with a rapid expansion of cross-border transactions in 
higher education. 

In the world of higher education, markets and glo-
balization are beginning to influence universities and 
shape education, not only in terms of what is taught but 
also of what is researched. Student employability is not 
simply a force that is pushing to create more places for 
vocational courses in higher education. It is also induc-
ing universities to introduce new courses for which 
there is a demand in the market, because these translate 
into lucrative fees as a major source of income. Simi-
larly, markets are beginning to exercise an influence on 
the research agenda of universities: resources for 
research in life sciences, medicine, engineering and 
economics are abundant, while resources for research 
in philosophy, linguistics, history and literature are 
scarce. There is a premium on applied research and a 
discount on theoretical research. It is clear that dangers 

and opportunities are closely intertwined in this process 
of change. 

There is a discernible commercialization of universi-
ties, although this is in its early stages and has not yet 
spread everywhere. The process began with the resource 
crunch in governments that led to a financial squeeze on 
universities. It coaxed universities into searching for 
alternative sources of income. Entrepreneurial talents, 
which were rewarded by the market and admired by 
some in society, legitimized such initiatives in universi-
ties. The importance of traditional academic values 
diminished as competition among universities for scarce 
resources intensified. This sequence of developments 
came to be juxtaposed with the emergence of a wide 
range of opportunities for universities to earn money in 
the marketplace, based on their comparative advantage 
in knowledge with enormous potential for applications 
in management and technology. 

Such commercialization has been reinforced by the 
forces of supply and demand. On the demand side, there 
is a burgeoning desire for higher education that is driven 
by a combination of individual aspirations and corporate 
needs in a changed national and international context. On 
the supply side, higher education almost everywhere is 
dominated by large public universities. The safeguards 
implicit in academic freedom and the security guaran-
teed by tenure appointments, taken together, often create 
situations in which professors and administrators are not 
quite accountable to students, let alone to society. In 
developing countries, the problem is compounded 
because the opportunities for higher education in public 
institutions are simply not enough.

The situation in higher education is not very different 
from that of the healthcare sector before the advent of 
private enterprise. Unless corrections are introduced, 
the world of higher education might be caught in a pin-
cer movement. At one end, the commercialization of 
universities means business in education. At the other 
end, the entry of private players into higher education 
means education as business. These emerging realities 
cannot be ignored because the world of higher education 
is at some risk. 

globalization of higher education

In considering what the spread of globalization into 
higher education could mean for people and countries, 
there are three important manifestations worth noting. 

First, the globalization of education has gathered 
momentum. The proportion of foreign students studying 
for professional degrees or doctorates in the university 
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systems of the major industrialized countries is large, 
and more than two-thirds of these students simply stay 
on. At the same time, centres of excellence in higher edu-
cation in labour-exporting developing countries are 
increasingly adopting curricula that conform to interna-
tional patterns and standards. Given the facility of lan-
guage, such people are employable almost anywhere.

Second, the mobility of professionals has registered a 
phenomenal increase in the age of globalization. It 
began with the brain drain. It was facilitated by immi-
gration laws in the United States, Canada and Australia 
that encouraged the entry of people with high skills or 
professional qualifications. This process has intensified 
and diversified. More and more professionals – such as 
lawyers, architects, accountants, managers, bankers and 
those specializing in computer software and information 
technology – can emigrate permanently, live abroad 
temporarily, or stay at home and travel frequently for 
business. These people are almost as mobile as capital 
across borders. 

Third, the reach and spread of transnational corpora-
tions is worldwide. They recruit professionals from both 
industrialized countries and developing countries for 
placement in corporate headquarters or affiliates else-
where. In developing countries, they engage local staff 
who acquire skills and experience that make them 
employable abroad after a time. They move immigrant 
professionals of foreign origin, permanently settled in 
the industrialized world, to run subsidiaries or affiliates 
in their countries of origin. 

The WTO regime and the GATS have major implica-
tions for higher education that need careful considera-
tion. This multilateral framework embodies the 
most-favoured-nation clause and the national treatment 
provision. The right of establishment, or commercial 
presence, for service providers is also integrated into the 
agreement. A multilateral regime of discipline for inter-
national trade in higher education services is on the anvil.

In developing countries, the globalization of higher 

education is influencing educational quality in two 
ways. There is a striking proliferation of substandard 
institutions that charge high fees and provide poor edu-
cation. There is little if any accountability to students 
because, in most developing countries, there are no 
consumer protection laws or regulators for this market. 
Such an adverse selection of service providers in higher 
education is a real problem. Of course, there are some 
good institutions that enter this domain to provide 
higher education across borders, but these are few and 
far between. Unfortunately, even these institutions are 
susceptible to the practice of double standards: the  
global and the local.

Clearly, unfettered markets without established reg-
ulators in higher education are bound to have an adverse 
effect on educational quality. What is more, there is a 
clear and present danger that an internationalized 
higher education system may stifle rather than develop 
domestic capabilities in the higher education systems of 
the developing world, particularly in the least devel-
oped countries. 

conclusion

At the beginning of the 21st century, it is clear that the 
wealth of nations and the well-being of humankind will 
depend, to a significant extent, on ideas and knowledge. 
In the future, knowledge is bound to be critical in the 
process of economic growth and social progress. With-
out corrections, the widening gap between the haves and 
the have-nots could then be transformed into a widening 
gap between the ‘knows’ and the ‘know-nots’. Markets 
and globalization provide a mix of opportunities and 
dangers for higher education. We should not allow mar-
kets and globalization to shape higher education. Instead, 
we should shape our agenda for higher education so that 
we can capture the opportunities and avoid the dangers 
unleashed by markets and globalization. 
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II.1.3   Higher education: 
roles and challenges

3.1
the comPlex roles of 
universities in the Period of 
globalization

Philip Altbach3

Universities worldwide are being called on to fulfil more 
and more roles, often with fewer resources. As a result, 
academic missions may become dispersed and the qual-
ity of the work may decrease. In this era, the function of 
universities as institutions devoted essentially to teach-
ing and research may be weakened by the struggle to be 
entrepreneurial and market-relevant.

the core missions

In the contemporary period, the teaching mission of the 
university is a central responsibility. The goal is to edu-
cate people to work effectively in an increasingly tech-
nological world – that is, to provide the technical skills 
needed for a growing number of jobs and professions 
that require sophisticated knowledge and an education 
that instils the ability to think critically. In many coun-
tries, general education is considered a key university 
goal as well. Teaching has been the core role since the 
beginning. However, this function has become more 
complex and variegated, ranging from general education 
for undergraduates to advanced doctoral instruction and 
supervision in the most specialized fields.

Research is the other core function of universities, 
dating back to the establishment of the University of Ber-
lin by Wilhelm von Humboldt in the early 19th century. 
It has come to be the central value of top-tier universities 
in all countries, and academic rewards and institutional 

prestige for individual faculty members are bestowed 
largely on the basis of research productivity. 

universities as national institutions

Universities have from time to time functioned as the 
central institutions for national development. Nations 
also used universities in their efforts to modernize. 
National universities in many parts of the developing 
world continue to serve as central institutions for nation-
building, research and training. The state-sponsored uni-
versities are still central to national development, despite 
the emergence of diversified academic systems in many 
developing countries.

central academic roles

From the outset, universities have provided vocational 
education and training for the top professions, thus devel-
oping a direct long-term link to the economy and to the 
practical needs of society. Due to the ever-increasing 
sophistication of the economy, academic institutions have 
been obliged to provide training for a growing number of 
professions. The first universities formed centres of learn-
ing for the core professions of the time: law, the priest-
hood, medicine and the academic profession itself. 
Today’s universities are largely responsible for educating 
business executives, engineers, architects, social workers, 
veterinarians and many other professionals. 

the Preservation and dissemination of 
knowledge

Even in the age of the internet, universities are repositor-
ies and organizers of knowledge. Academic libraries 
have traditionally been centres for preserving and organ-
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izing the cultural and intellectual heritage of a society. 
Libraries not only collect books and journals (the essen-
tial elements of knowledge); they also organize scholarly 
and scientific material of all kinds for effective use and 
preserve it for future generations. Thus, universities con-
stitute an alternative to the growing commercialization 
of knowledge by for-profit service providers.4

universities as intellectual centres

Many professors, in addition to their teaching and research, 
involve themselves in the intellectual life of society as com-
mentators, experts or analysts. Some are public intellectu-
als. Academic life provides time, intellectual stimulation, 
debate and in most countries the protections of academic 
freedom, which encourages participation in societal debate 
and analysis. Academics also serve as experts on a wide 
variety of topics. Professors are asked to provide analysis 
for the government, the media and the public on topics rang-
ing from space exploration to Egyptian mummies. Students 
also participate in intellectual, social and political life 
beyond the campus. Student activist movements frequently 
stimulate political conflict. Universities provide an atmos-
phere of ideas, freedom and debate that stimulates student 
activism and social involvement. 

Academic institutions frequently sponsor journals 
and other publications that contribute to intellectual life. 
Some even own or manage television and radio stations. 
These enterprises help educate people and add to the 
wealth of ideas in society. Universities, as non-profit 
organizations with guarantees of academic freedom, are 
uniquely suited to provide the autonomy for both indi-
viduals and groups to engage in intellectual creativity, 
dialogue and analysis. 

universities as international institutions

Academic institutions operate in a global environment 
and bring science and scholarship from around the 
world to a local community. Universities are the central 
links with the international scientific community. They 
have the necessary intellectual and scientific infrastruc-
ture, through ICTs and informal networks. Professors 
are involved with international research in their disci-
plines and fields. Academic institutions are engaged in 
exchange programmes, the hosting of international 
staff and students, collaborative international research 
projects, and other activities. In developing countries, 
universities are the central link to world science, schol-
arship and intellectual life. In much of Africa, where 

internet infrastructure remains inadequate, universities 
are the best-connected institutions. 

access and equity 

For almost a century, universities have been seen as 
instruments for social mobility – a way for individuals to 
obtain the skills they need to improve their incomes and 
status. Massification has, of course, brought access to a 
wider section of the population. Many countries and aca-
demic institutions have also developed strategies to 
enhance access for underserved populations – racial, 
religious and ethnic minorities, women, and low-income 
groups. Scholarship, bursary and loan programmes, as 
well as a variety of affirmative-action efforts, have been 
put into place. Access to higher education is recognized 
as an important societal goal. 

engines of economic develoPment

From their origins, universities have stimulated local 
economies. Any university generates economic benefits 
for its community through local purchases, property 
investment and expenditures by students and faculty. 
Universities have contributed to this development by 
establishing science parks and even by investing in com-
panies that use university-based knowledge. 

general education

In a few countries, such as the United States, universities 
have from their origins provided first-degree students with 
a broad general education in the liberal arts and sciences. 
The idea of general education, as it has evolved, is to pro-
vide students with a broad grounding in the basic knowl-
edge they need in contemporary society and also with 
skills in logic, critical thinking and writing. The curricu-
lum in much of the world has traditionally been based on 
specialized knowledge in specific disciplines and has not 
included general education. There is now more discussion 
of the role of general education, and some countries have 
added this to the university curriculum.

the imPlications of massification

Massification was, without question, the dominant force 
in higher education in the latter half of the 20th century 
and will continue to have an impact in the 21st century. 

97802302_33379_03_part2.1.indd   32 29/05/2009   14:08



 SYNTHESIS OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE WORLD 3 – GLOBAL ISSUES 33

Since the Second World War and especially after the 
1960s, enrolment in higher education has increased dra-
matically worldwide, doubling from 40 million in 1975 
to 80 million in 1995 and perhaps reaching 150 million 
in 2007. While much of the growth between the 1960s 
and 1990s occurred in developed countries, current 
growth is mainly in developing countries. Most of the 
growth of the coming half-century will happen in devel-
oping and middle-income countries. The emergence of 
mass higher education systems with different kinds of 
postsecondary institutions serving diverse segments of 
students has been a revolutionary change. New kinds of 
institutions with different missions have extended the 
role of higher education in unprecedented ways.

One of the most effective elements of the US higher 
education system is the coordination between the various 
kinds of institutions, which allows students to transfer 
from one kind of institution to another and take their aca-
demic credits with them. There is a wide array of entry-
level postsecondary institutions around the world, such 
as the Fachhochschulen in Germany, the instituts univer-
sitaires de technologie in France and many others. While 
these institutions do not generally provide the relatively 
easy mobility of the US American community college, 
they do satisfy important access and vocational needs in 
society. Many countries, including China, are examining 
the community college model. 

There has also been an expansion of a relatively broad 
range of baccalaureate and master’s-degree-equivalent 
universities, which provide access and meet new aca-
demic needs. These universities represent both the public 
sector and the rapidly expanding private sector. At times 
their curricula are specialized. In general, these universi-
ties have modest entry requirements so as to provide fairly 
wide access to students. They focus mainly on teaching 
but often have some interest in research, and are frequently 
involved in a range of social service activities.

Research universities form the pinnacle of the aca-
demic system, typically serving only the most able stu-
dents and constituting only a modest number of 
institutions. As the most complex institution in the sys-
tem, the research university combines both basic and 
applied research with teaching at a range of levels, from 
baccalaureate to doctoral.

In increasingly complex academic systems, special-
ized academic institutions have emerged. Whether cre-
ated by the government or having emerged over time to 
meet perceived market needs, academic systems are by 
now highly differentiated in most countries. They are the 
result of both massification and the educational and 
research needs of modern society.

Mass higher education has brought with it greater 

inequality in academic systems – disparities between the 
high-quality universities at the top and the many modest 
or low-quality mass-access institutions at the bottom. It 
is likely that the top institutions have improved in indus-
trialized countries, while worldwide the bottom sector 
has declined in quality. Massification inevitably creates 
more variations and diversity in academic systems. It 
creates opportunities for access that are unprecedented in 
world history, but at the same time it creates systems that 
are less equal and more difficult to support financially.

the Problem of the Public good

One of the serious debates about higher education in the 
past several decades relates to whether it is a public 
good – one that adds value to society by educating its 
people, who will then be productive citizens – or a pri-
vate good – one that mainly benefits individuals, who 
earn more money and enjoy other advantages as a result 
of their education. The logic of the debate is, of course, 
that if higher education is a private good, then those who 
benefit from it – the students – should pay. If higher edu-
cation is mainly a public good, then society has a respon-
sibility to provide support.

In recent years, private-good advocates have pre-
vailed to a significant degree. As a result, higher educa-
tion budgets in many countries have stagnated or been 
reduced. Public academic institutions have been asked to 
pay an increasing portion of their costs by increasing tui-
tion fees, becoming more commercialized and selling 
their services to the market.

The cost of providing higher education has increased 
greatly in recent decades. The demands of mass access 
combined with the increased costs of research universi-
ties have placed greater pressure on the state to provide 
funding. Due in part to the private-good ideology, public 
authorities in many countries have shifted the financial 
responsibility for higher education to the ‘users’, that is, 
students and their families. In some cases, loans and 
other funding programmes have been introduced to 
lessen the financial burden. Whether it is in fact beyond 
the financial ability of the state to support expanded 
access to higher education is arguable. In any event, most 
countries have in fact chosen to shift a significant part of 
the financial obligation to students.

One problem with the contemporary emphasis on the 
private good is the fact that research universities are 
public-good institutions. While their graduates benefit 
from their academic preparation and degrees, much of 
the work of research universities emphasizes the public 
good. Basic research, for example, may in the long run 
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result in commercially valuable products, but the 
research itself generally yields little direct profit. Basic 
research is a public good and therefore requires support. 
Furthermore, many of the services performed by research 
universities are non-commercial. Research universities 
have been asked to commercialize their research and 
other activities. This may distort their most important 
missions and in the long run weaken them. 

Mass higher education is intended to provide access 
to students from all social classes. While it is possible for 
students from wealthier segments of the population to 
pay tuition fees for higher education, students from 
poorer backgrounds may find the costs unaffordable and 
may be reluctant to take out student loans. Without 
arrangements for scholarships and grants, a private-good 
approach may in some ways limit access to higher educa-
tion for a significant part of the population.

The idea of the public good as a key factor in support-
ing higher education relates directly to the roles that aca-
demic institutions can play in society. Many of the 
complex activities of postsecondary institutions – from 
cultural and outreach activities to the most advanced 
basic research – are directly linked to the public good.

contemPorary challenges

Private higher education is rapidly expanding in many 
parts of the world and now enrols more than half of all 
postsecondary students in much of Latin America, the 
Pacific Rim and other areas.5 With the exception of some 
institutions in the United States and Japan and a handful of 
other examples, private academic institutions are seldom 
high-prestige universities, have limited purposes and pro-
grammes, and depend exclusively on tuition income for 
survival. Many are either formally or informally for-profit 
schools. The private sector in higher education is, almost 
by definition, a private good, that is, students are charged 
for a specific higher education programme that they hope 
will contribute to their career and advancement. With few 
exceptions, private institutions have neither the commit-
ment nor the ability to participate in research or service 
roles. They can seldom build the facilities needed for 
advanced research, they rarely offer advanced degrees in 
the sciences or other fields that require expensive facili-
ties, and they are largely uninterested in the cultural and 
social roles of higher education. 

The privatization of public higher education has also 
contributed to narrowing the roles of universities. In 
many countries, public universities now receive a smaller 
proportion of their budgets from government sources. As 
a result, they must generate their own income from tui-

tion fees, research, consulting, commercial enterprise 
and other sources. This privatization has meant that the 
broad traditional purposes of the university – most of 
which do not readily produce income – have to some 
extent been de-emphasized while potentially income-
generating activities have become more central. 

The functions of the university are increasingly sub-
jected to market forces. Knowledge that can earn income 
is valued and supported. Fields that produce little income 
are de-emphasized or even discarded. Tuition fees are an 
example of market forces at work. More academic insti-
tutions charge tuition fees, which in many instances are 
increasing. Competition has increased among academic 
institutions in an effort to lure students, attract profitable 
research projects and generate prestige. The current 
emphasis on league tables and rankings is very much part 
of the marketization of higher education. 

All these challenges are related to the demands made 
on universities to be more financially self-sufficient and 
market-driven. This trend creates an immense contradic-
tion between these new emphases and the role that uni-
versities have played over the past century in providing 
access to ever-larger numbers of students. Marketization 
trends are often in conflict with higher education’s goal 
of providing underserved populations with equity and 
the chance to obtain skills and better employment. 
Access and equity require that, through scholarships or 
other programmes, higher education be made affordable 
for segments of the population that have traditionally 
been unable to afford expensive higher education. 

Increasingly complex goals require more sophisticated 
academic institutions. To handle their more diverse func-
tions, universities have added offices to deal with legal 
matters, intellectual property, relations with business and 
industry, psychological counselling for students, and other 
areas. Traditional academic decision-making patterns no 
longer function well. New governance arrangements such 
as senates and managing committees have been estab-
lished. These bodies include both managers and academ-
ics, and in some cases students and stakeholders from 
outside the university. Academic institutions and systems 
are experimenting with management patterns that take 
into account the new realities of higher education.

the sPecial challenges of develoPing 
countries

The heritage of colonialism in many parts of the develop-
ing world and the fact that contemporary universities are 
Western institutions with few links to indigenous intel-
lectual traditions make it more difficult to build success-
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ful universities. Colonial authorities were reluctant to 
permit much expansion of higher education and gener-
ally kept higher education institutions small and limited 
in size and scope. The institutions were mainly intended 
to train members of the colonial administration, so at the 
time of independence most higher education systems 
were small, weak and limited in scope. 

Massification occurred later and more intensively in 
developing countries than in industrialized nations. The 
institutions have felt immense pressure to provide qual-
ified academic staff and campus facilities (for example 
libraries, classrooms and laboratories). One key issue is 
how to finance expansion so as to provide more access; 
governments have often found this task impossible 
(Task Force on Higher Education and Society, 2000). 

The failure to meet the demand for access has led to a 
series of problems that have plagued developing coun-
tries. Academic institutions have become increasingly 
overcrowded. The overall quality of higher education 
has declined in much of the developing world as a result 
of overcrowding and inadequate resources. 

The financial crisis has contributed to the rise of pri-
vate higher education. The fastest-growing private 
higher education sectors are in developing and middle-
income countries. With some notable exceptions, the 
new private sector is intended to absorb demand for 
access at the bottom of the higher education system. 
Many private institutions are for-profit, with narrow aims 
and limited curricula. 

In many countries, while access has been signifi-
cantly expanded, equity has not been achieved. Stu-
dents who gain access to less-well-established academic 
institutions receive a questionable education, and many 
are unable to complete their degrees. In some places, 
failure to coordinate academic degrees with the job 
market has resulted in educated unemployment. 

These problems weaken the ability of universities in 
developing countries to fulfil all their missions, espe-
cially those related to the public interest. Even flagship 
research-oriented universities are often unable to fully 
engage with the international scientific community, 
sponsor top-level scientific research, maintain good 
libraries and information technology infrastructure, and 
so on. Even at these universities, the pressure of numbers 
is great and funds are inadequate. Research universities 
in developing countries need both funding and autonomy 
in order to take their place in the international research-
university network.

The challenges are very great indeed: funding; balancing 
the consequences of massification with the maintenance of 
quality; supporting world-class professors; forming an aca-
demic culture dedicated to academic freedom, intellectual 

competition and meritocracy; and providing a quality edu-
cation to undergraduate students. Developing countries, like 
the rest of the world, require a differentiated academic sys-
tem, with mass access at the bottom and a small research-
focused sector at the top. Mission differentiation is difficult 
to build where it has not existed previously, but it is central 
to a successful academic system.

conclusion

Universities are multifaceted institutions in all societies. 
They are especially important to the knowledge econo-
mies of the 21st century, but their roles extend far beyond 
this. Universities are quintessential public-good institu-
tions; they are an essential underpinning of intellectual 
life in all societies, and especially in developing coun-
tries. They are key international links for science, schol-
arship, culture and ideas. Understanding the complex 
roles of universities is a first step towards providing the 
needed support – not only appropriate public funding but 
also academic freedom and autonomy. 

Due to the tremendous pressure placed on higher edu-
cation institutions to cope with increased numbers of 
students and societal demands in a context of inadequate 
resources, universities have become mainly reactive 
institutions that deal with new responsibilities as best 
they can. They can be creative only in ways that permit 
them to respond to external pressures. There seems to be 
neither the time nor the resources to consider new 
approaches to educating students or serving society. In 
much of the world, higher education institutions are part 
of increasingly competitive societies. As a result, society 
asks them to react to the pressures of competition. 

Are these trends a good thing for higher education 
and, in the long run, for society? Universities have been 
forced to give up part of their essential role as centres for 
intellectual and cultural life and as social analysts and 
critics. They have less ‘space’ for creative and independ-
ent work. There is less autonomy for decision-making 
and for thought. 

At the same time, universities are linked as never 
before to the practical needs of society as dictated by 
governments (for public institutions) and by the market 
(for both public and private institutions). At the begin-
ning of the 21st century, the pendulum has swung way 
too far towards the government and the market, at the 
expense of the traditional autonomy of academe. Society 
would be better served by a more balanced academic 
environment in which universities could be more attuned 
to the broader public interest and to the traditional values 
of academic autonomy and independence.
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II.1.4 The emerging roles of 
 higher education
 Implications for education, research, civil  
 engagement and institutional development 

4.1
the new role of globalized 
education in a globalized 
world

Deane Neubauer and Victor Ordóñez6

The historic functions performed by universities have 
been knowledge creation, knowledge transmission and 
knowledge conservation. Over the years, other important 
social activities have been included, in different societies 
and cultures, and at different times, in the functions that 
universities carry out. These include the production and 
reproduction of elites and professional classes, the 
expansion of higher education to other social strata 
through its democratization and massification, the crea-
tion, distillation and dissemination of scientific know-
ledge, and the codification and conservation of linguistic 
and cultural practices. 

History has shown that higher education institutions 
have the ability to adapt, however slowly and conserva-
tively, to wide-reaching social change. Knowledge is 
now created, transmitted and conserved through modali-
ties, institutions and configurations that were previously 
unknown, and at speeds once unimaginable. Universi-
ties no longer enjoy an exclusive or even a priority role 
in the new environment of internet access, media over-
load, and corporate- and lifestyle-customized products. 
They remain essential, but they also need to accept that 
they must change. In a context in which there are com-
peting knowledge providers, they must recognize these 
competitors and form networks and partnerships with 
them in a way that strengthens all parties involved.

Developing countries are well aware that they cannot, 
and indeed should not, merely replicate Western higher 
education models. Hence their search for relevant and 

yet indigenous forms of higher education, in terms of 
delivery modes, programme content, and even areas of 
research. This is especially true in the realm of know-
ledge conservation, and particularly in the field of the 
preservation and enhancement of cultural and national 
identities and heritages.

In a world in which globalization has established 
English as the default language, the work of universities 
in preserving languages and the cultures they embody 
and represent is critical, and is unlikely to be performed 
by any other set of social institutions. The consequences 
of globalization-induced homogenization (or of the 
opposite reaction: the polarization of cultures), espe-
cially in the cultural forms promoted by the mass media, 
make this task of cultural and language preservation by 
universities vital for the promotion of a healthy and har-
monious society. While repositioning themselves as 
effective agents in the global knowledge economy, uni-
versities must also preserve the character of their specific 
national higher education systems and transmit key ele-
ments of national cultural identities and traditions. 

The pace of change under the impress of globalization 
has been so rapid and extensive that much of the know-
ledge that is imparted in basic and higher education insti-
tutions and in schools refers to a world that no longer 
exists. The tensions between the conservation of history 
and irrelevance have been painfully sharpened by glo-
balization’s irreverent drive towards change and its 
insensitivity to what is displaced by such changes. New 
research and instructional programmes have an urgent 
responsibility to describe and analyse this emergent 
world. Put another way, the world that globalization has 
created produces consequences – problems and predica-
ments – that are not successfully accommodated within 
existing disciplinary boundaries. New knowledge con-
stellations and modes of inquiry are required and are 
already taking shape.

The development of these new foci of inquiry and 
emergent disciplines has in turn led to the evolution of 

97802302_33379_03_part2.1.indd   36 29/05/2009   14:08



 SYNTHESIS OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE WORLD 3 – GLOBAL ISSUES 37

new ways of addressing them. In an ever more complex 
and interconnected society, universities now conduct 
their work in new ways, such as in increasingly close 
cooperation with other sectors of society and with part-
ners across national and regional boundaries. The ease 
and speed with which information is shared and trans-
mitted has enabled a redefinition of communities of 
research and inquiry.

Perhaps the growth industry of global higher educa-
tion lies at the intersection between conventional cross-
border education, represented by the exchange of 
students and teaching staff, and the new networks, part-
nerships, consortia and forms of association currently 
being invented and defined. The result is a global educa-
tion community that is taking shape and beginning to 
assess its strengths and possibilities. Like many other 
globalization phenomena, these events mix traditional 
frames of reference in a radical way, simultaneously 
promoting homogenization and difference by reaching 
for what is global, while at the same time intensifying 
what is local.

Inevitably, the globalized world involves the rapid 
forming, reforming and un-forming of knowledge soci-
eties. With knowledge as the dominant currency of 
future growth and development, universities have little 
choice but to recognize their ever-changing roles as 
creators, transmitters and preservers of knowledge at 
the service of society as a whole. And, in ways that we 
are just beginning to appreciate, they must not perform 
these roles solely for young adults preparing for their 
first jobs, because the technical requirements of specific 
professions have become so complex and are evolving 
so rapidly that even the best pre-service education 
becomes outdated a few years after it is acquired. 
Addressing the problem of the short lives of profes-
sions and set bodies of knowledge will become a con-
stant task in universities.

conclusion

There are three conundrums in what is generally called 
the ‘politics and economics’ of higher education in the 
emergent knowledge society. These strike us as issues of 
such prominence that they must be addressed immedi-
ately in policy processes if they are to have any hope of 
a successful resolution. 

The first is the transmutation of the ‘digital divide’ 
problem. Initially, it referred to the gap between those 
with computing capability and those without. Various 
organizations throughout the world have worked hard to 
take capacity and capability to places where it was for-

merly lacking. Now, however, we are faced with the 
boundary-destroying nature of digital proliferation. As 
indicated above, universities themselves are in danger of 
being hierarchically divided by their ability to keep 
abreast of these developments, which represent a quan-
tum leap in the demands and requirements of addressing 
the digital divide. 

The second is the issue of value within information. 
The changing economic dynamics of information and 
knowledge companies and the extraordinary growth of 
their products have created an ‘informational field’ of an 
extent and density never seen before. In the midst of this 
explosive blizzard of information lie the coherence-
generating devices and processes we label ‘search’. 
Determining the pathways and value-ways though this 
information blizzard towards knowledge coherence 
constitutes a problem of unprecedented proportions for 
higher education (conceived of as collections of know-
ledge organizations). The quantity of new resources 
required by such institutions to successfully navigate 
these transformations will be of great magnitude. Public 
policy must be fully implicated in providing the capac-
ity to deal with these changes. If not, public institutions, 
at the very least, will fail to breast this challenge. 

Finally, there is the complex issue of which know-
ledge to conserve in a world that is being rapidly glo-
balized, and the same can be asked of the two historic 
functions of universities – teaching and research. What 
to teach is an increasingly pressing dilemma, and one 
which universities are particularly ill-equipped to 
resolve, given their historically conservative decision-
making processes. Meanwhile, with research issues, uni-
versities face the prospect of extending C.P. Snow’s 
famous ‘two cultures’ problem to the whole of global 
education. The instrumental value of science and tech-
nology, and its imperative alignment with economic 
development, threatens to displace the study of humani-
ties (and to some extent of the social sciences) within 
university priorities.

4.2
the social relevance of higher 
education 

Jean-Marie De Ketele7

There is a wealth of texts on the quality of higher educa-
tion: many concepts appear or reappear, such as quality 
assurance, quality management, quality assessment and 
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accreditation. However, the concept of quality is diffi-
cult to define, due to its multidimensional and relative 
nature. Effectiveness (the relationship between the 
observed and expected effects) and efficiency (the rela-
tionship between the observed effects and the invest-
ment made) are two essential aspects of quality. 
However, higher education can be effective and efficient 
without being socially relevant, if the desired and 
observed effects do not serve society. To be relevant, 
higher education institutions have to incorporate their 
goals into a project for society. A first conception could 
be that higher education produces and disseminates 
knowledge in order to allow society to develop, as the 
development of science and technology creates a ‘cog-
nitive society’.

The work of various European conferences (start-
ing with the Lisbon conference), the OECD confer-
ence and, to a lesser extent, that of the WTO has been 
in this line: the economic development of regions 
depends on the effort invested by the institutions that 
produce and disseminate new scientific and techno-
logical knowledge. As a result, institutions must open 
up to the world of business. The more companies can 
exploit this new knowledge, the more wealth they can 
produce. This conception is based on the idea that 
higher education contributes to economic develop-
ment, which, in turn, contributes to the development 
of society.

An increasing number of people are speaking out 
against this excessively simplistic conception, which has 
been contradicted by many factors. These can be summed 
up as follows: the wealth produced by the corporate 
world as a result of scientific and technical knowledge 
transfer exclusively serves the interests of the most 
wealthy and powerful, in detriment to the interests of the 
weakest, and even to the future of humanity. An increas-
ingly large segment of the world’s population lacks the 
most basic requirements of society (access to water, 
food, health, security, conservation of the environment, 
and so on), despite the extraordinary development of sci-
ence and technology in recent decades. In addition to the 
growing divide between the richest and the poorest 
regions, which some attribute to the absence or poor 
quality of higher education in the least developed coun-
tries, a similar divide is being created in the so-called 
developed countries, including those with the best-rated 
universities in the world. 

These observations have led some institutions, such 
as the Observatory of the European University, to add a 
social dimension to the economy-oriented conception of 
social relevance. In their article published in 2007, the 
authors proposed that higher education should be 

assessed using eight subdimensions or assessment 
scales. The first four subdimensions refer to the eco-
nomic dimension: human resources, intellectual prop-
erty (science production, ownership), spin-offs and 
industry contracts. The last four subdimensions deal 
with contracts with public bodies, participation in politi-
cal decision-making, involvement in social and cultural 
life, and public understanding of science.

The first and last criteria for assessing higher educa-
tion should be social relevance. Nevertheless, the limits 
of social relevance must be clearly established. The con-
cept should not be focused exclusively on economic 
development, as some arguments intimate.

Relevance is a social construct that is constantly built 
and rebuilt. Relevance involves contributing to the 
development of a project for a more just society. In the 
1995 document of the WCHE, UNESCO specified the 
approach that should be applied to the social relevance of 
higher education:

Relevance refers to the role of higher education as a 
system and the role played by each institution in 
society, and to what society expects from higher 
education. It must include topics such as: 
democratizing access; increasing the opportunities for 
taking part in higher education at different stages in 
life; links with the world of employment; and the 
responsibility of higher education towards the entire 
educational system. It is also important for the 
community to participate in higher education in the 
search for solutions to the most urgent problems facing 
humanity, such as overpopulation, the environment, 
peace, international understanding, democracy and 
human rights. The importance of higher education is 
perhaps best expressed through the variety of 
‘academic services’ it offers society.

This conception of relevance takes into consideration 
the needs of people and society. In a paper delivered in 
Barcelona in 2005, Marco Antonio Rodrigues Dias 
states that a conceptual, political and organizational 
effort is needed. He mentions various concepts that 
require continued work, including ‘justice’, a ‘just soci-
ety’, ‘public good’, ‘public service’ and ‘public commit-
ment’, among others.

the contribution of theories of justice

There can be no doubt that the works of John Rawls on 
justice have had, and continue to have, a considerable 
impact. His theory of justice rests on three principles. 
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The first is the principle of equal liberties: each person 
must have the greatest fundamental liberties that are 
compatible with all people enjoying the same liberties. 
The fundamental liberties are freedom of thought, reli-
gion, expression, assembly and choice of profession; the 
right to a fair trial; the right to hold personal posses-
sions; and the right to vote and stand for office. The sec-
ond principle is the principle of fair equality of 
opportunity: all members of society must have equal 
access to all social positions on the basis of merit. Ine-
qualities in probability, due to inequalities in prefer-
ences, tastes and ambitions are not unjust from the point 
of view of this principle. However, it is important to 
neutralize as far as possible the impact of social back-
ground on people’s careers. The third principle is the 
principle of difference: society is a system of diverse 
social positions with different corresponding expecta-
tions in terms of income, wealth, power and leisure. 
However, these inequalities in socioeconomic advan-
tages are not unjust if they contribute to improving the 
prospects of those occupying more disadvantaged social 
positions. We cannot aim for equal results but we can 
aim for equal opportunities.

The concept of justice is a ‘social construct’ that 
must constantly be rebuilt as society evolves. The rel-
evance of higher education – in terms of its contribu-
tion to the development of a more just society by 
producing new knowledge, training people and under-
taking civil service – is also, therefore, a social con-
struct. Dias (2005) also states that ‘in fact, in the social 
sphere, neutrality does not exist’. Petrella (2003) 
shares this conception and complains that certain sci-
entists equate rigour with neutrality. Producing rele-
vant knowledge to respond to the requirements of a 
more just society means making value choices (no neu-
trality) whilst maintaining tremendous scientific rig-
our. These powerful proposals show that the concept of 
social relevance still remains to be (re)constructed and 
that scientists and higher education institutions can no 
longer avoid it.

the concePts of Public goods, services 
and commitments

The idea of justice (an essential component of social 
relevance) must be associated with the concepts of ‘pub-
lic goods’, ‘public services’ and ‘public commitments’. 
The commercialization of education, advocated by the 
WTO, tends to make the criterion of social relevance 
invisible, despite all the spoken and written efforts (or 
doublespeak, according to Dias) made to justify actions 

in terms of contributions to society. Of course, the label 
‘public’ is not always a guarantee of a genuine public 
service. Similarly, the label ‘private’ may involve differ-
ent situations, from institutions with commercial goals 
(private in the strict sense) to institutions that are not 
directly under state control but offer a genuine, not-for-
profit public service within the framework of a specific 
project (this is the case for many private institutions 
governed by state subsidy agreements). While the cri-
terion is the public service provided, it is also true that 
the state cannot abdicate its mission to ensure that eve-
ryone is provided with a quality public service accord-
ing to their needs (access and the chance of updating 
their ‘abilities’ in the sense used by Sen (1999)). Such a 
service should also take into account the development 
requirements of society.

Solidarity, international cooperation with the univer-
sities of developing countries, and contribution to the 
urgent needs of humanity are some of the factors on 
which consensus has not yet been reached. They are, 
however, key aspects of the social relevance of higher 
education institutions, as highlighted by the World Dec-
laration on Higher Education for the Twenty-First Cen-
tury. In a practical way, the concept of social relevance 
still has to be constructed.

4.3
social resPonsibility of 
universities 

Alma Herrera8

The notion of the social responsibility of universities has 
acquired a different meaning in the 21st century and has 
come to signify the relationship between the role of 
higher education institutions in teaching multidiscipli-
nary courses – generating knowledge in the context of its 
application and developing organic links with the envi-
ronment – and the demands of society for the benefit of 
the majority.

The result is the design and implementation of sus-
tainable human development projects and strategies that 
aim to reduce the cognitive divides between sectors, 
institutions and countries. This leads to changes in insti-
tutional structures and in the nature of the basic functions 
of higher education institutions. Further changes are 
brought about by implementing new ways for higher 
education institutions to effect international cooperation, 
set up networks and create links with diverse social and 
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economic sectors with which collaboration was unimagi-
nable until a few years ago.

The new profile of the social responsibility of univer-
sities, which transcends what has commonly been termed 
relevance, is reflected in the design of educational poli-
cies that are intended to encourage greater correspond-
ence between the fundamental objectives of universities 
and the environment in which they operate. The social 
responsibility of universities constitutes the link between 
the knowledge generated in the context of its application 
(scientific, technological, humanistic and artistic know-
ledge) and local, national and global needs. Its funda-
mental objective is to promote the social usefulness of 
knowledge, thus contributing to improving quality of 
life. It consequently requires a two-way perspective 
between universities and society, which involves directly 
multiplying the critical uses of knowledge in society and 
the economy.

Furthermore, there is an increasing interest in creat-
ing spaces in which to analyse the social responsibility 
of universities. This is illustrated by the Social Respon-
sibility of Universities Network, which is based at the 
National University of Colombia and which organized 
the first Regional Forum on the Social Responsibility of 
Universities. This network was set up to pursue the 
objectives proposed by the World Declaration on 
Higher Education for the Twenty-First Century. As 
stated by Tünnermann (2000), the social responsibility 
of universities is linked to the commitment of higher 
education to the needs of all sectors of society and is 
based on 15 fundamental principles, which include the 
following:
1. Knowledge and higher education constitute a social 

asset that is generated, transmitted and recreated for 
the benefit of society ...; higher education institu-
tions must therefore undertake a public commitment 
to the general interests of the society of which they 
form part.

2. Access to higher education must be equal for every-
one, according to their respective merits ...; equal 
opportunities must be extended to the possibility of 
permanence and success in higher education. 

3. In contemporary society, higher education is taking 
on increasingly complex functions that may add new 
dimensions to its essential mission of searching for 
truth ...; it serves as a centre for critical thought 
because it exercises a kind of intellectual power that 
society needs if it is to reflect, understand and act.

4. The ethical dimension must form the basis for reflec-
tion on the impact of the rapid transformations that 
are affecting almost all levels of individual and col-
lective life and which threaten to destroy the moral 

foundations that will enable the new generations to 
construct the future.

5. Universities must help to create the future ... by antic-
ipating events in order to guide them and give them 
meaning ...; they must direct their critical analyses 
toward future scenarios and the formulation of alter-
native proposals.

6. Universities must maintain their cultural mission 
because ... globalization threatens to impose a dam-
aging cultural uniformity if different peoples do not 
strengthen their own identities and values ...; the cul-
tivation and dissemination of these values must be 
closely linked to the local, regional and national 
community in order to use this base to open up to the 
world and, by adopting a universal outlook, create 
citizens of the world who are capable of committing 
themselves to the world’s problems and appreciating 
and valuing cultural diversity as a source of enrich-
ment of world heritage.

7. Higher education institutions must take part in train-
ing citizens who are aware and responsible, that is, 
citizens for the 21st century who are critical, partici-
pative and who show solidarity ... in a context of 
sexual equality ...; it is also necessary to promote the 
principle of an appropriate balance between the basic 
functions of higher education in such a way that 
teaching, research and dissemination are mutually 
enriching.

8. Higher education institutions must enjoy complete 
freedom to fulfil their missions ...; they should have 
autonomy not only from the state but also from other 
social, political and ideological forces that may seek 
to exert control over them.

9. Higher education must be creative and use multidis-
ciplinary strategies in assimilating the basic princi-
ples of a culture of peace that are essential to the 
future of humanity and the sustainable development 
of peoples. 

The social responsibility of universities includes a 
wide range of actions and processes whose objective is 
to respond to the needs of their environment in an appro-
priate and effective manner and with a strong sense of 
ethics. This approach is of great importance because glo-
balization and the application of neo-liberal models of 
economic development have led to social crises to which 
universities must respond by providing innovative solu-
tions to the complexity of the current problems at the 
national and regional levels. Such innovative solutions 
will require universities to establish organic links 
between their substantive functions and reconsider their 
role in solving the complex problems of society in the 
21st century.
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4.4
institutional challenges and 
imPlications for heis: 
transformation, mission and 
vision for the 21st century

Teboho Moja9

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are being trans-
formed both as individual institutions and as part of a 
system that is redefining its role and vision in the 21st 
century. Higher education institutions play multiple roles 
in society. Philip Altbach lists some of those roles in a 
previous section of this publication. The vision proposed 
here is that of transforming higher education institutions 
so that they become initiators of change rather than just 
responding to external pressures and external needs. 
Some institutions become instruments of government 
and find it hard to operate independently, particularly in 
developing countries, where the bulk of funding comes 
from governments.

In the 21st century, HEIs, as well as the sector in gen-
eral, face many challenges related to achieving a balance 
between responding to and initiating change. Their prob-
lems are further exacerbated by their need to serve 
national needs as well as to be world players who can 
meet global needs. In contrast, most institutions focus 
their transformation on survival and competition with 
other institutions in the sector as well as outside the sec-
tor. What remains a challenge is to redefine higher educa-
tion and its role in a globalized world in which global 
challenges need global solutions. 

Institutional initiatives to address global problems, 
however limited, have been essential for linking institu-
tions to the global development agenda, although their 
contribution to sustainable development at a global level 
has been inadequate. There is a need for new types of 
institutions that will tackle global issues and focus on an 
agenda for human and social development.

Higher education systems originally established to 
serve the needs of nation-states are currently challenged 
to address needs that go beyond this framework. Through 
globalization the world has become more connected, 
with unequal benefits to different nations. The connec-
tions are mainly economic in nature, but they have a 
political, social and cultural impact on all nations. It is in 
this sense that HEIs are challenged to address the impact 
of changes taking place globally and not just within the 
nation-states.

redefining the role of higher education

Individual governments all over the world have 
embarked on major transformations to restructure their 
higher education systems. There are several examples of 
a push for an economic development agenda with little 
mention of human and social development. In instances 
in which forms of development other than economic 
development are mentioned, they are simply an addition 
to the main agenda or no clear strategies are put forward 
regarding how they are to be achieved. The emphasis is 
on how governments are to develop their human capacity 
in order to be able to respond to market-driven changes 
in their economies.

institutional challenges and resPonses

In the past few decades, institutions have been under 
pressure to expand, to be more efficient as governments 
cut back on spending, to become more accountable in a 
broad way to a broad range of stakeholders, and to define 
their role in society. In the past two decades, higher edu-
cation systems have expanded rapidly, with more stu-
dents and diverse programmes. Much of this growth is 
attributed to their responsiveness to the demands posed 
by globalization for more people with high-level skills. 
However, direct pressure for expansion has come mainly 
from the greater numbers of students seeking admission 
to institutions of higher education. Students are in search 
of higher qualifications that are perceived as their means 
for social mobility. The pressure has also come indirectly 
from potential employers demanding higher qualifica-
tions for employability and putting a higher price on 
qualifications. 

Higher education institutions have responded posi-
tively to such a challenge, as they have seen the benefit 
of an increased source of income from tuition fees. The 
response for expansion has been a relatively easier task 
to achieve and has been done through the expansion of 
numbers of students and institutions, the diversification 
of institutions and programmes, and the use of ICTs to 
reach more students.

Expansion demands have raised other issues, such as 
the exclusion of students, mainly from lower socioeco-
nomic backgrounds, who attend schools that do not 
adequately prepare them to meet the admission require-
ments of HEIs, and the perpetuation of class distinctions 
in society at large.

Because of governments’ budget cuts to education, 
another challenge faced by HEIs is that of becoming 
more efficient in their operations. Response to efficiency 
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has been achieved through exercising austerity while 
continuing to provide the services expected from institu-
tions, but such actions have led to problems of increasing 
inequities among faculty members and students. There is 
a fierce battle among institutions, resulting in competi-
tion rather than cooperation. Negligence of cooperation 
obviously has a negative impact on working coopera-
tively on common agendas that could include human and 
social development issues. In the competitive environ-
ment in which institutions operate, the race is to make 
institutions better and to improve rankings, but there is 
little reference to the development agenda, particularly 
by institutions in developed countries. The reforms in 
some institutions seem to be focused on strategies to 
accommodate more students and generate more income. 
It is in this context that the leaders of HEIs need to spell 
out a role for their institutions that defines the period in 
which they exist rather than being defined by it. The role 
of higher education in human and social development is 
not seriously debated but assumed. 

There are concerns that HEIs are hard to transform 
and that the change process is generally very slow and 
often resisted by those affected. Leadership plays a role 
in transformation and in leading institutions to buy into 
their vision for institutional transformation. The main 
task – and it is a daunting one – is to develop a new role 
for the 21st century.

global challenges to higher education

Higher education contributes to development nationally 
and globally and is expected to ensure that development 
is sustainable and that the environment is preserved for 
future generations. There is some recognition of the role 
that higher education could play but the strategies and 
discussions often exclude the higher education sector. 
For example, calls have been made by international 
organizations such as UNESCO and the G8 for the sector 
to play a role in sustainable development. At the recent 
G8-UNESCO World Forum on Education, Research and 
Innovation in Trieste, higher education was represented 
by individuals, rather than organizations that would take 
the agenda further with their member institutions. What 
is disturbing is the absence or minimal involvement of 
higher education leadership in those seminars working 
out strategies to involve the sector. Academics partici-
pated as individuals interested in sustainability issues, 
but there was no formal sector representation. The higher 
education sector is often left out in discussions on the 
world’s transformation and in setting the development 
agenda.

One of the criticisms worldwide is that higher edu-
cation institutions are often isolated from the commu-
nities within which they are located – the accusation of 
‘ivory-towerism’. Governments are often unsure how 
to relate to institutions and will out of frustration vio-
late their academic freedom by stepping in and inter-
fering with institutional operations for political reasons 
or genuine development concerns. The role of institu-
tions worldwide receives the lowest priority even in 
institutions that regard themselves as developmental 
institutions. Research is still prioritized for promotions 
and advancement, followed by teaching and lastly 
community involvement or development. Academics 
sometimes report that they are instructed to curb their 
community involvement if they are on tenure track and 
to focus on research, because community involvement 
activities will not contribute to their advancement. 
What is needed, therefore, are institutions that are set 
up specifically with the mission to become involved 
with the community to ensure human and social 
development. 

global universities for global needs

The main challenge for institutions becomes that of 
being shaped by the world around them while also being 
the initiators of change. There is a tendency to focus 
more on being responsive to change rather than initiating 
it. There is a long list of global problems, some of which 
are highlighted by higher education scholars in their 
research, but little in terms of positioning the institutions 
to play a role in finding solutions. Part of the difficulty is 
that the problems are global in nature and global solu-
tions are therefore needed. The question is how global 
problems should be researched and solutions found to 
address them.

The higher education sector must take the lead in 
addressing global issues in a way that will contribute to 
human and social development. There has been a call by 
higher education leaders for higher education institutions 
to set up intellectual projects that address issues of social 
and human development. I would argue that there is a 
place for such projects within countries but also a need 
for a global intellectual project. To tackle problems on a 
global scale would require the establishment of global 
universities as new institutions to serve a new mission. 
The mission of such institutions should be to tackle glo-
bal issues such as global warming and global poverty 
from inter- and intradisciplinary perspectives.10 

Current global centres set up within universities are 
a move in the right direction, but they are constrained by 
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hard-to-change university cultures. The governance 
structure of such an institution needs to be made up of a 
body that is globally representative; the majority of the 
members of this body, however, should be from the 
region in which the institution is located. Global funds 
should be made available to supplement funds provided 
by the region. The institution should be financially inde-
pendent but accountable to a governing body rather than 
to one particular government. Financial independence 
would allow the institution to set its own priorities with-
out the constraints of aligning those priorities to the pri-
orities of one particular government. Accountability 
should be expanded beyond financial accountability to 
being accountable to members of society by serving 
their needs and delivering solutions that will be of ben-
efit to them.

Institutional leadership does not have to come from 
the traditional leadership in traditional universities, 
which is often drawn from faculty within or outside the 
institution. Leaders should be drawn from the wider pub-
lic, including members from the private sector and ex-
politicians, for example. There is a need for global 
leadership that would link the institution to the global 
agenda. The criteria for selecting leaders should be 
broader and not just based on disciplinary expertise. 
They should seek persons with a global vision for the 
institution rather than an institutional vision, as well as 
an interest in driving a global agenda. 

Programmes need to be structured differently from 
those of traditional higher education institutions, most 
of which are organized around disciplines. There is a 
need for new interdisciplinary programmes and new 
fields of study developed to meet new needs. Some non-
traditional courses are already emerging at traditional 
universities and could be developed further and 
expanded in areas such as knowledge management, 
peace studies, global warming, poverty reduction stud-
ies and the study of new diseases. 

In sum, there are institutional, sectoral and global 
expectations that need to be met through a combination 
of different types of institutions. The establishment of 
new types of institutions is not to be seen as replacing 
existing institutions but rather as an addition to the sec-
tor. Existing institutions need to transform themselves 
so that they are in a position to tackle global issues 
within their agenda too. The proposal for the establish-
ment of global universities is aimed at finding global 
solutions to global problems for human and social 
development. Setting up new types of institutions pro-
vides the opportunity to focus attention on human and 
social development needs on a global scale. Institutions 
shifting away from being responders to change and 

towards becoming the initiators of change would be a 
step in the right direction.

4.5
the role of the universities in 
constructing an alternative 
globalization 

Boaventura de Sousa Santos11

What has happened in the past ten years? How can we 
define the current situation? What potential solutions can 
be found to the problems now facing universities? The 
financial crisis in universities is closely related to their 
institutional crisis. Public universities have lost priority 
in states’ public policies. This is due, above all, to the 
general decrease in the priority of social policies (for 
example education, health and social security), caused 
by a model of economic development known as neo-
liberalism or neo-liberal globalization. This model has 
spread around the world since the 1980s. 

In public universities, the imposition of this model 
meant that existing institutional weaknesses – of which 
there were many – were not used to create a pedagogical, 
political programme of university reform. Instead, the 
problems were judged insurmountable and used to jus-
tify opening up universities – a public good – to com-
mercial exploitation. Likewise, these weaknesses were 
used to explain the decapitalization and destructuring of 
public universities in favour of an emerging university 
market where human resource transfers sometimes 
involved a rudimentary type of accumulation by private 
universities to the detriment of the public sector. 

Another contradiction also emerged in this area: 
between the rigidity of university education and the 
changeability of the qualifications required by the mar-
ket. The university became a service that you could 
access as a consumer, by paying for it. Thus, a citizen’s 
right to education was drastically diminished. The 
number of free university education systems fell and 
most grants were replaced by loans. As a result, students 
were transformed from citizens to consumers. 

The main aim of the reform is to respond to social 
demands for the radical democratization of universities. 
This should bring an end to the exclusion of social groups 
and their knowledge. Universities have played a key role 
in this process of exclusion for many years, even before 
the current phase of capitalist globalization. Responses 
to such demands are currently limited, since capitalist 
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globalization makes any opportunity for democratization 
unfeasible.

The new alternative, humanitarian transnationaliza-
tion is supported by information and communication 
technologies and by the formation of national and inter-
national networks for sharing new pedagogical methods; 
new processes for the production and dissemination of 
scientific knowledge and other knowledge; and new 
social, local, national and global commitments. The aim 
is to restore the role of public universities in collectively 
defining and solving social problems. Although such 
problems may be local or national, they can now only be 
resolved by considering their global context. Thus, the 
new university contract is based on the premise that uni-
versities play a crucial role in constructing a country’s 
place in a world that is polarized by contradictory 
globalizations. 

Neo-liberal globalization involves the systematic 
erosion of national projects. The counterhegemonic glo-
balization of universities as a public good, as proposed 
here, upholds the idea of national projects. However, 
such projects are conceived of in a non-nationalist, non-
autarkic way. Public universities are aware that without 
a national project there are only global contexts. These 
global contexts are too powerful for university criticism 
of them to lead to the decontextualization of universities. 

The following guiding principles are related to this 
general idea of public university reform and its 
protagonists:
1. Face new with new. Resistance should involve pro-

moting alternatives for research, education, exten-
sion activities and organization that aim to 
democratize universities as a public good, that is, to 
promote the specific contribution of universities to 
the definition and collective solution of social, 
national and global problems.

2.	 Fight	to	define	the	crisis.	In the past 20 years, the 
hegemony of universities has suffered damage that is 
perhaps irreparable. This is due to changes in know-
ledge production and the transition that is underway: 
from conventional university knowledge to know-
ledge that is multi-university, transdisciplinary, con-
textualized, interactive, produced, distributed and 
consumed on the basis of the new information and 
communication technologies. This has changed the 
relationship between knowledge and information 
and between education and citizenship. 

3.	 	Fight	for	the	definition	of	university.	Reforms should 
be based on the assumption that in the 21st century a 
university only exists when three factors are present: 
graduate and postgraduate courses, research, and 

extension activities. If any of these factors are miss-
ing, there will be higher education but no 
university. 

4. Regain legitimacy. Universities must overcome a 
threefold crisis, which they have been facing since 
the 1990s: a crisis of hegemony (they no longer have 
a monopoly on research), a crisis of legitimacy (they 
are perceived as institutions that are inaccessible to 
underprivileged people), and an institutional crisis 
(they face difficulties in maintaining their independ-
ence in the face of pressure from market demands 
and are viewed as companies). Therefore, a new 
reform should be undertaken, in accordance with a 
viable national project that considers education to be 
a public good and trains its graduates to work on sus-
tainable development and equity. 

4.6
higher education and its 
institutions and the 
civilizational Paradigm crisis

Josep Xercavins i Valls12

The ultimate, all-encompassing aim of HEIs is to be 
centres for the generation and transmission of knowl-
edge that function at the service of society. They should 
be able to throw off the shackles of established (and, as 
far as our hypothesis is concerned, obsolete) paradigms 
and invest their energies and assets in developing new 
guidelines for interpretation, new methodologies for 
analysis and proposition and new settings in which new 
paradigms may be born. These new paradigms will 
enable us to understand and help us to shape (this point 
is explained in more detail in the next section) and shed 
light on the new, emerging civilizational reality. In this 
context, the practical autonomy of HEIs to define their 
mission, vision and strategy beyond short-term, secto-
ral or specific interests, such as those that are strictly 
economistic, must be recovered if the proposed aim is 
to be achieved.

concerning other Possible worlds: future 
PersPectives and action

One of the most popular movements at the start of this 
century is the one that revolves around the World Social 
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Forum (Porto Alegre, Mumbai, Nairobi and so on) and 
the well-known slogan ‘Another world is possible’, 
which offers an alternative vision to the current status 
quo. This slogan reflects the idea of ‘a crisis in terms of 
what went before’ but positions itself, in political and 
ideological terms, as ‘a crisis in terms of the situation as 
it stands’, in terms of the current world, which we wish 
were different, particularly since the emergence of neo-
liberal economic globalization. It is a slogan denoting 
crisis and a positive affirmation of the will to find a sat-
isfactory way out of this crisis (although the way has 
only been vaguely sketched out in terms that are negative 
or contrary to the current situation, which is character-
ized by multiple or multidimensional situations, gener-
ally related to the aforementioned type of globalization). 
However, it is not a phrase denoting a paradigm shift as 
such, but simply a phrase revealing a desire for change 
and expressing the political and ideological will to 
achieve it.

It is certainly true to say that another world is pos-
sible, particularly in political and ideological terms. 
There is no determinist theory obliging us to think that 
the world in which we live must be as it is, at the very 
least in ideological terms. Clearly, this change is not 
independent or alien to the actions of humankind now 
and in the future. Therefore, it would be wise to bear in 
mind that (a) another world is coming into being, and 
we are beginning to see it, (b) this other world may 
take a number of different forms, and (c) the world that 
we end up with will be the result of the uncertain evo-
lution of a complex system, of which humankind is a 
subsystem (hereinafter I shall be referring to the human 
subsystem) that drives and shapes this evolution. As 
such, it is one of the most important and decisive of 
these subsystems.

Hypothetically perceiving a civilizational paradigm 
shift allows and obliges us to carry out prospective work. 
If a revolutionary civilizational paradigm crisis casts 
light on a different world that may take on a number of 
guises, then it is essential to analyse what these possible 
scenarios, these other possible worlds, might be, particu-
larly from the perspective of the role that the human sub-
system’s actions would have played and will play in 
making these other worlds possible. This is especially 
important if, from the perspective of the human subsys-
tem’s political and ideological will and action, we wish 
the result of the change to be (a) the result of building and 
implementing a framework of prospectivist action that 
contributes to shaping, guiding and governing this other 
world, and (b) the other possible world that we wish for 
and have explicitly been working towards.

Let us not forget that a lack of foresight and of action, 
which in prospectivist terms is known as a business-as-
usual scenario, would make the revolutionary civiliza-
tional change much more open-ended. As much as I hold 
the phrase ‘Another world is possible’ to be true, I repeat, 
there is not just one other possible world but many. The 
positions and initiatives taken by society in favour of or 
against this or that other world will shape the results of 
this change and will be essential to ascertaining which of 
the various possible worlds will come into being. As I 
write, in a spirit of enlightened pessimism, I can see simi-
larities between many of the changes that have been 
made possible by science and technology, which are 
undesirable from an ideological perspective, and Aldous 
Huxley’s vision in A Brave New World.

In this context, what should HEIs be aiming for? It is 
very important for HEIs to become, consciously and 
intentionally, analysts of the big changes that are happen-
ing and of possible initiatives in shaping, anticipating, 
intervening in and guiding these changes towards 
another possible world. What other world? For myself, 
the only desirable world is one that is more human, fairer, 
more equitable, more peaceful, more diverse, more com-
passionate and more sustainable, although its ultimate 
definition and ideological conception are beyond the 
scope of this publication, as I understand it.

This prospectivist, scientific endeavour is a duty 
inherent to the history and future of HEIs. Furthermore, 
this endeavour should be as clear as possible, in social 
terms, so that it sparks debate, raises awareness and 
leads the human subsystem to position itself and take 
political and ideological action in the face of the exist-
ing problems.

the economic growth Paradigm crisis

Which, how many and whose human needs are to be met 
has much to do with the human development model that 
we take to be socially desirable. The economic growth 
paradigm is only one of many models or systems for allo-
cating and distributing resources that can drive the basic 
economic fact discussed here. However, at this crucial 
point, we must once and for all realize that there is no 
natural law or constitution drawn up by man that obliges 
us to function according to this paradigm or model of 
economic growth. However, because economic growth 
increasingly relies on, first, high levels of consumption 
by an increasingly small minority whose income levels 
continue to rise (the world’s wealthiest) and, second, 
greater productivity (per product unit and per producer 
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unit), which is directly related to neo-liberal economic 
globalization, it is leading to an ever more deficient 
redistribution of the wealth produced during, and as a 
result of, this growth.

Indeed, the current levels resulting from the creation 
of paid employment, in relation to the working popula-
tion and particularly the economic growth achieved, 
place this economic growth paradigm in dispute purely 
because of socioeconomic factors that are internal to the 
model. According to the International Labour Organiza-
tion (ILO), the global unemployment rate was 5.6% of 
the active population in 1993 and 6.3% in 2006. In con-
junction with the sustained growth of the world’s GDP in 
the past decade, at around 4.1%, the corresponding ratio 
of employment to the working population has decreased 
by more than one percentage point.

Thus, it goes without saying that the growing abyss 
between the richest (who are fewer and fewer in 
number) and the poorest (who are ever more numer-
ous), in addition to the world poverty rates that we 
know so well, is pressing us to acknowledge that, with 
the current model, the main aim of the basic economic 
fact – that is, to meet the needs of humanity as a whole – 
is not being achieved.

If this were not enough, we also know and can be ever 
more sure of the fact that the economic growth model is 
based on unsustainable trends of production and con-
sumption that are exhausting the world’s resources and 
that, because of the waste that is inevitably generated 
(according to the second law of thermodynamics), this is 
having a large impact on our habitat and, above all, on 
the life of the numerous species, including ours, that live 
on planet Earth.

In this context, HE and HEIs should be aiming for the 
construction of a paradigm other than an economistic 
one or one of economic growth. The theoretical and prac-
tical efforts and the changes in values at many levels that 
this would require, the new concept of human develop-
ment which would have to free itself from its economis-
tic ties – in short, all that the construction of a new 
paradigm would entail – are so paradigmatic that they 
would involve moving from the industrial age or the age 
of economics to an era of intangible, immaterial knowl-
edge and of equity and solidarity in the use and distribu-
tion of resources; two aims which are inextricably linked. 

the sustainability Paradigm

This change in paradigm that HE and HEIs must face 
includes changes in other paradigms such as the sus-

tainability paradigm. The sustainability paradigm is 
one of the first clear, recognizable components of the 
new corpus constructo of the civilizational change in 
which we are immersed. It is also an interesting part of 
the new paradigm that has been, up until now, engulfed 
by outdated paradigms that mask it, render it useless 
and prevent it from gaining a foothold and advancing. 
Only by placing the economic growth paradigm in a 
state of crisis will we finally allow the sustainability 
paradigm to emerge.

world democratic governance

If, despite the uncertainty and difficulties inherent to 
analysis in the current age, we were to use a single word 
and concept to characterize the great revolution in which 
we are immersed, the human ways of life on Earth and 
the new civilizational reality that is emerging, that word 
would undoubtedly be globalization and the concept 
would in principle be that of a global world, although 
these terms are also shrouded in uncertainty. The changes 
in scale in almost all spheres of life and, as part of this, 
the incommensurable leap from the local to the global 
(and vice versa, which has far-reaching implications), 
include an added dimension of the civilizational para-
digm crisis considered here, a dimension which is funda-
mental and has an identity of its own: that of politics and 
present-day political systems and institutions.

Current politics is designed and was effective at the 
scale of the nation-state. The relations between states 
have shaped international politics. However, if the basic 
premises of this paper are correct, the reality of globali-
zation far surpasses this system of international organi-
zations and international politics, places it in a state of 
crisis and radically decreases its effectiveness. Large 
international corporations and the grand new themes 
and challenges facing humankind at this moment oper-
ate beyond borders and therefore cannot be governed by 
the actors (countries) and their organizations (present-
day international organizations) that have been con-
ceived and created within the old but still prevalent 
political paradigm.

in this context, what should heis be 
aiming for?

Despite their internal logic and common sense, the above 
statements are extremely distasteful to the current politi-
cal status quo. Therefore, only constructive and analyti-
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cal agents who are revolutionary (in the sense employed 
here) in their propositions can and should oppose it.

Fortunately, for once there is no need to start from 
scratch, because various thinkers were ahead of their 
time and traced this path clearly. Kant, Russell and others 
saw humanity as a whole that considers and governs 

itself, because as a whole it interacts in a complex way 
with its parts, with our planet and with the future of both. 
This so-called globalized world has a magical connec-
tion to the other globalized world that many of us are 
currently walking towards, in order to make the other 
world we wish for possible.
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II.1.5   Implications for 
education

5.1
the educative PurPose of 
higher education for human 
and social develoPment in the 
context of globalization

Richard Bawden13 

There is a strange and inexplicable reluctance by institu-
tions of higher education across the entire globe to 
overtly promote the fact that they are, first and foremost, 
agencies of human and social development. The word 
development, for instance, rarely appears in the mission 
statements of universities or technical colleges, nor is it 
even included within the list of roles or purposes or func-
tions that the academy at large explicitly does claim for 
itself. Yet when they are explored in any detail, teaching, 
research and outreach are all means that are related to 
such vital human and social developmental ends. The 
educative purpose of higher education is perforce con-
textual, though yet again, the academy seems to show 
little overt appreciation of that by the manner of its 
essentially uncritical commitment to what it continues to 
regard as the tried-and-true practices of education.

Yet academics are notoriously uncomfortable with the 
idea of being agents of development and change. They 
are clearly facilitators of improvements in the human 
condition through the intellectual, moral, aesthetic and 
even spiritual development that they nurture in those 
with whom they critically engage. The purpose of higher 
education, to borrow from Socrates, should be the devel-
opment of competences for knowing how to live the 
‘considered life’ within the context of the times: to pro-
mote living a life ‘which is well informed, has worth-
while goals and is lived discerningly so that one can 
respond to others well, and live flourishingly for oneself’ 

(Grayling, 2004). This more global, holistic perspective 
on the educative purpose is the central contextual chal-
lenge of today if we humans and all the other communi-
ties of nature with which we are inexorably 
interconnected, and oft-times embedded, are to enjoy a 
sustainable tomorrow together. 

Higher education should be preparing humanity to 
deal with contemporary issues that, in their complex-
ity, represent clear threats to sustainable ways of being. 
Their complexity lies not just with the fact that they 
comprise many different components that interact, 
often on a truly global scale, but also because they 
require collective human judgments for actions that 
must embrace moral, aesthetic and even spiritual 
dimensions in equal part to their intellectual aspects. 
To commit to such an educative purpose is no easy 
matter, as people all across the globe struggle to deal 
with the complexity and vagaries of a ‘risk society’ 
that, in part at least, has been induced by the very man-
ner by which we continue to treat the world about us 
(Beck, 1992). Under our current circumstances, as 
Dietz et al. (2003) submit: ‘devising ways to sustain 
the earth’s ability to support diverse life, including a 
reasonable quality of life for humans, involves making 
tough decisions under uncertainty, complexity, and 
substantial biophysical constraints as well as conflict-
ing human values and interests’. 

The core of the argument to be presented here is that 
whatever higher education institutions have done in the 
past – whatever roles they have adopted, functions they 
have served, purposes they have pursued, worldviews 
they have assumed, and paradigms they have generated, 
expressed and nurtured – needs to be critically re-
appraised for its adequacy in the light of the challenges 
of the complex circumstances in which we humans cur-
rently find ourselves wherever we are in the world. In 
this current age of the ‘globalizing civilization’ that has 
come to characterize late modernity – or as Delanty 
(2001) prefers, organized modernity where the techno-
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logical and technocratic experts ‘rule’ – it is an irrespon-
sible perversity for higher education institutions to fail to 
appreciate the vital importance of a focus on contextual 
human and social development, and to not accept it as 
their primary educative purpose. 

Modern universities, with their particular emphasis 
on the generation and transmission of technical know-
ledge, have, after all, been a primary source of the emer-
gence of organized modernity. Ironically, they are now 
increasingly a victim of it while, somewhat paradoxi-
cally, they are also becoming increasingly aware of this 
situation and conscious of its implications with regard 
to their traditional responsibilities and role as prime 
developers of paradigms of development that are appro-
priate to the contexts of the times. There are even signs 
that some at least within academia are beginning to 
respond to a call for the re-appraisal of the purpose, 
functions and practices of institutions of higher educa-
tion that are responsive to the contextual needs of con-
temporary society through their critical engagement in 
dialogue and discourse with the citizenry in their deal-
ings with the problematic issues of the day. The ‘late 
modern condition’ is an expression of a crisis of para-
digms as much as anything – of an inadequacy of the 
prevailing way that we have come to view, value and 
treat the world about us and to understand the implica-
tions of our actions in it. 

modernity and the modernization Project

The whole essence of modernity and of the moderniza-
tion project has been ‘developmental progress’ through 
the application of rational thought for decision-making 
in a deliberate and inexorable movement away from the 
mysticism and feudalism of medieval times. The prom-
ise became ‘control over nature through science, mate-
rial abundance through superior technology, and 
effective government through rational social organiza-
tion’ (Norgaard, 1994), and central to this promise has 
been the development of particular ways of thinking, of 
modes of rationality, and indeed, of the very manner of 
thought itself. Now, however, these are proving grossly 
inadequate to the challenge of living the considered life 
within the emerging context.

It follows, then, that the central educative purpose of 
institutions of higher education ought to be the explicit 
facilitation of epistemic development: of progressive, 
reflexive, critical, transformative learning that leads to 
much improved understanding of the need for, and 
expression of, responsible paradigms for living and for 
‘being’ and for ‘becoming’ both as individuals alone and 

collectively as communities. As responsible citizens of 
one world, we have in large part failed to live up to this 
critical ideal, and indeed have quintessentially rejected 
its implications.

The fundamental parameters of the modernist mantra 
for international development are material growth and 
efficiency of production with an unapologetic emphasis 
on ‘perpetual economic growth in industrialized coun-
tries and convergence toward the rich country model in 
poorer countries’ (Raskin, 2000). The key drivers, as 
stated earlier in the context of the globalization of trade, 
are technological innovation and policy ‘reformation’ 
(Wolf, 2004). The quest for material abundance, which 
has come to characterize the aim and trajectory of moder-
nity, has come at the price of very significant resource 
depletions, environmental degradations, social injus-
tices, inequities and conflicts. Such a material approach 
to development now poses threats to the very sustainabil-
ity of life on earth itself, on a scale that we have never 
before confronted in the history of human interactions 
with the rest of nature.

As Beck contends, while modernization has cer-
tainly resulted in significant control of nature to ends 
that suit human needs and wants, it has also resulted in 
a host of associated risks and hazards to both biophysi-
cal and socio-cultural environments. And all of this is 
indeed happening on a truly global scale where the 
‘transformation of the unseen side effects of industrial 
production into global trouble spots is therefore not at 
all a problem of the world surrounding us – not the so-
called “environmental problem” – but a far reaching 
institutional crisis of industrial society itself’ (Beck, 
1996, p. 32). 

At the heart of this immanent crisis, and as a central 
feature of the problematic aspect of the entire emergent 
phenomenon that is globalization, is the matter of the 
way things are known in the name of science, valued in 
the name of economics, done in the manner of technol-
ogy, and assured in the name of public policy and mecha-
nisms of governance. There are not even any signs that 
the need for epistemic transformation is being appreci-
ated, let alone being addressed. The result is the loss of 
competences in moral and aesthetic judgment and a con-
sequential impoverishment of what have been called our 
appreciative systems. It is these systems that determine 
the way that we each ‘see’ (reality judgment) and ‘value’ 
(value judgment) various situations in the world about 
us, which, in turn, condition the manner by which we 
make ‘instrumental judgments’ (what is to be done) and 
take executive actions: in sum, how we each contribute 
to the social world, or more specifically, to the communi-
ties to which we belong. 
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the nature and significance of 
develoPment Paradigms

As civilization has continued to ‘rush on’, this emphasis 
on the ‘it’ of society has become ever more pronounced 
and along with it, a loss of emphasis on the ‘thou’ of 
community. The citizenry, the individuals and communi-
ties of the lay public, have been increasingly objectified 
as consumers and as members of abstract social sectors 
that can be regulated and governed, rather than trustingly 
embraced and discursively engaged. Higher education 
has closely reflected these changes, as the age of organ-
ized modernity – with its emphasis on science, technol-
ogy and liberal economics – has continued its march 
from its emergence in the early part of the 20th century. 

Far from the ideal encouraged by von Humboldt and 
other German idealists – that is, of the beginning, in the 
19th century, of the university as an active and autono-
mous agent in the cultural transformation of the nation-
state – institutions of higher education have progressively 
lost their autonomy, as well as their character as institu-
tions nurturing Gemeinschaft (community). In contrast to 
retaining their autonomy from other state (social) institu-
tions, they have instead been virtually colonized by other 
institutions of the state resulting in the creation of what 
Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (1997) refer to as ‘a triple 
helix’ of interdependence that involves ‘the three great 
monoliths of industry, governance, and the academy’. 

No longer a source of critique and sceptical reflexivity 
of cultural and societal change, institutions of higher edu-
cation have all too commonly been captured by, and now 
merely aid and abet, the prevailing modernist corporate 
paradigm of instrumentalism and materialism, to the 
extent that they themselves have become archetypes of it. 

The lack of criticality has also allowed the  
instrumental-rationalist pattern of thinking to dominate 
education itself to the virtual exclusion of all other 
forms of knowing and understanding. A very unfortu-
nate consequence of this ‘peculiar falsehood of modern 
consciousness’ (Gadamer, 1975) has been the emer-
gence of a climate of cognitive authoritarianism where 
‘rationality of thinking for oneself diminishes as soci-
ety’s knowledge gathering activities expand to the point 
of requiring a division of cognitive labour into autono-
mous expertises’ (Fuller, 1988). 

Such has been the cultural retreat from criticality that 
the relationships between universities, as the source of 
‘expert knowledge’, and the general citizenry has 
become increasingly adversarial rather than mutually 
supportive, with the result that there is a continuing 
decline in the quality of public participation in their own 
affairs accompanied by the erosion of self-governance 

(Yankelovich, 1991). This inertia threatens the very 
foundations of democracy, grounded as they are in par-
ticipation and collective judgment, and employing as 
they do a plurality of ways of knowing and valuing and 
coming to judgment. 

the winds of change

Most fortunately (and fortuitously), there is increasing 
evidence that there are those within the academy who are 
indeed heeding that call. This growing appreciation is 
coinciding with an ever-growing recognition within 
societies and bureaucracies alike that current approaches 
to material and social development are indeed not only 
failing to fulfil their promises but are contributing to the 
problématique. The coincidence of social awareness of 
the need for changes in the prevailing approach along 
with critiques both within the academy and beyond it that 
question the very rationality and governance of develop-
ment  – as well as the very aims and purposes of mod-
ernization itself – is spawning significant changes of 
thinking and of practice alike. 

Innovative intellectual constructs and theories are 
emerging that provide novel paradigmatic perspectives 
on the development process, and on the moral dimensions 
of development. These initiatives are finding expressions 
through emerging paradigms that are ‘people-centred’ 
(Korten and Klaus, 1984), ‘rights-based’ (Pettit and 
Wheeler, 2005), and ‘participatory’ (Crocker, 2003) and 
which are, in turn, all embraced by the powerful world-
view of ‘development as freedom’ that Sen promotes. The 
case for a perspective of development as freedom, and for 
the associated formulations as rights, rests on the three 
propositions that (a) they have intrinsic importance, (b) 
they have a consequential role in providing political 
incentives for economic security, and (c) they play an 
important role in the genesis of values and priorities (Sen, 
1999). These assertions further highlight the significance 
of the moral dimensions of the emerging paradigmatic 
shift, while also emphasizing the concomitant need for 
the development of moral consciousness and ethical com-
petences as key factors, along with intellectual develop-
ment, in the transformative development of ‘development 
for transformation’.

conclusion

Essentially, to paraphrase Milbraith (1989), our institu-
tions of higher learning need to commit themselves to 
helping the citizenry at large to ‘learn our way out’ of the 
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modernist dilemma by critically engaging in the trans-
formative and participatory processes of what he referred 
to as ‘social learning’ – people learning with, from and 
through others as they engage together as learning com-
munities, seeking inclusive improvements to the circum-
stances in which they collectively find themselves or 
anticipate finding themselves in the future as it continues 
to unfold. 

While such learning will need to focus on all three 
levels of cognitive processing, special emphasis must be 
placed on the epistemic dimensions of cognition that 
contribute so much to the character of our paradigms. If 
indeed, as has been argued throughout this piece, we 
have become victims of our own paradigmatic inadequa-
cies in a manner that now threatens the very sustainabil-
ity of life on earth, then higher education is duty-bound 
to do all it can to transform prevailing epistemic assump-
tions and to liberate human and social development in its 
further pursuit of the considered life. 

5.2
higher education curricula 
for human and social 
develoPment

Peter Taylor14

The purpose of education is to transform rather than 
transmit; to provide the opportunity to ‘light the fire’ 
rather than ‘fill the pail’, as Yeats reminded us; to inspire, 
provoke and motivate. A curriculum is grounded in the 
context in which learning takes place, and it is necessary 
to contextualize experiences that lead to wider generali-
zations. Current trends in higher education (HE) curricu-
lum development suggest that this vision of education is 
not widely held, however. Unfortunately, it is rare to see 
genuine, open dialogue on curriculum process and prod-
uct that draws on alternative perspectives of knowledge 
and power.

curriculum develoPment in he

What prevents a shift towards a new vision of HE cur-
ricula and education? One key factor is the varying 
degree of autonomy of teachers and even institutions. In 
some universities, teachers and lecturers are able to make 
quite wide-ranging decisions on curriculum develop-
ment, subject to the approval of the institution. In many 

higher education institutions (HEIs), however, overall 
curriculum development often remains the responsibility 
of a few – an elite group located at the top of a hierarchy. 
Discussions about curriculum development tend to 
involve a small number of individuals in senior academic 
and, in some cases, government positions. These discus-
sions usually focus on the content of teaching. Such 
small, privileged groups may assume that they are aware 
of the reality of the external environment, and that their 
own theoretical understanding and experience is suffi-
cient to develop curricula that will bring about effective 
learning. They may also assume that learning will take 
place through the transmission of knowledge, and that 
the subject-related expertise of the teaching staff is suf-
ficient to convey knowledge to the learners. 

Curricula developed using these approaches rarely 
provide guidance to teachers and learners on how to facil-
itate the learning process. Even in universities where 
teachers have a greater degree of autonomy in the curricu-
lum development process, there is rarely any mechanism 
or agreed-upon principle for increasing the involvement 
of other stakeholders. The lecturer is still considered the 
expert, and it is assumed that he or she will deliver the 
goods as a result of expertise garnered through profes-
sional activities such as academic study and research, or 
through personal linkages with the ‘industry’ in which 
graduates will be employed. Authority over what will be 
taught to the majority is vested in the minority.

Interest is growing in more participatory approaches to 
curriculum development that seek to involve different 
stakeholders in meaningful ways throughout the various 
stages of the curriculum development process. Such 
approaches offer exciting possibilities for participation 
that are not just mechanistic or instrumental. A wide range 
of innovations have emerged, including sustainability 
studies; development as a dialogical process involving 
change and movement in both the North and the South; 
emphasis on student service activities and service-learning 
programmes that put university resources towards under-
standing and correcting social problems; inclusion of the 
study of poverty production factors in curricula; integra-
tion of participatory action research within curricula and 
as a pedagogical approach; and the rising prominence in 
academic institutions of individuals who are recognized as 
both academics and practitioners. 

comPlex view of the world: inter- or 
transdisciPlinary education

A holistic revision of global education, such as that imag-
ined in the Delors Report, has been shared by many other 
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institutions around the world. Such a vision generally 
includes a commitment to interdisciplinary research that 
manifests itself in teaching programmes. However, this 
often seems harder to achieve in practice, perhaps 
because of the expectations by both teachers and stu-
dents of a more expert-centred mode of learning. 

Some education programmes have attempted to use 
interdisciplinarity, and even systems approaches (arising 
from various scientific roots in the biological sciences, 
engineering and cybernetics theory), as the very essence 
of their curricula. Sterling (2004) and Capra (1996) both 
argue for systems thinking as the means to environmen-
tal sustainability. However, holism and interdisciplinar-
ity in curricula have been advocated well beyond the 
environmental education arena. 

A number of key challenges are associated with such 
approaches, including:
l The need to support teachers’ ability to develop a 

pedagogical approach based on uncertainty and 
problem orientation. 

l The need for employers to recognize and facilitate 
employees’ application of more holistic forms of 
knowledge and practice, thereby granting greater 
legitimacy to this form of learning.

l The need for schools at lower levels of the education 
system to prepare students for interdisciplinary 
forms of learning and study, in order to enable them 
to make a successful transition to HE.

curriculum and sustainability issues 

The notion of sustainability education is sparking 
increased interest. Carlson (2006) recently provided a 
useful overview of the emerging field of ‘sustainability 
studies’, a highly interdisciplinary approach based on the 
premise that a real move towards sustainability will 
require a shift in thinking in all disciplines, or even a shift 
in consciousness (Sterling, 2004). Carlson considers cur-
ricula, hiring practices and campus design as parts of the 
wider institutional emphasis on sustainability. 

Key challenges in addressing sustainability issues 
through curricula include the following:
l The need for policymakers and funders of HE to rec-

ognize the value of studies that emphasize sustaina-
bility as a vital complement of studies seen as 
contributing to economic growth.

l The need for reform within HEIs, not only to appre-
ciate the importance of sustainable development but 
also to allocate needed resources and provide an ena-
bling environment for innovation and change in sus-
tainability practice.

l The need for HEIs to engage closely in wider societal 
debates on the major global challenges of our times 
(for example climate change, environmental degra-
dation, poverty and human rights), even if this 
requires moving beyond their current, recognized 
areas of ‘expertise’.

education for multiculturalism, Peace 
and addressing conflict

Multicultural understanding is a goal that many HEIs 
would aspire to, even though curriculum innovation 
rarely seems to address this explicitly. One interesting 
example of an educational approach is that of the United 
World Colleges, comprising twelve schools in twelve 
countries on five continents, with intentionally diverse 
student bodies. These colleges, which are actually sec-
ondary schools, have long tried to promote multicultural 
understanding by bringing together young students from 
all over the world to study in close-knit, tightly struc-
tured social environments. 

Key challenges associated with such approaches 
include the following:
l The difficulty of integrating new areas of knowledge 

and practice within existing curricula that enable stu-
dents to act as global citizens, to recognize the rights 
of others, and to work towards improved conditions 
for others in their local contexts, as well as at the 
national, regional and global levels.

l The difficulties associated with building institutional 
linkages between HEIs and other societal actors in 
order to contribute to and promote dialogue that sup-
ports greater understanding and tolerance in society.

l The need for HEIs to engage in and commit their sup-
port to processes that contribute to peace-building 
and conflict reduction by generating and providing 
needed knowledge on these issues.

ethics, values and curricula

Rethinking the nature and development process of cur-
ricula has implications for the ethics and values of teach-
ing and learning. There are interesting examples to learn 
from. The Shepherd Programme for Interdisciplinary 
Study of Poverty and Human Capability at Washington 
and Lee University in Virginia (United States), an under-
graduate degree created in 1997, requires that students 
combine academic work with a rigorous eight-week 
summer internship. The academic component builds 
bridges between various areas of study, including Eng-
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lish classes that focus on the theme of poverty in litera-
ture, economics classes that dissect wage inequality or 
the economics of race and class, and psychology courses 
that examine the effects of poverty on children. 

Key challenges associated with values and ethics in 
HE curricula include the following:
l Difficulties in establishing open processes and trans-

parent institutional mechanisms that support dialogue 
on contentious or disputed areas of knowledge. 

l Slow progress towards the recognition of academic 
‘outputs’ that take into account and place value on 
contributions to human and social development, in 
addition to the traditional metrics of peer-reviewed 
publications and successful bids for research fund-
ing, which often govern promotion and career pros-
pects in HEIs.

l The need to encourage teaching- and learning-based 
engagement between HEIs, students, teachers and 
wider society in a range of pressing real-world issues, 
following approaches that are democratic and par-
ticipatory, and that affirm the rights of all.

looking forward: curricular Possibilities 
for human and social develoPment

From the above discussion, we might identify two broad 
thrusts that determine the nature of HE curricula. The first 
thrust relates to the arguments in favour of effectiveness 
and efficiency, which concentrate mainly on how we can 
do things better – and more cost-effectively – in a glo-
balizing world, so that our graduates may compete as part 
of a global workforce, secure better-paid paid employ-
ment, and thus continuously increase the demand for the 
education HEIs offer. The second thrust relates more to an 
understanding of human and social development, as dis-
cussed by many of the contributors to this report, under 
which scientific and academic inquiry need not be 
abjectly objective. Rather, such inquiry should also allow 
for vision and imagination; link to the spiritual, emotional 
and ecological; embrace uncertainty and the possibility of 
alternatives; and encompass a plurality of visions. 

In this time of rapid growth of for-profit and corporate 
universities with rather narrow aims of professional train-
ing and human capital development, it seems important 
to ensure that all HEIs enable their students to gain a criti-
cal consciousness of the world they inhabit. This should 
help them to better anticipate, articulate and animate 
alternative processes that can lead to widespread human 
and social development as opposed to uneven, temporary 
surges in economic growth that benefit only the minority. 
This is not to negate the imperative of economic growth 

that still eludes many regions of the world, where poverty 
is still endemic and where the livelihoods of many are 
characterized by despair and deprivation. It is more of a 
plea for balance, and for growth coupled with wisdom, 
justice, tolerance and attention to the rights of all.

Although this paper highlights examples of innova-
tion and changing practice, other contributions to this 
report have focused on the many obstacles to significant 
curriculum reform. In a recent international survey of 
innovative HE programmes, Mott (2005) remarks on 
how many of the programmes that are most engaged and 
active in human and social development find themselves 
marginalized within universities. These programmes are 
mainly supported by members of the teaching staff who 
believe in the merits of alternative educational forms. 
These individuals often invest additional effort in their 
work and receive no special compensation for their 
efforts. Mott found that these programmes tend to receive 
little university funding to cover extra expenses and 
therefore must often seek outside donors to maintain 
themselves. They are not considered as marketable as 
more ‘mainstream’ programmes. Because of funding 
uncertainties and a lack of support from senior manage-
ment, they may become vulnerable regardless of their 
strength and effectiveness.

If, however, HEIs are going to support the development 
of curricula that promote learning that is valuable to human 
and social development, we need to more fully understand 
the learning needs of our future ‘global citizens’. As Sen 
(1999) put it, we need to develop a sense of the capabilities 
that are required for development and human freedom. In 
addition to the ongoing need for technical skills in a host of 
areas, one key learning need is the ability to make connec-
tions between many types of knowledge in the face of 
increasingly diverse problems and challenges, and to do 
this in a way that places equal value on the nature and qual-
ity of our relationships with the world at large.

Certain methodologies offer potential for the develop-
ment of such attributes. One promising approach for 
HEIs is to focus much more intensively on social engage-
ment and place real emphasis on learning about learning. 
Action research and action learning have, for some time, 
been seen as means by which citizens can acquire agency 
and translate this more effectively into practice within a 
highly complex and challenging environment. To this 
end, methods of popular adult education, participatory 
action research and participatory learning and action 
have been widely used in the contexts of community 
development and social movement organizing, often 
with promising results. Nevertheless, these approaches 
and their ability to address established knowledge and 
power relations have not always been applied internally 
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within curricula by HEIs, even though this may be an 
area of considerable opportunity. 

Adult literacy pedagogies are an important source of 
guidance for HE pedagogical practice in general. Draw-
ing on the ideas of writers such as Freire and Mezirow, 
transformative pedagogies – sometimes termed ‘emanci-
patory learning’ or understood as experiential learning – 
give clear guidance on shifting power structures within 
the classroom that can lead to greater participation and 
social development of students. When linked to more-
participatory curriculum development approaches, these 
approaches and methods may become a powerful force 
for positive change in how HEIs achieve their educa-
tional purpose. Although these methods are often associ-
ated with adult learners, typically in non-formal 
education contexts, participatory curriculum develop-
ment is also practicable in HE. The aim is to transform 
the university into a reflexive learning organization 
rather than a didactic student production line. 

In order to bring about a sea change in curriculum 
design in HEIs whereby process and product become 
inextricably linked, significant shifts in institutional 
arrangements are needed. More input and engagement 
will be required from students, with less emphasis on 
knowledge as a commodity to be bought. More involve-
ment will be needed from teachers in designing the 
courses they teach and in linking them together coher-
ently with other courses and activities within their insti-
tutions. HEI governing bodies will need to recognize 
that university outreach to local communities is a high 
priority and that the learning and knowledge generated 
through these programmes directly influence curriculum 
development. It will be important to support such 
knowledge-generation processes, which are informed 
by local voices and knowledge, and rooted in society’s 
real problems. The active engagement of administrators, 
teaching staff and students in systemic participatory cur-
riculum development processes will be critical. 

But to achieve all these goals, intensive work is 
needed on both the outcomes and the processes of spe-
cific institutional change within the HE sector. Students 
and teachers at HEIs, as well as external collaborators 
and partners, are increasingly viewed – at least as evi-
denced in policy and ‘mission’ statements – as co- 
learners who collectively construct knowledge through 
equitable dialogue. In practice, however, the act of 
‘designing’ a curriculum still tends to be perceived as a 
rational, cognitive process. Teachers – and especially 
institutional managers – are aware that they need to 
rationalize ‘learning’ by creating a curriculum that is 
approvable and accreditable, often by external bodies. 
This view is reinforced by the many quality assurance 

schemes that have emerged in recent years, and propa-
gated further by funding councils that often establish the 
metrics by which quality is judged and seek to promote 
ever-wider standardization nationally, regionally and 
even internationally (an issue explored in depth by the 
2007 GUNI report). 

On one level, the resulting ‘institutional monocrop-
ping’ (Evans, 2004) enhances international mobility, but 
it perhaps also reduces local relevance and adaptation to 
the real problems and issues of the local context and the 
potential for curriculum design based on ‘popular delib-
eration’. The models selected for replication tend to be 
based on those seen by others as desirable due to their 
regular appearance at the top of international ranking 
systems, particularly in the United States and the United 
Kingdom. A relatively small group of schools at the top 
of these rankings has a remarkable influence on the cur-
ricula of many other institutions around the world. This 
may increase power asymmetry in many HEIs, as they 
are under immense pressure to stay aligned with the cri-
teria evaluated in the rankings or risk losing prestige. 
Breaking with these standards almost invariably leads to 
a drop in rank in the international tables, which is per-
ceived externally as a loss in educational quality regard-
less of internal motivations. Nevertheless, growing 
numbers of institutions are now refusing to cooperate in 
the surveys that lead to such ranking exercises.

Ultimately, we need to take a more strategic and col-
lective view of the growth and evolution of innovative 
curriculum development processes by establishing real-
istic – yet challenging – planning and implementation 
cycles for institutional strengthening. We should seek out 
and commend proactive engagement by institutional 
leaders in policy dialogues on education, development 
and change processes at both the local and global levels. 
We need to establish strategic dialogues and partnerships 
with policymakers and funding agencies to ensure that 
curriculum innovations are supported and maintained in 
the long term. 

5.3
higher education’s 
contribution to sustainable 
develoPment: the way forward

Leo Jansen15

All men and women are a part of development in their 
place and level in society. The process of sustainable 
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development requires that each of them attains the skills 
needed to handle the complex challenges of change and 
uncertainty, a large number of stakeholders, conflicting 
interests and rigid barriers of self-interest and short-term 
thinking on every level (Weaver et al., 2000). Sustaina-
ble development does not come about on its own; rather, 
it must be guided by long-term analyses and goals. This 
requires that higher education play a double role: it must 
provide graduates with the attitude, knowledge and 
skills to lead this process, while also developing and 
delivering the knowledge to support research on sustain-
able development.

The core requirements for graduates are a sound edu-
cation in their discipline, the ability to position their dis-
cipline in the context of sustainable development, and 
the attitude and skills needed to cooperate with other dis-
ciplines and key ‘non-scientific’ players. Sustainable 
development is not an isolated discipline. It must be inte-
grated in all operations, activities and departments. 

All graduates must be able to practise their profession 
under (future) conditions of sustainable development. 
However, many lecturers have not been trained to meet 
these demands. A minority have received education in 
this direction. Moreover, the career-development system 
and the disciplinary organization of science are hamper-
ing the development of scientific skills for sustainable 
development.

In order to integrate sustainable development in 
higher education (HE), the entire education system, as 
well as its values and norms, must be rethought. Above 
all, the boards of HE institutions must recognize the 
necessity and urgency of sustainable development, be 
convinced of the role of HE in sustainable development 
and support initiatives to integrate it in HE. In a frame-
work of vision and strategy, curricula and graduation 
conditions should be adapted to new realities and ade-
quate educational forms, methods and resources should 
be developed.

The sustainable development learning process is a 
common and interactive undertaking. Institutions of HE 
are expected to take the lead as agents of change. Future 
HE, as a key player shaping the sustainable development 
process together with other stakeholders, may meet soci-
ety’s sustainable development demands by:  
l educating graduates 
l contributing to lifelong learning (for sustainable devel-

opment) in formal and informal learning and training 
activities and participating in processes of change 

l conducting participatory research 
l conducting institutional sustainable development 

research on meeting societal challenges (industrial, 
regional and institutional).

In order to implement these options, HE institutions must 
develop visions and derive strategies. In these strategies, 
HE institutions must resolve the tension between 
accountability, which often results in short-term think-
ing, and flexibility, which is essential to the process of 
change. In HE, the need for some bureaucracy must be 
reconciled with the merits of a centre for creativity.

5.4
training for the Profession of 
sustainable develoPment: 
educational requirements for 
Practical imPeratives

John W. McArthur and Jeffrey D. Sachs16

The challenges of sustainable development can only be 
solved by connecting insights from a range of disciplines. 
Unfortunately, multidisciplinary training and problem-
solving remain rare, with very few practical connections 
across communities of expertise. Individual disciplines 
tend to value inward-looking specialization rather than 
outward-looking problem-solving. This therefore makes it 
rare for individual organizations or professionals to have 
the background required to conduct cross-disciplinary 
policy management or problem-solving. 

In recognition of this pressing need for a new form of 
training and the organization of problem-solving strate-
gies for development, the Commission on Education for 
International Development Professionals was established 
in early 2007 to identify the core cross-disciplinary edu-
cational needs to support problem-solving in the realm of 
sustainable development. The Commission’s work is 
anchored in an understanding that professionals working 
in the field of sustainable development are not sufficiently 
prepared to overcome the challenges they are facing. 
While PhD graduates and other advanced specialists pro-
vide significant contributions within distinct fields of 
knowledge, these contributions too often remain circum-
scribed within the intellectual and institutional silos of 
their respective disciplines. As a result, opportunities are 
typically lost for integrated policy solutions that are sci-
entifically, politically and contextually grounded. 

It remains an unresolved paradox that the parameters 
for policymaking in all sectors – such as education, 
health and the environment – are set by finance minis-
tries and other powerful fiduciary institutions, where the 
individuals who set the policy parameters tend to have 
extremely limited knowledge of the sectors whose out-
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comes they define. Through little fault of their own, the 
finance officials are typically classroom-trained in the 
theories of economics, with no background for evaluat-
ing the absolute or relative merits of a plan to control a 
disease, manage an ecosystem or deliver an energy serv-
ice. Nor do they typically have much exposure to the 
ground-level practicalities of policy management and 
project implementation. Yet the consequences are of the 
highest order when decisions affect, and sometimes even 
cost, millions of lives at a time.

The Commission therefore recommends that new edu-
cational programmes be developed to forge links across 
disciplines, with particular emphasis on bridging the 
natural and social sciences. A new type of generalist prac-
titioner is needed, one who understands the complex 
interactions between fields and is able to effectively  
coordinate and implement the insights offered by subject-
specific specialists. Moreover, the rapid pace of scientific 
advancement and the requirements for skill upgrading 
through lifelong learning underscore the need for a ‘life-
cycle’ continuing education approach to sustainable 
development. 

The Commission proposes a new, rigorous approach 
to training, embedded in practical experiences that will 
draw from a diversity of delivery methods in order to 
address needs throughout the professional life cycle. In 
this context, the Commission places particular emphasis 
on the need for a new class of professional: the generalist 
development practitioner. 

key skills required

The core competences required for sustainable develop-
ment problem-solving can be grouped under two head-
ings: (1) substantive knowledge for problem-solving, 
and (2) management and leadership skills for 
implementation. 
1. Substantive knowledge for problem-solving. Develop-

ment practice requires core substantive expertise that 
covers the following range of disciplines: agriculture, 
civil engineering, economics, environment and cli-
mate science, health sciences, politics, anthropology 
and social studies, and statistics.

2. Management and leadership skills for implementa-
tion. Development practitioners must be able to man-
age policies, programmes and projects. The 
following skills are essential in this regard: commu-
nication and negotiating, human resource manage-
ment, financial management, monitoring and 
evaluation, project design and management. 

While the above management skills can be described as 

‘core competences’, leading practitioners must also 
have skills of social entrepreneurship such that they can 
pull together a variety of political, financial and institu-
tional resources to imagine, build, market and deliver 
new ideas. This requires coordination, resource mobili-
zation, campaigning and vision building. It further 
requires the agility to respond to constantly evolving 
contexts and to lead change processes within and across 
organizations. 

current gaPs

Although today’s professional education programmes 
might provide development professionals with small 
subsets of the skills listed above, there are no pro-
grammes that systematically develop skills across the 
range of competences above. The Commission’s review 
of university degree programmes, executive training pro-
grammes, and organizational training programmes high-
lights the following gaps: 
l Degree programmes. Most academic degrees rele-

vant to sustainable development, whether based on 
the natural sciences or social sciences, tend towards 
within-discipline academic specialization. Many 
universities around the world offer graduate degree 
programmes that focus on ‘development studies’, 
which offer few opportunities for systematic, cross-
disciplinary education or management training. Too 
few programmes employ delivery methods that teach 
functional and practical knowledge, and students’ 
opportunities for course-related fieldwork or intern-
ships remain all too rare. 

l Lifelong-learning initiatives. Development profes-
sionals have almost no opportunities for refreshing 
and upgrading relevant skills throughout their 
careers. Executive education programmes typically 
focus on management techniques rather than sub-
stantive training. 

l Organization-based training. In organizations work-
ing in sustainable development, training programmes 
generally do not provide staff and management with 
multidisciplinary knowledge. Moreover, experts 
from a specific field of study are often promoted to 
assume ever-greater substantive and managerial 
responsibilities but with no corresponding training. 

To address the three categories of gaps outlined above, 
the Commission has made the following preliminary rec-
ommendations, with the aim of supporting future genera-
tions of professionals as well as those currently working 
in the sphere of sustainable development. 
l New graduate degree programmes. The Commission 
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recommends the setting up of new graduate pro-
grammes for generalist development professionals. 
The core curriculum should cover each of the skill 
sets described above, including both coursework and 
fieldwork. Courses should be taught using a combi-
nation of case methods, lectures, field seminars, 
clinical practices, apprenticeships and global 
exchanges. Each course should focus on the context 
of development, the analysis and diagnosis of prob-
lems, and interactions with other relevant disciplines. 
Teaching staff for the programme will need to sys-
tematically integrate active practitioners with pro-
gramme and policy experience. 

l Professional education for lifelong learning. The 
Commission recommends the creation of executive 
education programmes to support multidisciplinary 
and multifunctional professional learning at all 
stages of individuals’ careers. This may include 
online or virtual learning programmes, web confer-
ences, interactive workshops, and professional net-
works that help to update practitioners with recent 
advances in their field. 

l Organization-based training programmes. Sustaina-
ble development-focused organizations should imple-
ment systematic skill upgrading programmes, both to 
ensure adequate training for new staff and to ensure 
adequate preparation for normal promotion paths. 

challenges to reform

Some of these recommendations call for major reform. 
For example, universities and training schools would 
need to develop strategies to recruit and retain active 
practitioners who meet high standards as teachers and 
mentors, while providing necessary support that would 
allow them to continue working as practitioners. There 
are also significant financial implications. Programmes 
would need to be affordable and accessible, given that 
remuneration in the field of sustainable development is 
typically modest, particularly at junior levels. Moreover, 
professional and organizational cultures would need 
incentives for welcoming and systematically respecting 
the insights of disciplines that are historically under-
represented. This implies revising status quo hierarchies 
and designing new professional reward systems to 
encourage multidisciplinary acumen. The proposed 
reforms must also be accompanied by the formation of a 
structure of clear ethical standards and accreditation bod-
ies, which would most likely be established by a newly 
formed association of professionals and development 
practitioners. 

towards a future generation of 
multidisciPlinary Practitioners

Throughout the formulation and early stages of the Com-
mission’s work, we found that there was tremendous 
agreement among practitioners and educators around the 
world on the need for a coherent new approach to educat-
ing professionals with the multidisciplinary skills 
required to solve the day-to-day challenges of sustainable 
development. The Commission is working with some 
higher education institutions to identify the practical 
aspects of programme design. New degree programmes 
are likely to be launched in 2009. It is conceivable that, as 
early as a decade from now, new international norms will 
be consolidated for training multidisciplinary develop-
ment practitioners across a broad range of scenarios. By 
2025, a new generation of skilled practitioners could be 
in place to support and lead day-to-day development 
problem-solving around the world. The growing com-
plexity and interconnectedness of our planet’s sustainable 
development challenge will require such professionalism. 
These future professionals, in turn, require training today.

5.5
multiculturalism, inter-
culturality and leadershiP

Andrei Marga17

Globalization confronts institutions and leaders with 
new situations, which are characterized by the meeting 
of multiple cultures, and by the need for inter-cultural 
understanding. As a consequence, among other factors, 
globalization obliges us to clarify multiculturalism, 
inter-culturality and leadership, as well as the relation-
ship between these concepts. 

Multiculturalism is the term frequently applied to 
what we are experiencing today. This phenomenon is not 
always precisely understood. A situation is considered 
multicultural ‘when it results from a certain cultural 
diversity, from the pluralism characterizing any indus-
trial society’ (Riva, 2005). Diversity refers to lifestyles, 
technological acquisitions, concepts, value representa-
tions, behaviours and institutions, explanations, interpre-
tations, value rankings and traditions. Cultural 
understanding means more than describing or knowing 
a culture: it means the ability to place ourselves, even if 
only hypothetically, in the role of somebody who has 
embraced that culture. 
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Several steps are involved in the passage from ‘con-
tact’ with another culture or between cultures, to ‘under-
standing’ it and then to effective ‘inter-cultural 
understanding’. These steps lead one from the ‘co- 
existence of cultures’ to ‘inter-culturality’, which is 
based on communication. If by ‘communication’ one 
understands not merely a system of fast and unaltered 
transmission of information, but an operation whose 
purpose is to understand the other; if the other is consid-
ered not an object to manipulate, but a participant in the 
interaction; if participants see each other as partners in 
finding solutions to problems; if partners are ready to 
address and discuss the rules of their interaction (Marga, 
1991) then we realize how complex ‘inter-cultural com-
munication’ and ‘inter-culturality’ really are. 

‘Inter-cultural communication’ is not limited to the 
transmission of information from one culture to another, 
or to simply living together in an informational universe. 
It means, first and foremost, a motivating interaction in 
order to find solutions to common problems. Communi-
cation is increasingly characterized as a ‘complex proc-
ess’ with ‘cultural dimensions’ (Jandt, 2007).

It is nowadays true that change and global leadership 
are inextricably linked. It must be observed that leader-
ship is inseparable from values. Any decision or action 
of a leader has inevitable ethical consequences so that – 
as the mission statement of the Harvard Business School 
says – the teaching of ethics has to be explicit, not 
implicit, and the community values of mutual respect, 
honesty and integrity, and personal accountability must 
support the learning environment. Recently, one of the 
most competent ethicists, Otfried Höffe, pointed out that 
universities have to administer ethical values in five 
dimensions: capacity to assume self-responsibility; pro-
motion of justice and tolerance; cultivation of reason, 
self-confidence and capacity for criticism; promotion of 
democracy; and respect for universal human rights. Two 
implications are fundamental: universities can widely 
promote ethical values and their practice remains deci-
sive; and their lecturers can preach ethics, but unless they 
practise it, ethical education remains purely formal.

Global leadership today deals individually with cul-
tural, ethnic and political representations that are larger 
than those that living generations have been accus-
tomed to. In addition, training for inter-cultural leader-
ship has become part of university curricula. It is no 
longer sufficient to accept cultural differences; it is nec-
essary to know and understand them. Thus, if we accept 
that universities train people in ‘competences’ – which 
means ‘the knowledge and general and technical skills 
required for superior performance’ – then the formation 
of ‘global competences’ and, at the same time, ‘inter-

cultural competences’ should become part of university 
programmes. 

The university as an institution needs to adapt to the 
situation of globalization and multiculturalism, taking 
into consideration the fact that new generations of gradu-
ates will be operating inside this situation, and that uni-
versities themselves are successful if they approach their 
own performance globally. Today’s universities are 
responsible for setting a larger and greater goal than pro-
ducing and transmitting knowledge, in the projection of 
a ‘developed and peaceful world’. Quite obviously, 
besides communication, teamwork, critical thinking and 
innovation, universities have to train the student to 
examine, test and – why not? – articulate visions.

5.6
the contribution of higher 
education to multicultural 
existence: Present and future 
challenges

Aziza Bennani18

The process of globalization and the interdependence of 
societies – largely the result of the circulation of ideas 
and people – shows that multicultural co-existence is 
essential to guaranteeing world peace and security, par-
ticularly in the context of the permanent transformation 
of multicultural and mixed-race societies. As this matter 
is primarily strategic, education in general – and higher 
education in particular – plays the fundamental role of an 
element for transforming society. 

The new global challenges of the modern world include 
the rapid development of science and technology, the 
demands of the creation of knowledge societies and the 
growing competition between increasingly multicultural 
and interdependent societies dominated by market forces. 
Such challenges require all the world’s educational sys-
tems to adopt new roles and readjust their traditional mis-
sions. Our world is becoming ever more insecure and 
dangerous, due to the exacerbation of fanatical ideologies, 
nationalism, and cultural and religious fundamentalism, 
which increase the number of conflicts. 

In this context and in the face of the fear inspired by 
the ‘clash of civilizations’ thesis of messianic Hegelian 
affinity, various figures, government institutions and 
NGOs that defend values of multicultural co-existence 
and respect for difference, harmony and peace have 
mobilized in recent years in favour of inter-cultural dia-
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logue. This highly topical desire for reflection and action 
has been reinforced by the Alliance of Civilizations. The 
Alliance of Civilizations provides an excellent opportu-
nity for higher education in general, and in the Arab 
world in particular, to join its initiative. This will enable 
higher education to manifest its prominent role in this 
area. It is important to underscore the perspectives pro-
vided by the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity 
and the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of 
the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, adopted by 
UNESCO in 2001 and 2005, respectively.

Universities are, by definition, sites with multiple 
users; they are, in essence, areas for dialogue and for the 
exchange of ideas that are open to alterity and all that is 
universal. The Arab world knows this from experience, 
as in the past it created famous universities such as Al-
Qarawiyin in Fez, Zitouna in Tunis and Al-Azahar in 
Cairo in the 8th, 9th and 10th centuries, respectively. In 
1972, Arab education ministers agreed on the need to 
reform their educational systems. They decided to draw 
up an education strategy, known as the Development 
Strategy for Education in the Arab World. The Strategy 
formed part of the efforts of the Arab nation to ‘form a 
new man … promote dialogue, mutual understanding 
and cooperation with a view to building Arab-Islamic 
civilization’; to construct the society of the future; and to 
promote prosperity, peace and justice for all. 

The Arab League Summit held in Riyadh in 2007 was 
an important event because it saw the approval of a docu-
ment drawn up by ALECSO entitled the Plan for Educa-
tion, Higher Education and Scientific Research in the 
Arab World. The fact that the Riyadh Declaration dedi-
cates so much space to the topic is in itself unprecedented 
in the history of Arab summits. This illustrates the politi-
cal leaders’ great interest in redefining the function of 
Arab universities in the 21st century. 

The Strategy, as well as the declarations and recom-
mendations of the various regional conferences on 
higher education and scientific research in the Arab 
world, shows that the subject of the contribution of 
higher education and scientific research to multicultural 
co-existence is absent from the agendas of the institu-
tional authorities. It is also absent from higher education 
sites in other parts of the world, as it is considered a 
political issue rather than a strategic matter for academic 
debate and research. 

Apart from a few exceptions, few mechanisms have 
been adopted to promote quality education; education in 
shared values; education for national and global citizen-
ship; or education for dialogue (especially with those 
who have different convictions). Dialogue should be 
considered not as an end in itself but as a strategy for 

guaranteeing the required multicultural co-existence 
(both inside and beyond national borders and on an inter-
national scale). Such dialogue should not just be based 
on tolerance of others but also, above all, on enrichment 
through difference. Thus, education for dialogue is edu-
cation for peace. 

Beyond the Arab world, the issue of multicultural co-
existence must be central to any educational policy. Mul-
ticultural co-existence is a major challenge for all 
educational systems in today’s globalized world. There-
fore, common policies and strategies need to be designed 
that are aimed at promoting and disseminating shared 
values among the members of the new multicultural 
community. The multiplier effect of higher education in 
this regard is considerable.

In order to contribute to promoting multicultural co-
existence, higher education in general must encourage a 
new kind of cooperation through inter-university net-
works, UNESCO chairs, national commissions for 
UNESCO, international and interregional associations, 
and inter-cultural and inter-institutional interlocutors at 
the interregional and international levels (ALECSO, 
ISESCO, UNESCO, UNDP, Council of Europe, Euro-
Mediterranean and Euro-Arab institutions, and so on). 

Joint research is necessary to consolidate a concep-
tual framework, explore new analytical methods and 
seek new forms of knowledge, thought and action. It is 
also required to adapt to values themselves. It would 
also be helpful to create tools for understanding multi-
culturality and the numerous shared values that make it 
possible to benefit from enriching diversity and to pro-
mote co-existence and peace.

Furthermore, it is essential to thoroughly examine 
teaching materials in order to remove all references con-
trary to these values. Historical and religious subjects 
(not related to any dogma) must be approached from a 
more balanced perspective. The teaching of philosophy – 
a subject that is essential for fostering free thought, dis-
covering alterity and deciphering the complexity of the 
world around us – should be made general in all 
countries. 

Of course, in order to ensure the application of appro-
priate policies, strategies and mechanisms for promoting 
multicultural co-existence through higher education, it is 
necessary to raise the awareness of educators, research-
ers, high-level political leaders and institution directors 
so that they incorporate these matters into their respec-
tive agendas.

The main concern consists of promoting harmonious 
multicultural co-existence by means of specific solu-
tions aimed at remedying the negative consequences of 
multiculturalism in the different societies, and at mak-
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ing diversity a source of enrichment rather than conflict. 
Taking as a reference the fundamental values of human 
rights and democracy and the principles stated in the 
Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the 
Diversity of Cultural Expressions (2005), and with a 
nod to the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations ini-
tiative, in 2005, the Council of Europe approved a plan 
of action and a statement on a strategy for developing 
inter-cultural dialogue. Within this framework, it 
launched a pilot project, ‘Universities as Sites of Citi-
zenship’, and declared 2008 the European Year of Inter-
cultural Dialogue. 

The problem of multicultural co-existence therefore 
provides interesting perspectives in favour of fruitful 
international cooperation for universities and research 
centres. This will enable the entire academic world to 
contribute effectively to the creation of a world in which 
there is greater understanding, harmony and peace, to the 
benefit of the human family, which, after all, shares one 
destiny. This world will only be possible if we turn 
towards the mixing of cultures, multicultural co-exist-
ence and the universal.

5.7
the university and 
cosmoPolitan citizenshiP

Gerard Delanty19

Universities are undergoing major change today and we 
need to rethink quite fundamentally the very idea of the 
university in a world that is entirely different from earlier 
periods when the university as an institution emerged. 
The emergence of global public culture is a new context 
in which to understand the contemporary significance of 
the university, which is an institution that can play a key 
role in shaping social and human development in a glo-
bal age. 

The university is one of the few institutions in society 
that is specifically related to the development of collec-
tive learning processes. Although universities no longer 
dominate the field of knowledge production, they have a 
central role to play in linking knowledge and citizenship. 
This means more than simply being knowledge produc-
ers; it is also a question of social and human development 
and challenges that are as much socio-cognitive as tech-
nical. Universities have the potential to play a leading 
role in shaping the social and cultural horizons of the 
knowledge society.

the knowledge society

Globalization is not a single process. It is a term to 
describe an interconnected world, not a single world. For 
some, processes of globalization open up new emancipa-
tory possibilities, while for others, globalization leads to 
the loss of autonomy and the fragmentation of the social 
world. We cannot neglect the multifaceted nature of glo-
balization, which is best seen as a relational dynamic 
rather than a new kind of reality. Globalization – which 
is highly heterogeneous – can be understood as a tension 
between various interacting processes, one of which is 
global public culture.

Until now, universities have not been part of this, but 
it is possible to see them becoming more important play-
ers. As they do so, they may assist in resisting global 
corporate globalization by providing an alternative kind 
of culture that is more allied to global public culture.

the university and cosmoPolitanism

The university can be a cosmopolitan institution that 
contributes to global public culture by cultivating a 
cosmopolitan citizenship. As an institution of know-
ledge production, the university’s contribution to soci-
ety is to develop and enhance global public culture by 
connecting citizenship and knowledge. In this way, it 
may be possible for the university to influence the 
knowledge society in ways that are not entirely based 
on market forces. One way it can do this is by incorpo-
rating more and different kinds of knowledge into the 
academy. The term ‘knowledge society’ should be used 
in a broad sense to include not merely the application 
of science and technology in the economy, or as 
another term for the ‘information society’. Knowledge 
is increasingly inseparable from citizenship and from 
democracy. Knowledge is also about the interpretation 
of knowledge and in addition to this reflexive aspect, it 
also has a cosmopolitan dimension in that it is 
unbounded and open.

Cosmopolitanism is a site of interaction and of cul-
tural encounters as well as socio-cognitive development. 
Cosmopolitanism is connected with transcendence, that 
is, the way societies evolve through going beyond their 
present condition: it concerns the opening of horizons 
and new ways of seeing the world. A key dynamic is the 
local–global relation, for cosmopolitanism arises when 
the local contexts of interpretation are transformed in 
light of the encounter with the global. Universities are 
located in a space that is neither global nor national, but 
the interaction of both. For this reason, they can be seen 
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as having a particularly significant role to play as cosmo-
politan agents of social change. 

In distinguishing between globalization and cosmo-
politanism, the latter can be regarded as expressing a 
certain resistance to global market forces and thus as 
having a closer connection with social development. In 
this respect, central to the university is cosmopolitan citi-
zenship, that is, new kinds of citizenship that embody a 
non-instrumentalized rationality. The following three 
arguments can be made.

First, the argument that the turn from the state to the 
market fundamentally alters the historical purpose of the 
university can be challenged on the grounds that it exag-
gerates current developments in the area of the market. 
The university is still a major vehicle of cultural citizen-
ship, especially in countries where civil society is weak. 
Universities throughout the world have been tremen-
dously important in cultivating democratic values and in 
extending cultural citizenship. They have, for example, 
brought about a critical and reflexive awareness of issues 
relating to minorities, multiculturalism, human rights, 
feminism and cultural heritage. While in the past much 
of the critical capacity of the university was subordinated 
to defining the cognitive structures of the nation-state, 
today the cultural mission of the university has extended 
into the broader domain of cosmopolitanism in the culti-
vation of post-national kinds of citizenship. 

Universities can be major sites of cosmopolitan 
knowledge, that is, locations of the meeting of cultures. 
In this respect, they can be agents of democracy and give 
expression to excluded forms of knowledge. If we need 
a new idea of the university for the 21st century, maybe 
this could be one of the tasks – to give expression to an 
alternative to global corporate culture. This is one of the 
most important social and cultural challenges, and uni-
versities represent an alternative to market rationality. 
Furthermore, they are not exclusively agents of states.

Second, in many countries higher education is central 
to social citizenship, which is an important dimension of 
social development. For good or for bad, higher educa-
tion is increasingly being forced to be an agent of social 
change. One of the best examples of the role of the uni-
versity in extending social and cultural citizenship is the 
Open Society Foundation, funded by George Soros. 
Aside from being an interesting example of how globali-
zation is not undermining higher education but support-
ing it, the Open Society testifies to the critical role higher 
education is playing in reconstituting civil society in 
post-communist societies. However, it is also possible to 
find examples in Latin America of universities that are 
playing a major role in economic and social develop-
ment. Universities have been central in increasing social 

mobility and in generating wealth for developing 
societies.

Third, along with cultural and social citizenship, tech-
nological citizenship has become a new form of citizen-
ship that goes beyond social citizenship and, indeed, 
cultural citizenship and which pertains to challenges to 
society that new technologies are creating. In the context 
of the knowledge society, the question of technological 
citizenship is especially important for the university to 
define a new identity for itself. Technology, especially 
techno-science, is shaping the world according to the dic-
tates of global market forces and is one of the major soci-
etal discourses today in which rights and democracy are 
framed. As science is no longer exclusively based in the 
university, it is not far-fetched to propose that universities 
have an important role to play in linking technology to 
citizenship and in bringing about a democratization of sci-
ence and technology. Universities are heavily implicated 
in the new techno-science, as a result of partnerships with 
businesses. However, in a situation in which universities 
do not entirely control the production of science and tech-
nology, their significance lies instead in their ability to 
produce democratic discourse and enhance citizen partici-
pation in the field of knowledge production.

There are undoubtedly tensions between these dimen-
sions of citizenship. For instance, widening participa-
tion – the dimension of social citizenship – can undermine 
the cultural role of the university, but it can also enhance 
it. Perhaps it can be suggested that the term ‘university’ 
today means the interconnection of different societal dis-
courses: cultural, social and technological. Whilst these 
are fragmented in the wider society, they are connected in 
the university. The university no longer has a monopoly 
over knowledge in the broad sense of education, nor does 
it exclusively define science. Yet it is a vital institution in 
the public sphere that contributes to civil society and citi-
zenship by connecting societal discourses. The public 
sphere today is part of the knowledge society in which 
knowledge is not only more widely available but also 
more and more contested as increasing numbers of social 
actors are drawn into it. It is possible to see universities in 
the knowledge societies of the 21st century as having the 
role of public spheres, that is, discursive sites in society 
where social interests engage with the specialized worlds 
of science and where national and global forces meet. 
This suggests a notion of cosmopolitan citizenship.

conclusion 

To conclude we need a new idea of the university today. 
There is no going back to the golden age of the medieval 
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university, and much of the humanistic vision of the mod-
ern university was elitist and does not adequately reflect 
what the university has been in the past. Globalization is 
not bringing about the end of the university, nor is it 
bringing about a single commercial kind of university 
order. A sober assessment of the current situation shows 
that there is a huge diversity of universities and that the 
sector as a whole is a significant part of what can be called 
global public culture. As a knowledge-producing institu-
tion, the university today should become the cosmopoli-
tan site of global public culture that brings together 
different kinds of knowledge and cultures. Since the uni-
versity can no longer define what counts as knowledge in 
the way that it once could, and since knowledge is no 
longer exclusively produced by and consumed within the 
university, the task of the university should instead be to 
connect different kinds of knowledge. In this way, it can 
be an actor in the public sphere and one of the major sites 
of global public culture. If truth means anything, it must 
be a post-universalistic conception of truth, as the essen-
tial contestability of knowledge claims, and the challenge 
of living without certainty. Thus, one of the challenges of 
the university today is for it to become a cosmopolitan 
actor in the global knowledge society by forging new 
links between knowledge and citizenship.

5.8
the concePt of global 
citizenshiP in higher education

Mary Stuart20

Higher education institutions have always been con-
cerned with educating their students as active citizens, 
although this mission has not always been successfully 
fulfilled. Meanwhile, as people’s mobility increases, the 
homogeneity of the nation-state is dissolving, as Scott 
(2006) points out: ‘Many nations … have become multi-
cultural societies: they are no longer ethnically and cul-
turally homogeneous, which has shaped their “home” 
higher education systems.’ This suggests that higher edu-
cation institutions (HEIs) need to think differently about 
the social context of students, not only in terms of simi-
lar/different experiences of home/international students 
but also in terms of how societies are becoming more 
interconnected and interdependent. 

Recently, several social theorists have argued that 
examining issues from the point of view of nation-states 
provides a false set of premises and have proposed a 

more ‘cosmopolitan outlook’. Beck encapsulates this 
view when he points out that ‘the founding duality of the 
national outlook – foreigner–native – no longer ade-
quately reflects reality’ (Beck, 2006b). This is not to say 
that national imagining and the nation-state no longer 
exist, but that nations have been and are being trans-
formed (Delanty, 2006). In other words, the idea of a 
‘cosmopolitan outlook’ supersedes the national outlook 
rather than destroying it. This means that personal and 
group biographies are becoming increasingly ‘liquid’ 
and trans-spatial (Bauman, 2000). 

Delors (1996) produced a report on education and 
training for the 21st century which also highlighted the 
need for engagement with a global society: ‘People need 
gradually to become world citizens without losing their 
roots and while continuing to play an active part in the 
life of their nation and their local community.’ Just as 
society has developed a much more integrated sense of 
global awareness, HEIs need to focus their activities 
much more on notions of global-civic responsibility 
rather than on national citizenship when educating their 
students, engaging in research, working with employers 
and establishing local and wider partnerships.

The higher education sector is trying to respond to 
these economic, social, technological and political 
changes. Across the sector in different parts of the world, 
the focus has moved away from the recruitment of inter-
national students, which was initially seen as the appro-
priate response to globalization, and is now far more 
concerned with developing more international outlooks 
and practices. This has included developments in the cur-
riculum (Bourn et al., 2006). 

The Observatory on Borderless Higher Education 
conducted research in twelve countries, including Aus-
tralia, Germany, Malaysia, the United Arab Emirates and 
India. The resulting report found that ‘internationaliza-
tion’ was high on the agenda of HEIs across these differ-
ent contexts with a particular emphasis on economic 
competitiveness, but that ‘global citizenship’ was not 
really articulated, although many of the issues of global 
significance were seen to be important. This indicates 
that there is still some way to go for universities to 
engage with global realities and realize the importance of 
their new civic responsibilities. Many examples, while 
indicating that there is a growing groundswell of concern 
about the role of higher education in global issues, reveal 
little systematic engagement with the issue of developing 
global citizens from student bodies, and universities 
need to work together to make this happen.21

There are many possible responses, and many indi-
vidual institutions are attempting to engage with these 
issues at a local level. In an attempt to be truly global 
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and to understand what global citizenship means, a 
group of HEIs from across the globe have joined 
together to consider how they can respond to the much 
more fluid and interrelated global society that finds local 
expression in institutions and classrooms. The approach 
draws on cosmopolitan social theory (Beck, 2006a) and 
is attempting to transform institutions and make them 
responsive to global needs. This involves not simply 
thinking about growing international markets and 
responding to international student needs, but also 
responding to a more complex world that is economi-
cally and socially dependent. 

The old response consisting of a simple call for 
national higher education is increasingly in decline, and 
new forms of international education provision are 
developing. Whether these are equal partnership arrange-
ments where learning happens in different locations or 
other arrangements for learning in different environ-
ments, students in higher education increasingly want 
curricula and institutional environments that recognize 
the changed global economy and society. In this climate, 
thinking about students as interconnected is more appro-
priate and leads to a more mutually beneficial interna-
tional higher education system. We are at the start of this 
engagement and it is difficult to predict or understand 
how the new world will develop, but preparing all our 
students to be global citizens who are well versed in glo-
bal issues can only be an advantage and will certainly 
foster better understanding between cultures within our 
different localities.

5.9
higher education challenges 
emerging from the 
interchange between science 
and ancestral knowledge in 
central and south america

Manuel Ramiro Muñoz22

The indigenous peoples of Central and South America 
have been excluded from all levels of society. Examples 
of the ways in which the system has negated their exist-
ence and rendered them invisible can be found in legal, 
socioeconomic, cultural and epistemological areas. In 
the 1990s, the indigenous peoples burst into regional 
politics as agents of their own development. Within this 
context, indigenous peoples are fighting for the creation 
of inter-cultural higher education areas. This involves 

transcending current university policies that are focused 
on access (grants, enrolment targets, programmes and 
institutes) and progressing towards the transformation of 
higher education institutions (HEIs) and higher educa-
tion systems. A feasible university project should be cre-
ated to recover the idea of universities as places for 
dialogue and meeting places for different kinds of know-
ledge, perspectives, interests, cultures and peoples. 

This effort by indigenous peoples is not far removed 
from other ways of thinking that are promoting changes 
in the model of knowledge production. Such changes are 
linked to the different aspects of cultural, social and eco-
nomic life. Traditional academic disciplines are no 
longer the only way of organizing knowledge, and new 
disciplines are proliferating. Opportunities for acquiring 
skills, abilities and competences are multiplying. The 
resulting pedagogical systems are increasingly transdis-
ciplinary and interdisciplinary. Such systems constitute 
the only way to consider and devise solutions to the 
major problems in the environment. This situation has 
arisen in a context in which knowledge linked with 
development is one of the factors that produces most 
added value in the economy. It is also a key factor in the 
development of indigenous peoples.

Two main types of experiences have arisen, namely: 
projects that are promoted by indigenous peoples (ab 
intra) and projects that are promoted from outside the 
indigenous communities (ab extra). There are two types 
of higher education among the ab intra projects. 

First, there is indigenous higher education. This is 
rooted in the principle of cultural autonomy and inde-
pendence of thought. It is based on the history, culture 
and ideas of each indigenous people and focuses on 
strengthening their identity, autonomy and life projects. 
It is characterized by being highly relevant and effective. 
Its quality varies according to the circumstances. It is 
undertaken in precarious conditions (in terms of infra-
structure, funding, and so on). It mostly takes the form of 
indigenous schools and autonomous universities. In this 
type of higher education, the following institutions are 
outstanding: indigenous schools in Ecuador, Colombia 
and Bolivia; the Kallawaya Medical School in Bolivia; 
and the Kawsay Unik Project of the indigenous peoples 
of Andean countries.

Second, there are bilingual, inter-cultural higher edu-
cation projects promoted by indigenous peoples. This 
type of education is based on dialogue and interchange 
with other cultures, languages and ways of thinking. It 
aims to strengthen indigenous peoples’ own ways of act-
ing, to create conditions for interacting with the external 
environment on equal terms, and to have a positive 
impact on national culture. This type of education is 
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characterized by high levels of relevance and effective-
ness. It varies according to circumstances, as do the con-
ditions under which it is carried out. The most common 
forms it takes are as follows: technical, vocational and 
professional training programmes, particularly for train-
ing teachers in higher education centres or higher educa-
tion institutes. The following institutions are involved in 
this type of project: the University of the Autonomous 
Regions of the Nicaraguan Caribbean Coast (URAC-
CAN) and the Inter-cultural Autonomous University of 
the Cauca Indigenous Regional Council (UAIN). 

There are also two types of higher education in the 
second ab extra group of projects. Many bilingual and 
inter-cultural higher education practices are being pro-
moted by the higher education systems. This type of edu-
cation takes into account the cultural contexts of the 
indigenous people. It is focused on meeting indigenous 
peoples’ demands for access, greater coverage and rele-
vance. It generally has varying relevance and quality, and 
average effectiveness. This kind of education is usually 
carried out in more favourable conditions, as it is backed 
by the institutional weight of the higher education sys-
tem and the HEIs. It often takes the form of enrolment 
targets, grants, programmes and institutions. Higher edu-
cation institutions have even been established with this 
type of education in mind. 

In contrast, there is also a dominant, colonizing type 
of higher education, in which there is no place for dia-
logue between the sciences and ancestral knowledge. 
This type of education is based on dominant and hegem-
onic cultural, educational and epistemological concepts. 
Its effects are acculturation, integration of the indigenous 
peoples into the dominant culture, and cultural homog-
enization. In countries whose national constitutions 
include the concept of a multiethnic, multicultural and 

multilingual state, this kind of higher education is uncon-
stitutional. It usually takes the form of enrolment targets, 
grants and extension programmes. However, projects 
have also been created in this category under the ‘indig-
enous universities’ banner. The aim of these universities 
is to extend coverage, to qualify an indigenous labour 
force for the industries established in indigenous territo-
ries, and to make the processes of integration and coloni-
zation more effective. 

The first challenge is to change the strange monocul-
tural way of evaluating peoples, cultures and knowledge. 
This approach is at odds with the plurality and diversity 
of the American continent, in which there is an enormous 
variety of languages and ways of being, acting, feeling 
and thinking. The second challenge is to overcome the 
general tendency to imitate Europe and the United States. 
Such imitation has been widespread in Central and South 
America for several decades. The third challenge 
involves the dialogue between science and ancestral 
knowledge. The major problems of the indigenous peo-
ples – injustice, poverty, violence and the deterioration 
of the natural environment – are of such magnitude that 
it is impossible to tackle them using a scientific speciali-
zation in the hands of a fragmented human being. 

The situation emerging from the demands of the 
indigenous peoples is providing HEIs and national 
higher education systems with the challenging opportu-
nity to bring together quality, relevance, coverage and 
effectiveness in university praxis. Perhaps the dialogue 
between the distinct ways of thinking of science and the 
ancestral knowledge of indigenous peoples will provide 
a wonderful opportunity to construct and devise solu-
tions to the dramatic question posed by T.S. Eliot: Where 
is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? Where is the 
knowledge we have lost in information? (Borrero, 2002).
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II.1.6  Civic engagement 

6.1
civil engagement in higher 
education and its role in 
human and social develoPment

Rajesh Tandon23

Over the past century, the world has seen many social, 
economic and political transformations. A largely colo-
nial era has given way to a largely democratic one. Yet, 
while the democratization of the political culture guaran-
teed citizens’ rights and freedom, it did not result in the 
democratization of learning and knowledge production. 

The recent discourse on democratic governance, with 
its emphasis on transparency and accountability in the 
public sphere, has opened up another important aspect 
of human and social development in the 21st century. 
Citizenship and democratic governance are the twin pil-
lars of human and social development; they address the 
phenomenon of human actualization from the demand 
side (participatory citizenship) while also focusing on 
democratic governance from the demand side of 
development.

following the agendas

A critical review of the processes shaping the human 
development agendas would suggest that higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs) have been mostly followers of 
this discourse, rather than its creators or champions. Of 
course, many individual scholars have contributed 
immensely to shaping these issues; their contributions 
must be acknowledged. Nevertheless, in national and 
transnational debates on these issues, the new player has 

been civil society. Citizen groups, associations, NGOs, 
not-for-profit research institutes and independent think-
tanks (as civil society actors) have been most active in 
identifying, analysing and articulating these issues of 
equity, justice, inclusion and rights. Through studies, 
campaigns, grassroots mobilizations and structured pol-
icy dialogues, these civil society entities and their 
national/global coalitions have been the most significant 
and central actors in ensuring that these issues of human 
development become part of national and global 
policymaking.

Some HEIs have responded to these opportunities by 
opening new centres for the study of gender, the environ-
ment, and so on. Some HEIs have started teaching these 
subjects in undergraduate- and graduate-level courses. 
Some have systematically begun to conduct research on 
these emerging issues of human development. By and 
large, however, HEIs around the world have not been 
able to adequately engage with these central concerns of 
human and social development. The critical question, 
therefore, is: Why is this so? Why have HEIs not been at 
the forefront of new priorities and concerns in the human 
and social development of tomorrow?

Historical analysis and available experience suggest 
several reasons for this disconnect between HEIs and 
contemporary issues of human and social development. 
First, these issues (such as gender justice and environ-
mental sustainability) emerged from specific social 
mobilizations and actions aimed at improving the condi-
tions of the exploited and the marginalized. Second, in 
most of the world, civil society’s championing of these 
issues distanced it from HEIs. Historical antagonism and 
apathy between grassroots organizers, citizen leaders 
and social activists on the one hand and HEIs on the 
other led to a situation of disconnect. How can the vari-
ous roles of HEIs be performed through new forms of 
civil engagement in pursuit of the emerging human and 
social development agenda? 
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the role of extension 

In the context of human and social development, the 
most frequently discussed role is that of extension. 
Higher education institutions extend their knowledge 
and expertise to the communities around them, with the 
objective of helping these communities. While community- 
extension (or extramural) activities of some type are 
prevalent in most HEIs around the world, this practice is 
most widespread in North American HEIs, where Com-
munity Service-Learning programmes place students in 
a community (or company) to work there for a fixed 
period. Many students who participate in such pro-
grammes find them useful in advancing their education 
and careers.

In general, HEIs and their academic culture hinder 
efforts to co-construct knowledge with other civil actors 
in order to address emerging challenges to human and 
social development. Where such co-construction has 
been stimulated, positive outcomes for human and social 
development have been attained.

new forms of civil engagement

The future agenda for human and social development is 
so vast and challenging that no social actor – be it the 
government, the private sector, HEIs or civil society – 
can address them alone. The potential for advancing this 
human and social development agenda increases if these 
actors work together to develop new ways of 
collaborating.

The three functions of HEIs have traditionally been 
defined as teaching, research and extension. We need to 
redefine them as education, knowledge and service. 
‘Teaching’ establishes the centrality of teaching and the 
teacher, whereas ‘education’ argues for the centrality of 
learning and the learner. Viewed in this perspective, edu-
cation in contemporary society should be lifelong. 
Higher education institutions in most societies need to 
redesign themselves to support the lifelong education of 
a growing number of people. In this mode, HEIs can con-
tribute to the learning of citizens, practitioners, officials 
and future researchers in many different ways. Distance- 
and open-learning approaches can complement class-
room instruction; HEIs can reach learners where they 
are, rather than the other way around. The contents of 
lifelong learning, however, cannot be based on disci-
plines alone; they must address the practical needs and 
aspirations of learners. This opens up a huge possibility 
for civil engagement. Higher education institutions can 
partner with civil actors, community elders and practi-

tioners to design appropriate learning curricula and facil-
itate such educational processes.

In another form of partnership in the teaching func-
tion, HEIs could invite civil society inside the institution. 
This invitation could include experienced practitioners 
acting as professors and teachers. In doing so, practical 
expertise and emerging developmental trends could be 
made available to students and faculty alike. The Univer-
sity of Victoria, Faculty of Education, for example, regu-
larly invites elders from first-nation communities to 
teach courses on marine ecology.

The knowledge production and mobilization function 
of HEIs can make immense contributions to the future 
agenda of creating incentives and enabling systems for 
students and professors to engage in socially relevant 
research. Civil engagement by HEIs in the promotion of 
knowledge production and mobilization can take several 
forms. Higher education institutions can acknowledge 
the multiplicity of knowledge traditions and create 
spaces and opportunities for practitioners (from govern-
ment, community and civil society) to engage with 
scholars in HEIs in the co-production of knowledge. This 
may help identify a research agenda with greater societal 
relevance from the perspective of human and social 
development. By enabling scholars from HEIs to embed 
themselves in community problems, the Living Know-
ledge Network has attempted just this through its ‘sci-
ence shop’ movement in Europe. 

How can the human and social development agenda 
be advanced through new forms of civil engagement by 
HEIs? Traditional community service or extension 
modes of HEIs have been practised through the tempo-
rary placement of students in a local community. As has 
been argued elsewhere, such placements contribute 
more to the students’ learning than to the service to 
community. In new forms of civil engagement towards 
human and social development, HEIs can explore the 
placement of students and scholars in national and glo-
bal communities. 

The foremost strategic challenge that HEIs must 
address is the acknowledgement of other sources of 
contemporary and advanced knowledge on human and 
social development. Higher education institutions have 
operated in isolation within the four walls of laborato-
ries and academe without understanding how new 
forms of knowledge for human and social development 
were evolving. Such new knowledge emerged from the 
world of practice. This is particularly so for social 
movements, civil society coalitions and think-tanks that 
have focused on various aspects of human and social 
development. 

Other incentive systems within HEIs may also need 
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to be adapted and modified for such partnerships to 
become effective. The teaching function of HEIs could 
be adapted to compulsorily include field practice, 
secondment and immersion programmes. 

6.2
Practice–research engagement 
for human and social 
develoPment in a globalizing 
world

L. David Brown24

Universities are potentially central institutions for cata-
lysing human and social development, especially in the 
knowledge-based societies that are increasingly becom-
ing the norm around the globe. Whether universities will 
fulfil that potential, however, depends on how they 
respond to the challenges posed by certain complex and 
intransigent problems that do not easily yield to most 
current university structures and cultures. 

Enabling human and social development to a large 
extent depends on strengthening the links between uni-
versity research and teaching and the problems of policy 
and practice. Practice–research engagement (PRE) 
potentially fosters improved knowledge and theory and, 
at the same time, catalyses innovations in policy and 
practice. However, engagement can also reinforce nega-
tive stereotypes that contribute to a continuing gulf 
between ‘abstract theory’ and ‘concrete practice’ that 
undermines university contributions to human and social 
development (Stokes, 1997). 

While universities are notoriously slow to change on 
many issues, they often provide an institutional base 
from which individuals can launch innovative initiatives 
that can be developed and elaborated in interaction with 
practitioners or other universities. Enhancing capacity 
for PRE on issues of human and social development is 
critical. Practice–research engagement includes a wide 
range of initiatives that bring together practitioners (poli-
cymakers, social activists, business leaders and so on) 
concerned with improving practice with the researchers 
who are concerned with producing knowledge, so that 
together they are able to learn about problems of mutual 
interest in ways that produce both new knowledge and 
innovations in practice. 

The four emerging patterns and trends that are poten-
tially important to the role of higher education institu-

tions as centres and catalysts for PRE that contributes to 
human and social development are: 
1. The impact of globalization on social problems and 

problem-solving across countries and regions, as 
well as across sectors and levels. The expansion and 
globalization of human activities has posed a range 
of new problems that are either novel or exacer-
bated by increased interdependence. The technical 
possibilities for communication and engagement 
between practitioners and researchers, between 
groups in the global South and the global North, and 
across a wide range of values and perspectives have 
also increased spectacularly. In a world of enor-
mous and expanding asymmetries in wealth and 
power, the latter often seems the more likely result. 
Thus, globalization produced possibilities for tran-
snational PRE to improve human and social devel-
opment – but it also posed a new threat to human 
and social development.

2. The evolving stances of universities on solving 
problems of policy and practice. Recent assess-
ments of knowledge production processes have 
argued that key decisions in many universities and 
academic disciplines are dominated by researchers 
who focus on problems defined by their disciplines 
rather than by the societies in which they are 
embedded. A broader construction of the universi-
ty’s role emphasizes its potential for contributing to 
social as well as theoretical problems, and the 
importance of accountability to practice as well as 
research constituencies. 

3. The increased demand for research that helps deal 
with practical problems. Knowledge-based societies 
revolve around the production of knowledge for acting 
on existing or emerging problems. While university-
based researchers have been uninterested in these 
problems, other agencies – research centres, think-
tanks, consulting firms, corporate research and devel-
opment departments – have emerged to respond to the 
demand for knowledge production. Such agencies can 
produce knowledge that is important to social 
problem-solving.

4.  The emergence of mid-career and post-retirement 
populations interested in development.25

University–practitioner development partnerships can 
integrate research and practice perspectives to create 
widely applicable theories and practice innovations. 
Transnational networks can bring the resources of mul-
tiple universities to bear in order to stimulate new per-
spectives on shared problems as well as connecting 
practitioners and researchers with diverse capacities.

97802302_33379_03_part2.1.indd   67 29/05/2009   14:08



 68 HIGHER EDUCATION AT A TIME OF TRANSFORMATION

The five implications of practice–research engage-
ment for development are:  
1. A broad view of the role of universities in human and 

social development must be advanced. 
2. The central role of PRE must be recognized. 
3 Substantive and methodological innovations that 

enable PRE must be fostered. 
4. Organizational innovations that support or facilitate 

PRE must be encouraged. 

5. Global linkages to foster transnational learning and 
impact must be built. 

Higher education institutions potentially have much 
to contribute to the global processes of human and social 
development, particularly if they can use their common 
commitments to knowledge production to bridge the 
widening chasms of wealth and power that separate too 
much of the global human family.
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II.1.7  Research

7.1
the role of research in higher 
education: imPlications and 
challenges for an active 
contribution to human and 
social develoPment

Hebe Vessuri26

This is a time of renewed enthusiasm with higher educa-
tion and research as the way forward to world develop-
ment, with the establishment of millennium centres and 
science academies in Africa and other such initiatives in 
developing regions. Here, however, I do not focus on the 
repeated promise that science, research and higher edu-
cation are the surest route to development. Instead, I 
argue that this can no longer be taken for granted and 
concentrate on how international efforts in science and 
technology and higher education have missed the mark 
concerning unsolved issues and challenges in this 
domain, and on how research and higher education have 
grown in developing regions. 

First, the intellectual rationale for science and 
research capacities being exclusively subordinated to the 
realization of practical ends as demanded by nation-
states, and the universalistic approach that dismisses 
possible effects of national or other social and cultural 
dimensions upon the evolution of science, are both prob-
lematic and may lead ultimately to undesirable if not 
tragic results. To a certain extent, this is a consequence 
of the prevailing ideology of scientists who, throughout 
the modern period, have resisted playing a political role 
in society. They refuse to see that, in practice, values 
other than the search for knowledge prevail. This corre-
sponds to the form of education and professional training 
that excludes any link between scientific endeavour and 

social concerns. This refusal by the scientific community 
to assume social responsibility can no longer be sus-
tained because it has led to an out-of-control, conformist 
science without a conscience. Rethinking is overdue, 
given the current reality of the world and of certain coun-
tries in particular, if higher education and research are to 
bring about collective well-being and equity in society, 
thereby improving the living conditions of most people – 
rather than just a small, better-off segment of the popula-
tion – and salvaging the Earth’s environment.

Second, scientists have difficulty communicating 
across plural perspectives, conditioned as they are by a 
specialized and rather dogmatic scientific training. They 
generally feel uneasy about accepting and managing 
uncertainty, social variables and value commitments, 
and take comfort in reducing knowledge assessment to 
peer review of narrow technical issues. New forms of 
governance are emerging at the crossroads between sci-
ence and society as useful and relevant experiences in a 
changing world that affect both scientists and the benefi-
ciaries of science. In the common space where scientists 
and different audiences begin to meet, we can hope to 
find out what elements experts provide to formulate and 
implement policy decisions and how these elements are 
actually used; only this common space can help the 
development of socially robust knowledge.

Third, we must rethink researchers’ education. Argu-
ments for reforms aimed at creating socially responsible 
scientists have grown in recent years, based on the need 
to democratize expert knowledge and provide pluralistic 
expert advice to democratic institutions and to the citi-
zenry more broadly, thereby increasing the capacity to 
discuss and eventually meet citizens’ expectations. Since 
knowledge is a major asset that allows involvement in 
framing issues for policy attention and in designing 
options, the ‘whats’ and ‘hows’ of knowledge and exper-
tise become paramount. We know by now that the growth 
of a higher-educated stratum in society does not neces-
sarily ensure that individual countries in today’s glo-
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balized world economy will reduce social and economic 
inequality; higher education may be necessary, but it cer-
tainly cannot bring about a more equitable and fair soci-
ety on its own. 

Fourth, in weaker countries with inadequate capacities 
and the wrong basic infrastructure – that is, with ineffec-
tive and unstable political and social institutions – higher 
education, science and technology have not reduced 
social and economic disparities but rather increased 
social and economic differentials between the knowl-
edgeable and the ignorant. Research groups, institutions 
and even countries in the developing world are often pre-
sented as success stories not because they signal lasting 
positive structural change, but because donors, govern-
ments and experts need success stories. All this, however, 
does not imply that poor countries would have been better 
off without higher education, science and technology – 
only that research capacity per se, without social guid-
ance or oversight and isolated from other essential 
components of social and moral responsibility, cannot 
fulfil its potential for improving people’s lives. 

develoPment, globalization and the 
inequality of nations

Globalization as we know it today is fundamentally 
asymmetric. In its benefits and risks, it works less well 
for poor countries and for the poor institutions within 
developing countries. Today, the paradigm of ‘moder-
nity’ and the Western model of development are subject 
to criticism from many quarters. Nevertheless, a coher-
ent and persuasive alternative has yet to be found. It took 
time to realize that education is not just a consumption 
good that can be afforded as of a certain level of develop-
ment, but is also an investment in human capital that is a 
prerequisite for attaining that level of development. 
However, the treatment of higher education ‘services’ as 
merchandise, as promoted in the WTO’s General Agree-
ment on Trade in Services (GATS), does not seem the 
most adequate one for achieving the desired results.

orthodox view of research: constraints 
and choices in the develoPed and 
develoPing worlds

Many successful research groups produce elaborate rhet-
oric about applied research for development but, like 
their less successful local colleagues, face difficulties in 
adapting and reconciling their discourse to the schemes 
of internal institutional functioning, to national and insti-

tutional legislation, and to the explicit and tacit norms 
guiding careers in science. 

There is little dispute over certain important points. In 
conventional terms, the world made enormous economic 
progress during the second half of the 20th century. Over 
the past 50 years, the world’s GDP has multiplied almost 
twelvefold while per capita income has more than tri-
pled. The argument is that science (in fact, technology) 
led to rapid industrialization and economic convergence 
in the world economy in the late 19th century and, in 
some cases, the 20th century. The dark side of this, how-
ever, is that science and technology also contribute 
directly to the new problems societies face today: the 
challenges of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons; 
genetically modified organisms and human cloning; and 
nanotechnologies. Along the way, the self-proclaimed 
values of science as expressed by Merton – objectivity, 
generosity, universalism and communism – are increas-
ingly abandoned as knowledge institutions and research-
ers are subordinated to the interests of powerful private 
stakeholders. As things stand, the resulting global know-
ledge divide is today almost a mirror image of the global 
poverty divide. Globalization has exacerbated the exist-
ence of two worlds co-existing in space yet far apart in 
well-being. Inequality and deprivation persist, and pov-
erty is everywhere. Of course, these problems existed 
before, but globalization seems to have accentuated 
exclusion and deprivation, for it has dislocated tradi-
tional livelihoods and local communities. Reducing pov-
erty requires that poor countries upgrade their technology, 
master and produce knowledge, and invest in innovation. 
However, this is easier said than done.

In the process of achieving sustainable, lasting devel-
opment, we must solve various problems that we have 
never experienced in the past. Since the well-trodden 
paths prove increasingly unable to solve them, we must 
take a step into the unknown territory of creativity, dis-
covery and invention. We must ask what mechanisms – 
in activities such as higher education and research, as 
obvious as they are resilient – block the effectiveness of 
science in contributing to human well-being and envi-
ronmental sustainability. The first limitation of the ortho-
dox view of research is the unquestioned faith in 
unharnessed science and technology as the solution to 
the world’s problems. 

This could be redressed by rediscovering the spirit of 
scientific inquiry, reconstructing the open intellectual 
climate of the past and reinstating critical thinking. 
Clearly, the single Western canonical view of free-rein, 
unfettered research is not necessarily the most appropri-
ate one. A great deal needs to be done in terms of cultural 
tolerance and mutual understanding. These changes must 
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involve significant resources and a commitment to sys-
temic change and education. In the meantime, university 
and research communities should concentrate on pro-
moting debate on fundamental issues such as the future 
of society and the regeneration of the university mission, 
in favour of more inclusiveness and more openness to 
ideas and people.

rethinking research and higher 
education to build a better future 

Higher education and science must become more evenly 
distributed around the world if political tension is to be 
eased and the chances of economic and social develop-
ment are to improve. The size of the academic enterprise 
has grown tremendously in the past century. Still, this 
expansion has taken place within a fairly limited part of 
the world. Of the resources spent on science and univer-
sities in the year 2000, more than 80% were spent within 
the OECD area. North America and Europe are respon-
sible for 75% of the world’s scientific articles. In the 
coming century, however, this is likely to change dra-
matically, not just because the non-OECD world is much 
larger, with some 85% of the world’s population, but 
because most projections hold that economic growth in 
these regions will make it possible for many countries to 
make a sustained investment in higher education and sci-
ence. The growth of enrolments and institutions in the 
developing world is exponential, despite the fact that it is 
far too small to meet the needs. Both China and India are 
growing rapidly and have the potential to become scien-
tific superpowers – admittedly with very large popula-
tions and a fairly low rate of citations per paper. 

Fields from medicine to agriculture have begun to 
recognize that the modern world has paid a high price for 
rejecting traditional practices and the knowledge, how-
ever expressed, that underpins them. The need to include 
other knowledges and perspectives in the scientific 
endeavour poses important methodological challenges to 
science and technology for human and social develop-
ment, as it implies adopting truth and quality criteria that 
are more sophisticated – and better able to incorporate 
complexity – than those conventionally accepted by the 
scientific community. These criteria must be no less solid 
and rigorous, or else the relevance and credibility of sci-
ence could be gravely damaged. 

We need a coordinated global approach that ensures 
equitable access to quality data and information for 
research, education and informed decision-making. 
Improved monitoring of the Earth system will allow us 
to detect, attribute and understand change and the future 

implications of change. But not only that – the interna-
tional scientific community must be actively engaged in 
the production of socially robust knowledge within an 
extended participation framework. 

Many people are proposing a more pluralistic view of 
relevant knowledge and are concerned about the fate of 
education and science, subordinated as they are to com-
mercial interests. In certain regions, this situation 
requires immediate and profound review. Universities 
are called upon to seize the opportunity to build a foun-
dation of civic and democratic values and skills that may 
inspire social cohesion and purpose and enable future 
leaders to overcome racial and ethnic tensions, dogma-
tism and religious extremism. We must urgently give 
attention to cultural diversity in higher education and 
research within the framework of globalization. This 
does not mean simply increasing the percentage of par-
ticular under-represented social groups in a campus 
population. Rather, diversity encompasses a network of 
values, policies, practices, traditions and resources that 
provide coping mechanisms for students and faculty 
from relegated or excluded groups, thus serving as a 
sounding board for the wider society. By their attempts 
to embrace the growing diversity of society and to build 
cross-cultural bridges with counterparts all over the 
globe, universities may come to reflect a basic social, 
institutional and scholarly commitment to freedom, 
democracy and justice. 

Because we live in an increasingly interconnected 
world, we must rediscover a path that was abandoned 
decades ago for the sake of increasing specialization. 
Today’s challenges require fresh generalizing capacities 
and an education that goes beyond the strictly technical 
culture of the specialist. The combination of the explora-
tion of problems at different scales from the local to the 
global – starting from a strategic position to have an 
impact on national and international research agendas 
with relative autonomy – may help reorient much know-
ledge production and evaluation towards local needs of 
cohesion and social equity. 

When discussing the democratization of expert know-
ledge, let us not forget the strong influence of interna-
tional organizations. We need to better understand the 
realities of multilateralism and the obstacles and difficul-
ties that new scientific and technological knowledge pose 
to delegates from developing countries in multilateral 
institutions. Another lesson is that prudent macro guid-
ance and management of scientific research at the national 
level is both necessary and desirable. Within developed 
countries, there is widespread consensus that government 
policies should support research and development activi-
ties, whether in the public or the private sector.
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The current strict international regime for the protec-
tion of intellectual property rights could pre-empt or sti-
fle the development of domestic technological 
capabilities in weaker countries. Taken together, the 
rules and conditions of the new international agenda are 
bound to curb the use of industrial policy, technology 
policy, trade policy and financial policy as strategic 
forms of intervention to foster industrialization in devel-
oping countries. Public science policies, while secondary 
to the aforementioned policies, could help foster the 
domestic research and development activities needed to 
build a comprehensive national scientific and techno-
logical capacity. Any rethinking of scientific research 
and development must involve a balanced view of the 
significance of state intervention, institutions and politics 
in science and the critical role of good governance.

knowledge integration for effective 
action

There is broad agreement that mankind faces three main 
challenges in these early years of the 21st century: free-
dom from want, freedom from fear and the freedom of 
future generations to sustain their lives on this planet. 
Science, technology and innovation are central both to 
the origins of these three millennium challenges and to 
the prospects for handling them successfully. They are 
also increasingly perceived as linked in complex ways to 
the current unsustainable development trajectories. Why 
is it so difficult to change course?

The economic drivers and financial constraints of sci-
ence are huge. Despite the importance of sustainability 
and the centrality of science and technology in the strate-
gies for achieving it, there is a great imbalance in the 
resources and attention devoted to putting research into 
the service of the aims of sustainable development. 

Economics is not the only thing standing in the way 
of much-needed change. As recently put by Ravetz 
(2006), reflecting on Kuhn’s insight in his theory of sci-
entific revolutions, ‘the inertia of those intellectual struc-
tures that define and regulate our thoughts – be they 
called paradigms, frameworks or mental models – must 
be recognized by whoever would wish to change them’. 
If science is to address sustainability problems, it must 
be produced in a way that allows it to be linked more 
easily and rapidly to action communities. It is very likely 
that it will be reformulated and even transformed through 
multiple dialogues and interactions among the individu-
als, groups and institutions that generate and ultimately 
apply new scientific and technological knowledge. The 
implementation of new knowledge and technical capaci-

ties by different social actors – including governments, 
natural resource managers, industry and society in gen-
eral – should not be a final phase in a research programme 
but rather an integral part of it, from the very early defini-
tion of the problem. 

Moreover, we must insist on the critical importance of 
linking the various scales of interaction. Development 
specialists often mention this limited understanding of 
multi-scale interactions as one of the main obstacles to 
progress. New organizational models of international 
inter- and transdisciplinary assessments – such as those 
by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC, 2007), the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 
(2005) and the Arctic Council (2004) – open up new pos-
sibilities for integrating knowledge through a wide range 
of disciplines and development experiences with the 
involvement of an extensive set of stakeholders.

Science has been assumed to be largely foreign to 
both economic and political concerns. The practice of 
democracy in the world today has tended to distance citi-
zens from professionalized political instances. Excessive 
reliance on experts’ opinions contributes to depoliticiza-
tion and further removes citizens from political partici-
pation. However, scientific knowledge and expertise are 
more crucial than ever in democracy. This having been 
said, it is also true that the ‘knowledge problem’ has 
emerged as one of today’s four major governance prob-
lems, in terms of the difficulty in understanding and cor-
rectly assessing complex societal issues, as well as the 
causal linkages between resources and objectives. Scien-
tists have opened Pandora’s box and the powers 
unleashed require deft guidance and societal control to 
prevent irreparable damage and ensure welcome benefits 
to mankind. A new politics of knowledge is emerging in 
which political goals and economic interests have to 
come to terms with universal norms and values. 

7.2
commitment to society: 
contemPorary challenges for 
Public research universities

Imanol Ordorika27

Globalization has substantially modified the nature of con-
temporary nation-states as the principal organizers of capi-
tal accumulation and as bearers and creators of national 
identities. The nation-state’s progressive withdrawal from 
higher education, made evident by the reduction in public 
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resources, has led to an increase in competition for indi-
vidual and/or institutional resources from the state and vis-
à-vis the market. Consequently, the traditional autonomy 
of academic institutions and their professionals from 
nation-states and markets has been significantly reduced.

the economization of the university

The fiscal crisis of universities has been accompanied, 
both as a cause and as a consequence, by a redefinition of 
the meanings, goals and practices of higher education. 
Ideas of universities as broad cultural societal projects or 
as institutions that focus on the production of public 
goods have moved into a marginal or solely discursive 
realm. These notions have been substituted by a renewed 
emphasis on the links between higher education and 
markets, by a schema of ‘entrepreneurial universities’ 
(Clark, 1998), by notions of excellence (Readings, 
1996), by the centrality of managerial concepts and 
goals, such as ‘productivity’ or ‘efficiency’, and by the 
increasing privatization of educational supply and 
financing (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997).

Productivity and the hierarchical field 
of higher education

The international field of higher education is uneven, 
hierarchical and permanently contested. The networking 
and global interacting potential of institutions is strength-
ened if they adhere to the dominant productivity model. 
Research productivity is fundamental in establishing a 
university as a prominent institution at international and 
local levels. Positions within this global market are 
mediated by comparative rankings of research perform-
ance or university status (for example the Shanghai Jiao 
Tong and The Times Higher Education Supplement 
world university rankings). Worldwide attention to uni-
versity rankings is a sign of the new global market. Com-
parisons reflect and reinforce the structure of these 
markets as a system of power. The concern of public offi-
cials and university administrators is how to reach higher 
levels of research performance with the most efficient 
levels of investment in material and human resources, 
that is, how to increase academic productivity.

hegemony and the narrowed role of the 
university

University rankings show a highly unequal distribution of 

resources and status. Ranking measures themselves 
reproduce and strengthen this pattern of domination. They 
give the advantage to wealthy nations that invest in sci-
ence-based research and benefit English-speaking nations 
because English is now the only global research language. 
More significantly, the nation- and state-building commit-
ments of national and local universities are outside the 
scope of international performance and productivity 
standards for higher education. Universities’ orientation 
towards local constituencies and their impact on local, 
regional and national development is difficult to measure 
and goes beyond traditional criteria of academic perform-
ance and research productivity. International trends drive 
universities away from local commitments and diminish 
their role as state-building institutions.

This model is very different from that which has 
developed in most nations, especially in Latin America, 
which has historically emphasized the contribution of the 
university to national democracy and placed the research 
university at the centre of national politics and culture. It 
also differs from the more homogeneous systems of 
Western Europe, sustained by state investment, in which 
all research universities enjoy similar status and access 
to resources.

diversity and commitment to society

In spite of great similarities between systems and institu-
tions in the world, there is no single, unifying idea of the 
university. On the contrary, diverse and distinct major 
university traditions operate at the national, meta-
national or regional levels. In this global era in which 
models, ideas and policies are freely communicated 
across national boundaries, one would expect these dif-
ferent traditions to contribute collectively to the develop-
ment of international higher education. This is not the 
case, however, for the hegemony of the North American 
model, and its ‘idea of a university’ exercises a powerful 
and often disruptive influence. Trends towards global 
standardization partly reflect the emergence of common 
guidelines and systems in higher education but they also 
reveal cultural and material differences and inequities. 
Moreover, a narrowly defined idealization of the North 
American elite research model of higher education – 
which corresponds to a virtually unique relationship 
between university and industry, existing only in the 
United States – becomes harmful and dangerous when it 
is romanticized and transposed to the rest of the world. 

In order to build alternatives and expand the notion 
of the contributions of higher education to society, there 
is a need to be aware of the homogenizing effects of 
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productivity-driven policies, their impact on the narrow-
ing of university goals and their detrimental conse-
quences on the social responsibilities of universities. 
Through a process that we can label marketization or 
commodification, higher education has been aligned to 
the requirements and practices of diverse markets both at 
national and international levels. In this global context, 
research universities have been integrated, willingly or 
not, into a global market with a centrally established sys-
tem of assessment through international rankings. These 
international rankings promote, reproduce and reify 
research performance and productivity indicators as the 
only sources of value on which to base societal apprecia-
tion for higher education institutions and academic work.

Standardized measures of academic output become 
an international homogenizing force that throws univer-
sities with diverse origins, traditions and roles into a 
common process of competition in uneven conditions 
and with unequal possibilities for success. In this way, 
the global higher education market works as a powerful 
mechanism for reproducing inequities between different 
types of universities that come from diverse regions or 
countries and have extremely differentiated access to 
intellectual and material resources. The distinctive char-
acter of national systems and universities is lost, giving 
way to uprooted institutions that qualify badly in interna-
tional rankings and also have a diminished impact on the 
national and local realities to which they should respond.

The emergence of an international higher education 
market constitutes a significant challenge for national 
research universities: how to participate in the global 
realm of colleges and universities on the basis of their 
own nature and distinctive character and to avoid dilut-
ing these in the face of hegemonic models and dominant 
international guidelines. Alignment and homogenization 
must be confronted by reestablishing different traditions 
and university models.

The diversity of regional and national contexts and of 
university traditions makes it impossible to propose one 
single alternative to the restrictive market-driven hege-
monic model. However, a common theme is the recon-
struction of societal appreciation of higher education, 
based on ascribing greater value to the contributions of 
higher education to society beyond market interactions 
and the fulfilment of administrative practices. One pos-
sibility is to think about recreating the university along 
the lines of the following broad set of social commit-
ments and responsibilities:
1. To provide a privileged space for relating global 

trends to national identities, building up local social 
understanding and promoting interaction between 
diverse cultures and beliefs, ethnic groups, migrant 

and resident nationalities, genders, social classes and 
other societal groups.

2. To act as the only public institution that promotes 
reflective understanding and grounded critique of 
contemporary society and its relations with the 
environment.

3. To bridge the gap between specialized knowledge 
and society as a whole, in the context of the know-
ledge society and the information economy, as it is 
the only existing institution in contemporary society 
capable of doing so.

4. To act as the main institution in recreating and con-
structing contemporary shared values and societal 
understanding, and serve as an essential space for 
shaping diverse constituencies for a broad set of 
interactions within society and with the environment 
(these include training for work and employment but 
go beyond these objectives).

5. To act as a fundamental establishment for the produc-
tion of knowledge, addressing a broad range of soci-
etal concerns, demands, and problems in diverse 
areas, including but moving beyond the narrow reach 
of production requirements and market demands.

In the face of a hierarchical field of domination and a 
hegemonic understanding of what constitutes a success-
ful university in contemporary society, the challenge for 
peripheral universities is how to preserve their diversity 
of traditions and responsibilities through a broad com-
mitment to society. It is along these lines that a wide vari-
ety of alternatives should be developed, recreating 
multiple concepts of the university rooted in distinct tra-
ditions and historical conditions.

7.3
the Political and social 
contribution of research

Charas Suwanwela28

Societies throughout the world vary greatly in their abil-
ity to produce and use knowledge for human and social 
development. Today, the great expansion of knowledge 
and its role in globalization and economic and social 
development has progressively widened the knowledge 
gap and increased inequality among nations. Different 
societies undoubtedly require different sets of knowl-
edge and research. 

Research as the production of knowledge must include 
both new-to-the-world discoveries and inventions and 
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situation-specific inquiries in order to apply knowledge to 
development (one of the great mistakes in the past was to 
import solutions for local problems). Increasing the 
capacity of researchers and of knowledge users is an 
essential element of research development in developing 
countries. The political and social contribution of know-
ledge must take into consideration the uniqueness of a 
society and its stage of development, including the popu-
lation’s level of education, the knowledge capital and 
infrastructures, national competitiveness and indigenous 
values. The role of higher education institutions has to be 
appropriate and responsive to different societal needs.

The Commission on Health Research for Develop-
ment devised the term Essential National Health Research 
(ENHR) to specify the range of health research that every 
country, even the poorest, needs to conduct in order to 
best serve people’s needs, while taking full advantage of 
the knowledge existing in the world at the time. Each 
country must determine its own needs. This notion can be 
extended to all sectors and termed ‘essential national 
research’. Such research can include many goals, includ-
ing research towards local application of the global know-
ledge pool, research for understanding one’s own 
situation and problems and problem-oriented research.

Many societies require research to find solutions to 
orphan problems that are neglected by global efforts. The 
Global Forum for Health Research was established in 
1996 to address the 10/90 imbalance in health research. 
Studies showed that 90% of the effort and investment in 
health research was for health problems that affect only 
10% of the world’s population, while 90% of the world’s 
population – mainly in developing countries – was left 
with neglected health problems. Drugs needed to prevent 
or combat tropical diseases are in the category of orphan 
drugs. Companies have no interest in undertaking 
research and development for such drugs, as there are no 
incentives. Neglected health problems include tubercu-
losis, malaria, onchocerciasis, filariasis and snake bites. 
Tuberculosis (TB) has almost totally disappeared from 
the developed world. However, it has become a more 
serious threat in developing countries because it has 
evolved into multidrug-resistant TB and the even more 
dangerous extensive drug-resistant TB. 

Many advanced countries are making public and pri-
vate investments in knowledge production and innova-
tion in order to keep abreast of competition. Under the 
capitalist system, knowledge and technology become 
saleable commodities. Investment in research, develop-
ment and production is made with expectations of high 
returns. Profit maximization leads to price-setting based 
on the level of need for a product and the final consum-
ers’ ability to pay. If technology is needed, knowledge-

importing countries have to use their limited resources to 
buy it at a high price. 

Developing countries should try to develop their own 
competitive research. Less-advanced societies strive to 
produce cutting-edge knowledge in order to compete or 
even just to survive. At times, they must stand firm 
against powerful threats and put themselves at risk. This 
is particularly true of developing countries, in which uni-
versities form an integral part of society. In developed 
societies, political forces tend to be in balance. Different 
government positions towards universities can be 
observed. In some countries with autocratic or dictatorial 
governments, universities are asked to find ways to sup-
port policies that have already been established by the 
government. At times, universities are used to justify 
government actions. Many governments, however, are 
intelligent enough to see the benefit of allowing universi-
ties autonomy and academic freedom in order to formu-
late better public policies. 

In sum, some countries need to carry out essential 
national research, including research towards the local 
application of the global knowledge pool; research to 
understand their own situation and problems; problem-
oriented research; policy research; systems research and 
operations research. Many societies require research to 
find solutions to orphan problems that are neglected by 
global efforts. Some societies maintain their supremacy 
by investing in research and innovation. Less advanced 
societies strive to produce cutting-edge knowledge in 
order to compete or even just to survive. In some socie-
ties, the research process is used as an educational tool in 
order to develop human resources and empower the com-
munity. Universities can serve as dependable agents of 
society and respond to societal needs. They can also be 
responsibly engaged in struggles for human rights and 
social justice. In many societies, higher education institu-
tions and academics play a pivotal role in encouraging the 
society to preserve values and in setting new standards.

7.4
ethical, environmental and 
social imPlications of science 
and technology: challenges 
for the future

Sheila Jasanoff29

The 20th century saw the massive expansion and some-
times forcible intrusion of science and technology into 
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every aspect of human life: transportation, communica-
tion, education, commerce, agriculture, human repro-
duction, medicine, energy, space and ocean exploration, 
and of course war. A pressing task for the 21st century is 
to foster human capacities to absorb, critically examine 
and reflect on these earlier developments. How to do this 
effectively and rigorously is a looming challenge and 
critical responsibility for the world’s universities. 

The task will not be easy. Obstacles include imperfect 
and continually evolving understandings of the nature of 
the issues; structural barriers to innovation within uni-
versities and other institutions of higher learning; and a 
pronounced dearth of appropriately trained human 
resources. These problems are compounded in many 
technologically advanced societies by a short-term, eco-
nomically driven culture of assessment that values 
immediate material returns over less tangible gains, such 
as the production of literate, ethically aware and politi-
cally engaged citizens. Additionally, university research 
is increasingly tied to commercial enterprises that pro-
vide social benefits but also threaten the independence 
and integrity of science and create incentives for ethical 
misconduct. Overcoming these barriers will require skill 
and leadership, as well as imagination and willingness to 
learn from others’ experiences. 

after Progress: unforeseen risks and 
unintended consequences

Most of the salient implications of science and technol-
ogy for human development can be grouped under one 
or more of the following three headings: ethical, environ-
mental and social. Each heading, however, encompasses 
a diverse range of issues. Awareness of these issues has 
deepened and expanded along with advances in science 
and technology. Mapping these intellectual domains pro-
vides a foundation for considering both what universities 
are currently doing to enhance knowledge and education 
in each area and what tasks still lie ahead.

Ethics, sciEncE and tEchnology
Since the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the 
end of the Second World War, producing devastation and 
loss of life on barely imaginable scales, scientists have 
been actively aware of the catastrophic potential of their 
inquiries into nature. Public responses to these events 
included the rise of new professional societies commit-
ted to ethical research, new governmental policies for 
technology assessment and, in academia, the emergence 
of the field of biomedical ethics. The global spread of 
science and technology, however, has ethical implica-

tions that cannot be contained within particular discipli-
nary or professional enclaves, such as bioethics taught in 
medical schools alone. Furthermore, ethical questions 
cannot be limited to specific, targeted areas of science 
such as human subjects research. New technologies such 
as genetic engineering, artificial intelligence, imaging 
and nanotechnologies – either on their own or together in 
the form of what today are called convergent technolo-
gies – present concerns that far transcend the assaults on 
human life and dignity that prompted earlier concerns 
about the ethics of science and technology. Paralleling 
these issues are new ethical concerns about the ways in 
which human societies should co-exist with other species 
and exploit the resources of the world. Ethics, in this 
respect, feeds into the environmental concerns that are a 
second major legacy of the 20th century’s massive 
investments in science and technology.

sciEncE, tEchnology and thE EnvironmEnt
The 1960s were a decade of rising environmental con-
sciousness, linked to growing awareness of the human-
made risks of scientific and technological development. 
By the 1970s, it became clear that university curricula 
needed to respond to this onslaught of knowledge. The 
term ‘environment’ became an umbrella under which 
new research and teaching programmes began to cluster. 
It was clear by the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil, that new conceptual tools for understanding 
environmental phenomena on a planetary scale – such 
as sustainability, vulnerability and precaution – required 
unprecedented collaboration among all fields of know-
ledge. Environmental studies took place in contexts 
where disciplinary perspectives predominated, and con-
servatism with respect to cross-cutting appointments 
and promotions raised barriers against scholars working 
on problem definitions that were not rooted in tradi-
tional disciplines. 

sciEncE, tEchnology and sociEty
Despite inadequacies, the ethical and environmental 
implications of science and technology gained more sys-
tematic recognition within universities than their more 
nebulous but no less unsettling social implications. One 
reason perhaps is that ethical misconduct and environ-
mental damage can both be recognized without question-
ing the nature or purposes of science itself. A major 
intellectual development of the 20th century was the rec-
ognition that science and technology are not independent 
of human influences but are themselves social institu-
tions, affected by and incorporating the ideologies, 
enthusiasms and biases of the periods in which they are 
constituted. The idea that science is value-free, or that 
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facts can be separated from values, was cast into doubt 
by work such as that of the philosopher Thomas Kuhn, 
who established that science is always pursued within 
the constraints of historically specific social paradigms. 

Technologies even more clearly incorporate design 
choices that reflect prior cultural assumptions about what 
is desirable or possible to achieve in society. For exam-
ple, Western intellectual property laws subscribe to the 
labour theory of value, and they prize the contributions 
of individual authors or inventors in creating novel prod-
ucts. This legal regime leaves little space for protecting 
indigenous and other forms of collective knowledge that 
cannot be attributed to a single inventive act or moment. 

As with the ethical and environmental aspects of sci-
ence and technology, universities have responded to 
changing perceptions of science and technology as social 
institutions, and of their shaping functions in society. 
Responses, however, have been unsystematic, institu-
tionally and culturally disparate, and unevenly distrib-
uted both within and among countries. To meet the 
challenges head on, universities will need to develop a 
fuller, more historically informed sense of their own 
institutional missions, not only as incubators for the pro-
duction of new scientific knowledge and technological 
know-how, but also as sites of capacity building for 
social analysis, critical reflection and, not least, demo-
cratic citizenship. A brief review of the changing role of 
universities in relation to science and technology indi-
cates why such institutional self-examination is in order. 

university roles: from ivory tower to 
social contract, and beyond

Not until the maturation of the industrial revolution did 
scientific understanding come to be coupled with techno-
logical innovation for commercial purposes. Much 
changed with the world wars of the 20th century. The 
Manhattan Project and the atomic bomb, as well as the 
success of antibiotics, radar, computing and the Green 
Revolution, persuaded governments to fund university-
based science in the hopes of generating benefits for 
society in peace and war. In a tacit social contract with 
science and technology, states – and eventually private 
donors – undertook to support university-based scientific 
research, on the understanding that increasing know-
ledge would lead to new inventions, more employment 
and rising levels of health and wealth for all. Conceptu-
ally, scientists continued to insist on the division between 
‘pure’ or ‘basic’ and ‘applied’ research. In practice, the 
line between these became progressively less distinct.

Universities today are proactive agents in producing 

new knowledge and encouraging its dissemination into 
commerce and policy. Some applaud this development as 
leading to an era of what has been called ‘Mode 2’ scien-
tific production, in which researchers are held accounta-
ble for meeting society’s needs. Others point out that loss 
of independence in cash-starved universities has opened 
the way to personal and institutional corruption, and to 
allowing fashion rather than significance to dictate the 
courses of research. By their nature, these disputes do not 
lend themselves to easy or definitive resolution. 

The important goal for universities is to maintain 
accessible institutional spaces in which concerns such as 
these can be articulated, studied and openly debated. A 
growing number of universities have taken up the chal-
lenge through dedicated programmes for studying sci-
ence, technology and society. However, as yet there is 
only a trickle of such programmes, where there ought to 
be a flood.

Universities are spaces of reflection and creation. 
Almost all forms of human creativity are fostered in 
institutions of higher learning. However, universities are 
also entrusted with developing the critical discourses and 
analytic frameworks with which human societies can 
continuously reflect on the products of their ingenuity. 
Thus, politics merits its own science and theory; eco-
nomics analyses the market; sociology and anthropology 
examine human society and culture; and the creative arts 
entail their own modes of criticism. However, despite 
their centrality in organizing the contemporary world, 
science and technology do not as yet command similar 
intellectual or material resources for critical reflection in 
the form of departments, teaching personnel, student 
support and research funding. Globally, less than 1% of 
1% of all the resources spent on science and technology 
is devoted to taking their ethical, environmental and 
social implications seriously.

Given the wide-ranging, ambiguous and pervasive 
role of science and technology in human life, this gap 
between production and reflection is one that universities 
urgently need to fill. The first step is to recognize, for all 
of the aforementioned reasons, that ‘science, technology 
and society’ is a topic of research and teaching that 
requires urgent attention in its own right. The second step 
is to make available the institutional resources for sys-
tematically studying and teaching it.
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This overview synthesizes the regional perspectives on 
higher education’s role for human and social development 
and the Delphi poll ‘Higher Education for Social and 
Human Development’ which are included in the report 
Higher Education in the World, New Challenges and 
Emerging Roles for Human and Social Development. The 
main sources used are ‘Overview of regional perspectives 
on the role of higher education in social and human devel-
opment’ (Bikas Sanyal and Francisco López Segrera, 
2008), the conclusions of the Delphi poll (Josep Lobera 
and GUNI Secretariat, 2008) and the regional papers of 
the Report that detail the perspectives of the regions as 
perceived by the authors. These papers are: ‘Higher educa-
tion for social and human development in Asia and the 
Pacific: new challenges and changing roles’ (Wang Yib-
ing, 2008); ‘The role of higher education for human and 
social development in the United States and Canada’ 
(Budd L. Hall and Cornelia Dragne, 2008); ‘The role of 
higher education for human and social development in the 
Arab States’ (Mohaya Zaytoun, 2008); ‘The role of higher 
education for human and social development in Latin 
America and the Caribbean’ (Axel Didriksson, 2008); 
‘The role of higher education for human and social devel-
opment in sub-Saharan Africa’ (Goolam Mohamedbhai, 
2008); and ‘The role of higher education for human and 
social development in Europe’ (Anne Corbett, 2008). This 
overview reflects the authors’ points of view and the Del-
phi poll results, in some cases almost verbatim. The reader 
will get all the richness and nuance of the authors’ original 
papers in the Report Higher Education in the World 3. 
Higher Education: New Challenges and Emerging Roles 
for Human and Social Development. 

The regional perspectives published in the Report are 
based on the following three questions:
1. What has been the state of higher education in the 

region since the World Conference on Higher Educa-
tion (WCHE) was held in 1998?

2. What has been the impact of the political, social,  
economic and technological challenges of globaliza-
tion in the region in relation to social and human 
development?

3. How could higher education contribute to social and 
human development in the region? 

Each of these issues is covered for the following 
regions: sub-Saharan Africa, the Arab States, Asia-Pacific, 
Europe, North America (United States and Canada), and 
Latin America and the Caribbean. Obviously, the coun-
tries within each of these regions vary significantly in their 
answers to these three questions. This variation is found 
not only in geopolitical and socioeconomic contexts, but 
also in the size of the population, the human development 
status as defined by the UNDP, and in the size and charac-
teristics of the higher education sector. For an idea of the 
nature and extent of this intraregional variation, statistics 
from UNESCO (population and enrolment)1 and the 
UNDP (human development index)2 are given below. In 
this synthesis, we have kept the original data used by the 
authors in their regional perspectives. We have also 
included updated data in the Appendices. 

In sub-Saharan Africa’s 45 countries, the total popula-
tion ranged from 80,000 in the Seychelles to 129 million in 
Nigeria; in the 20 Arab States, it ranged from 716,000 in 
Bahrain to 73 million in Egypt; in Asia-Pacific’s widely var-
ied 51 countries, it ranged from a meagre 1000 each in Niue 
and Tokelau to 1.3 billion in China; in Europe’s 44 coun-
tries, it ranged from San Marino’s 28,000 to Russia’s 144 
million; in North America’s two countries, it ranged from 
32 million in Canada to 295 million in the United States; 
and in Latin America and the Caribbean’s 41 countries, it 
ranged from Montserrat’s 4000 to Brazil’s 184 million. 

II.2   RegIonal peRspectIves
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The human development index ranged from 0.311 in 
Niger (the lowest in the world, ranked 177th) to 0.842 in 
Seychelles (ranked 47th) in sub-Saharan Africa; from 
0.492 in Yemen (ranked 150th) to 0.859 in Bahrain 
(ranked 39th) in the Arab States; from 0.527 in Nepal 
(ranked 138th) to 0.957 in Australia (ranked 3rd) in Asia-
Pacific; from 0.694 in Moldova (ranked 114) to 0.965 in 
Norway (ranked 1st) in Europe; from 0.950 in Canada 
(ranked 6th) to 0.948 in the United States (ranked 8th) in 
North America; and from 0.482 in Haiti (ranked 154th) 
to 0.879 in Barbados (ranked 31st) in Latin America and 
the Caribbean.

The size of enrolment ranged from 1500 in Gambia to 
633,000 in South Africa in sub-Saharan Africa; from 
1100 in Djibouti to 2.5 million in Egypt in the Arab 
States; from 500 in Palau to 19.4 million in China in 
Asia-Pacific; from 300 in Andorra to 8.6 million in Rus-
sia in Europe; from 1.3 million in Canada to 16.9 million 
in the United States in North America; and from 700 in 
Belize (and just 10 in the territory of Turks and Caicos 
Islands) to 4 million in Brazil in Latin American and the 
Caribbean.3

Question 1. What has been the state of 
higher education in the region since the 
Wche Was held in 1998?

Merit-based broader access to higher education for all is 
one of the major goals set in the 1998 WCHE Declara-
tion. Since then, the various regions have made progress 
towards this goal at different rates. Broad access to 
higher education is an important element of human and 
social development, and its distribution among males 
and females is an important social aspect of develop-
ment. We start our analysis with these two aspects. 

World enrolment has increased from 92 million in 
1999 with 44.2 million female students to 132 million in 
2004 with 65.3 million female students. The worldwide 
rate of participation in higher education, measured by 
gross enrolment ratio (GER, total enrolment divided by 
total population in the relevant age group), increased 
from 18% to 24% from 1999 to 2004. During the same 
period, the gender parity index (GPI = female GER/male 
GER) rose from 0.97 to 1.03, with females overtaking 
males in terms of participation. 

TAbLE 1

Regional average enrolment, GER and GPI (1999 and 2004)

Region

1999 2004 1999 2004 1999 2004

Enrolment
GER  Total GPI

Total  Female Total  Female

Arab States 5,165,102 2,146,236 ** 6,519,997 3,104,275 ** 19 21 0.74 ** 0.94 **

Central and 
Eastern Europe

12,960,439 ** 6,930,388 ** 18,517,288 10,137,470 39 ** 54 1.18 ** 1.24

Central Asia 1,278,741 ** 609,876 ** 1,883,736 956,126 19 ** 25 0.91 ** 1.04

East Asia and the 
Pacific

22,809,230 9,493,132 ** 39,397,161 17,882,449 14 23 0.74 ** 0.88

Latin America and 
the Caribbean

10,662,525 5,619,533 14,869,644 7,973,367 21 29 1.12 1.17

North America and 
Western Europe

28,240,250 15,304,602 32,951,513 18,359,176 61 70 1.23 1.31

South and West 
Asia

... ... 15,390,226 6,091,718 ... 10 ... 0.7

Sub-Saharan Africa 2,133,275 858,935 ** 3,338,427 1,271,189 4 5 0.67 ** 0.62

(**) UNESCO Institute for Statistics estimate
(…) Data not available

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics 

‘Mass’ higher education is defined as a GER greater 
than 15%. At the worldwide level, higher education has 
reached this stage, with a GER of 24%, whereas in sub-
Saharan Africa and South and West Asia, it is still elitist, 
with meagre GERs of 5% and 10%, respectively. In 

North America and Europe, higher education has reached 
the ‘universal stage’, with a GER of more than 50%, 
whereas in the Arab States, East Asia and the Pacific, and 
Latin America and the Caribbean, it is at the ‘mass’ stage 
with GERs of 21%, 23% and 29%, respectively. 
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Gender parity has improved significantly at the world 
level, with females having overtaken males in terms of 
participation. Women are most favoured in Iceland with 
a GPI of 1.78, followed by the Caribbean subregion at 
1.70. Region-wise, they are most favoured in North 
America and Western Europe combined, where the GPI 
is 1.31, followed by the Pacific subregion (1.27), Central 
and Eastern Europe (1.24), Latin America (1.17) and 
Central Asia (1.04). In all other regions, males dominate. 
Women are least favoured in sub-Saharan Africa, with an 
index of 0.62, followed by South and West Asia (0.70). 
Among the regions, the Arab States have seen significant 
improvement, with the GPI rising from 0.74 to 0.94 
between 1999 and 2004. 

In sub-Saharan Africa, higher education institutions 
(HEIs) went into crisis in the 1980s and 1990s as a result 
of high student enrolment, shortage of funds, poor qual-
ity, lack of relevance and campus upheavals. The 1998 
UNESCO WCHE helped to focus attention on their 
plight, but several years passed before significant 
resources were mobilized for their revitalization. Numer-
ous initiatives have been launched to revitalize higher 
education in the region: a US$200 million programme 
called ‘Partnership for Higher Education in Africa’, 
launched in 2000; a 10-year, US$5 billion partnership 
project called ‘Renewing the African University’, 
launched in 2005; the Association of African Universi-
ties’ four-year, US$20.4 million ‘Core Programme’, 
launched in 2005, to mention only a few. These initia-
tives are mobilizing development partners in Africa in 
order to bring about reforms in higher education and pro-
mote human and social development in the region. Nev-
ertheless, the deterioration of infrastructure, the brain 
drain and the high number of vacancies in university 
positions are major factors hindering higher education 
development in this region.

In the Arab States, although access has been wid-
ened, as noted above, development after the WCHE is 
characterized by reduced public expenditure in higher 
education with emphasis on market mechanisms, dete-
rioration in quality, gender inequity in teaching posts, the 
proliferation of diversified providers, and less emphasis 
on research and innovation. As Zaytoun states, the accel-
erated increase in student enrolment has not been 
matched in many cases by a corresponding increase in 
the number of teaching posts or by significant improve-
ments in working conditions and level of earnings. 

In Asia-Pacific, in addition to the issue of access men-
tioned above, since the WCHE most systems have under-
gone significant changes in the transition from ‘elite’ to 
‘mass’ higher education, namely increases in private 
higher education, corporatization, cross-border mobility, 

and concern for social equity and broader issues of human 
development. University autonomy has been a weak 
point in the region’s higher education. According to Wang  
Yibing, the worst situation in the region was found in 
countries that adopted the Soviet ‘planned-economy’ 
model. There, universities formed part of the government 
and enjoyed little autonomy. This issue remains unre-
solved in many such countries even today.

In Europe, the most striking fact about higher educa-
tion in general in the past decade is the change in the 
political perception of universities. In the early 1990s, 
national governments considered universities difficult to 
manage, expensive to fund and, apparently, lagging far 
behind the universities of the United States and Japan. 
Nevertheless, ten years after the WCHE, universities 
have achieved a remarkable level of political importance 
at the national and European levels. They are clearly 
identified by the European Union and by many national 
governments as a critical part of the solution to the eco-
nomic challenges facing Europe as a whole, as profitable 
activity becomes increasingly tied to the wealth that the 
use of knowledge can generate on a global scale. Even if 
Europe is closer than many other developed countries to 
the social and equity aims of the WCHE, a more explicit 
link between the Bologna Process and the WCHE agenda 
is needed. 

In North America, clear guidelines have been devel-
oped in the past decade in support of a humanistic per-
spective of higher education in which ecological, cultural 
and ethical aspects of human and social development 
have been given as much importance as economic 
aspects. The goals of the WCHE are being pursued by 
means of increased access for underprivileged and non-
traditional students such as aboriginal peoples, people 
with disabilities and minority groups; programmes 
offered in minority languages; adult and continuing edu-
cation programmes; and interdisciplinary research com-
bining social and natural sciences with science and 
engineering. The use of ICTs in HEIs is promoting trans-
parency, accountability and off-campus outreach activi-
ties, while making higher education accessible to the 
‘unreached’. 

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the adoption 
of a theoretical consensus-based framework to transform 
higher education in the region has been one major result 
of the 1966 Regional Conference of Latin America and 
the Caribbean, the Action Plan, and finally the WCHE. 
At a higher level, this implies a shared general vision 
about how to transform HEIs through institutional evalu-
ation, with the goal of improving management and finan-
cial systems and equity in access as key priorities. But 
also it implies much more: that universities should act as 
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key agents in transforming society by building viable 
alternatives in the midst of complexity and uncertainty 
and a crisis of paradigms and alternatives. According to 
Didriksson, the greatest contributions of the WCHE in 
Latin America and the Caribbean have been international 
cooperation, network-building, and the innovation and 
internationalization of higher education. IESALC-
UNESCO has played a leading role in this regard. As 
characteristics of higher education, Didriksson points out 
the rapid increase in privatization, the lack of access for 
the poorest and the low GER – despite improvement – in 
comparison with developed countries.

Question 2. What has been the impact of 
the political, social, economic and 
technological challenges of 
globalization in the region in relation to 
social and human development?

The greatest differences among the regions have been in 
the area of the impact of globalization. In the developed 
countries of Europe and North America, the trends of 
globalization are perceived mostly in an optimistic way. 
In regions that include less developed countries – sub-
Saharan Africa, the Arab States, Latin America and the 
Caribbean – a rather worrisome view of the problems 
and challenges posed by globalization can be found, 
whereas in Asia-Pacific most people hold an eclectic 
view of the impact of globalization in relation to social 
and human development. According to Deepak Nayyar, 
‘It is apparent that globalization has been associated with 
simultaneous, yet asymmetrical, consequences for coun-
tries and people. ... Therefore, perceptions about globali-
zation depend on who you are, what you do and where 
you live. Some focus on the benefits and the opportuni-
ties. Others focus on the costs and the dangers. Both are 
right in terms of what they see. But both are wrong in 
terms of what they do not see’ (Nayyar, 2008).

According to Mohamedbhai, although globalization 
has improved growth and development in many develop-
ing countries, there is genuine concern that the poorer 
countries of sub-Saharan Africa have not benefited 
from these processes: ‘There is now worldwide agree-
ment that global sustainable development cannot exist if 
sub-Saharan Africa remains underdeveloped, that the 
region needs to be assisted, and that higher education can 
play a significant role in improving the situation’ 
(Mohamedbhai, 2008). 

According to Zaytoun, the economies of most Arab 
States have not satisfactorily responded to the science 

and technology advances brought about by globaliza-
tion: ‘The Arab economy under globalization lacks many 
of the features of a knowledge-based economy that can 
develop, promote and reward high productivity, scien-
tific research and innovation’ (Zaytoun, 2008). While the 
agricultural and services sectors absorb 83.1% of the 
Arab labour force, industry – which has the potential for 
both technological progress and productive job crea-
tion – employs only 16.9%.4 Moreover, Arab economies 
have not met expectations of a high and sustainable 
growth rate. In fact, the percentage of the population liv-
ing on less than US$2 a day increased from 24.8% to 
29.9% between 1990 and 1998. A perception exists that 
globalization may create problems in relation to issues 
such as equity, funding, and economic, social and human 
development. The challenges of globalization to national 
and regional sovereignty are also at stake. 

In the Asia-Pacific region, rapid economic growth 
has been accompanied by increasing inequalities; grow-
ing consumerism arising from environmental degrada-
tion and great economic success has been accompanied 
by increased competition for resources. According to 
Wang Yibing, many of the region’s policymakers are 
more concerned about the crisis of values than about the 
trade surplus or deficit. The debate on values, including 
warnings against losing national or indigenous cultural 
identities or Asian values, began as soon as governments 
started adopting liberal policies to face economic glo-
balization. This debate always sparks controversy 
between the East and the West, and between different 
countries in the region itself, regarding core issues such 
as how to define Asian values, Western values or a spe-
cific national identity; modernization vs. Westerniza-
tion; positive and negative sides of both values; and so 
on. The debate in transitioning economies (that is, in 
socialist or formerly socialist countries) seems more 
acute. The perception of a crisis of values in economic 
globalization poses a challenge and a dilemma for all 
education authorities regarding what values should be 
taught and nurtured, and how to make values and moral 
education serve two complementary purposes: the mod-
ernization of the country and the preservation of the 
national identity and cultural tradition.

As Corbett states, globalization is a highly controver-
sial topic across Europe. Dispute is fuelled by the uncer-
tainties generated by globalization – the interdependence 
of economies worldwide, driven forward by liberalizing 
market economies and rapidly falling costs of transport 
and communication – and the ambiguities as to where 
cause and effect lie. ‘The case for globalization is that 
Europe – and the world – has got richer in this period; 
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human welfare, broadly defined, has been promoted 
since the late 1980s and the number of people in poverty 
has declined. However, opponents of globalization have 
had a significant political impact within the past few 
years and widespread public support. In Europe, globali-
zation is blamed variously for the disappearance of tra-
ditional industrial jobs; the emergence of new consumer 
demands as successful societies get richer; the necessity 
for a highly educated society to keep such an economy 
expanding, perhaps at the expense of other educational 
needs; and the emergence of disparities which are geo-
graphical and income-related’ (Corbett, 2008). 

In North America, globalization is perceived to have 
changed communicative culture. Institutions have been 
encouraged to adapt to the demands of the knowledge-
based economy in order to survive in the globalized 
world. Globalization leads to ‘lifetime fluidity’ between 
school and work. HEIs are in the best position to take 
advantage of that. However, there are also challenges 
facing higher education due to globalization in the North 
American context. These include greater emphasis on the 
economic value of education, giving priority to business 
and industry, and ‘corporatism’ and ‘academic capital-
ism’, which are perceived as unharmonious with social 
and human development. 

According to Didriksson, globalization has had a 
mainly negative effect in the Latin-American and Car-
ibbean region. Globalization has benefited some coun-
tries of Latin America and the Caribbean but imposed 
new asymmetries that, rather than stimulating the devel-
opment of local capacities in the creation and diffusion of 
knowledge and extending the possibility of development 
with equity, blocked these possibilities and instead 
strengthened privatization, inequity and backwardness in 
higher education and scientific research. During the final 
decades of the 20th century, now considered the ‘lost dec-
ades’, the entire region was affected by one of the most 
acute economic crises in its history. The situation per-
sisted until the end of the century and, although slight 
variations were observed, a full recovery was never made. 

Question 3. hoW could higher education 
contribute to social and human 
development in the region?

In sub-Saharan Africa, higher education’s most impor-
tant contribution to human and social development 
would be to form human capital and build capacity in 
coping with globalization, addressing gender issues, 
meeting the goals of the ‘Education for All’ programme 

and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), pro-
viding necessary skilled human resources (especially 
teachers), facing the challenge of HIV/AIDS through 
relevant means including outreach programmes, and 
alleviating poverty through rural development pro-
grammes. According to Mohamedbhai, the following are 
the future roles, strategies and actions that HEIs and gov-
ernments should adopt in order to foster social and 
human development in sub-Saharan Africa: 

locatIon: southern africa 
InstItutIon: southern african Development community 
(saDc)

Six universities in Southern Africa participate in a network of 
regional institutions that work to include aspects of sustainable 
development in their curricula. This initiative forms part of the 
Regional Environmental Education Programme (REEP), created by 
the Southern African Development Community (SADC) in 1997. Its 
goal is to strengthen environmental education processes in the 
region’s 14 countries. 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=111

Good Practice 1
achieving sustainable development through curriculum 
transformation in higher education institutions 

locatIon: south africa
InstItutIon: university of the Western cape (uWc)

Open educational resources (OER) are digital teaching materials that 
are openly available to the community, free of charge. The OER 
project at the University of the Western Cape shows that a growing 
number of higher education institutions have recognized the ben-
efits derived from freely sharing their syllabuses and course content. 
The aim of the project is to allow students, lecturers and members 
of the local and regional community to freely use the resources 
developed for teaching and learning at the UWC. The project is a 
continuation of the historical social role played by the UWC in the 
struggle for political freedom in South Africa. 

http://www.uwc.ac.za/ 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=99 

Good Practice 2
setting up an open educational resources project in  
south africa
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l Higher education should be reformed, with quality 
assurance as the driving force at both the system and 
institutional levels, with emphasis on higher partici-
pation rates, multidisciplinary programmes incorpo-
rating elements for social and human development, 
participative and problem-based teaching, and the 
development of analytical skills, critical and inde-
pendent thinking, and teamwork.

l Higher education should try to achieve the MDGs. 
l Higher education should resist commercialization 

and commoditization. Private and cross-border higher 
education should be welcomed but regulated.

l The state should differentiate institutions capable of 
and suitable for carrying out research and prioritize 
research in science and technology. Universities should 
emphasize developmental research. Basic research 
should be emphasized in selected relevant areas.

l Higher education in Africa should place greater 
emphasis on community engagement.

l Higher education in Africa should be relevant to 
both the local community and the global society. 
Community service should be recognized on equal 
terms with teaching and research. Students and staff 
should be involved in developmental problems in 
rural areas and rich indigenous knowledge should be 
appreciated.

l Resources should be pooled and collaborative part-
nerships should be created with institutions and asso-
ciations at the national, regional and international 
levels. African diaspora academics should be 
involved in these efforts.

l Governments should take primary responsibility but 
institutions can and should assist in the future role of 
the sector by operating democratically, by promoting 
fairness and justice, and by setting up appropriate 
mechanisms for dialogue and dispute resolution. 

l Institutions should operate in a peaceful and demo-
cratic environment; emphasize transparency and 
accountability; be free from conflict, political inter-
ference and persecution; and provide an environment 
conducive to learning. 

In the Arab States, higher education would contribute 
to human and social development mainly by promoting 
socially relevant education, promoting open and distance 
learning, focusing on issues related to the quality of higher 
education, emphasizing research and knowledge creation, 
improving working conditions for faculty in order to 
reduce brain drain, designing employment-oriented higher 
education strategies, and regulating new providers of 
higher education. According to Zaytoun, the following are 
the future roles, strategies and actions that higher educa-
tion should adopt in order to promote social and human 
development in the Arab States: 
l Higher education should focus on achieving the 

MDGs.
l Higher education should promote research.
l Higher education should upgrade curricula and 

teaching methods.
l Higher education should enjoy autonomy and aca-

demic freedom and foster social responsibility.
l Higher education should develop research aimed at 

enhancing the level of education; graduate qualified 
and socially committed teachers; design appropriate 

locatIon: Bangladesh
InstItutIon: BRac university

bRAC University is known for incorporating its experience with 
human development and poverty reduction into its curriculum. 
Rooted in civil society, the University offers a holistic education that 
encourages critical thinking. From its experience, the University has 
learned the importance of incorporating cultural and development-
related issues into its academic curriculum, and of designing meth-
ods that help maintain the links between the learning process and 
the real world. 

http://www.bracuniversity.net

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=101

Good Practice 3
building on the local

locatIon: spain
InstItutIon: universitat politècnica de catalunya (upc)

The Centre for Cooperation and Development (CCD) promotes and 
supports volunteer initiatives that are open to all members of the UPC 
community. Through the CCD, the University offers a series of ongo-
ing programmes in development education designed specifically for 
engineers and technicians. The CCD coordinates these programmes 
with the help of engineering schools and engineering-focused devel-
opment cooperation organizations. 

http://www.upc.es/ccd/

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=105 

Good Practice 4
educational experience in development cooperation 
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curricula; and periodically evaluate educational 
process and staff development.

l Higher education should generate the political will to 
address local problems, develop intraregional coop-
eration, emphasize industrial progress in order to cre-
ate effective demand for R&D, recognize traditional 
knowledge, perform research to aid in formulating 
sound public policies, implement strategies and eval-
uation procedures for human and social develop-
ment, and develop strategic alliances among the 
stakeholders in research.

l Higher education should promote the integration of 
selected disciplines, the creation of new disciplines, 
the introduction of active and participative learning, 
and the right balance of ‘general’ and ‘professional’ 
education in order to facilitate development of the 
whole individual.

l Higher education should ensure that faculty mem-
bers, students and the public have the right to infor-
mation and internet connectivity, thereby 
empowering the academic community to resist for-
eign pressures and interests and enabling to the iden-
tification of a unified vision and agenda.

l Higher education should design and implement an 
employment-oriented strategy that combines entre-
preneurship skills with skills for social and human 
development.

l Higher education should contribute to overcoming 
inequality in its various forms and foster equal 
opportunity throughout society by empowering 
women, promoting human rights, broadening access 
to quality higher education, spreading knowledge 
and information, regulating privatization and com-
mercialization of higher education, controlling 
‘monoculture’ and foreign-language domination, 
balancing financial motivations with social and 
human development motivations, and last but not 
least, managing the phenomenon of globalization to 
the advantage of the country.

In Asia-Pacific, the transition from ‘elite’ to ‘mass’ 
higher education and the rise in private higher education 
poses challenges for human and social development. The 
main challenges facing higher education are the idea of 
higher education as a public good, inadequate opera-
tional mechanisms for responding to the changing exter-
nal environment due to the lack of institutional autonomy, 
insufficient interaction between institutions on the one 
hand and commerce and industry on the other, and pol-
luted academic and campus culture. For higher education 
to contribute to social and human development, transfor-
mation measures in these areas are needed. According to 

Wang Yibing, the following are the future roles, strate-
gies and actions that higher education should adopt in 
order to encourage social and human development in 
Asia-Pacific: 
l Higher education should build a ‘culture of peace’ and 

be a major partner in the ‘dialogue of civilizations’.
l Higher education should train future leaders and edu-

cators to boost the public’s political awareness.
l Higher education should provide solutions to problems 

in human, social and environmental development.
l Higher education should redefine its role and reposi-

tion itself through a rational analysis of the principle 
of cost-sharing, regain its fair share of the national 

locatIon: europe
InstItutIon: living Knowledge network 

The International Science Shop Network consists of research units 
that act as mediators between universities and society at large. It 
works to promote activities, encourage mutual learning among its 
members and spread experiences of ‘community-based research’ 
throughout the world. Its database allows social agents of all sorts 
to learn about the work of the various Science Shops and make 
contact with them. 

http://www.scienceshops.org/ 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=116

Good Practice 5
the experience of the living Knowledge network 

locatIon: united Kingdom
InstItutIon: Kingston university 

The purpose of the Steering Group for Sustainability is to intro-
duce a sustainability-oriented perspective at Kingston University. 
The Group is formed by members from all six of the University’s 
faculties, the University’s service areas and the student union. Its 
areas of activity include environmental management of the cam-
pus and processes to introduce sustainability criteria in teaching 
and research. 

http://www.kingston.ac.uk/environment/SGS.html

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=59

Good Practice 6
steering group for sustainability (sgs)
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budget, balance its economic role with its role in 
social and human development, alert major lending 
and donor agencies to the negative effects of ignor-
ing higher education, and lobby for new legislation 
or the revision of present laws in order to ensure 

institutional autonomy and other requirements of its 
new role for social and human development.

l HEIs should readjust their vision and mission and 
‘nurture uniqueness’, keeping in view their compara-
tive advantage in terms of location, context or his-
torical and cultural traditions, as well as their 
commitments for social and human development.

l HEIs should undergo a reengineering process and 
adopt one or more of the learning models of the 
future, such as ‘single-mode’, ‘open and distance’, 
‘dual’, ‘mixed-mode’ or the model of entrepreneurial 
universities.

l HEIs should renew and develop their curricula in 
order to meet social and human developmental 
needs.

l HEIs should create the political will and institutional 
framework and mobilize resources to develop the 
country’s research capacity for economic, social and 
human development.

l HEIs should promote international cooperation, 
especially by working with international and regional 
organizations and agencies and establishing bilateral 
cooperation with foreign institutions.

In Europe, the important contributions of higher 
education in social and human development are the sub-
ject of growing debate within universities around issues 
such as: the social dimension of European higher educa-
tion, the nature of the ‘public good’, the international 
role of European universities, the role universities can 
play in North–South solidarity, sustainable develop-
ment, climate change and personal development priori-
ties. This debate should be opened up to all European 
universities, and reform strategies should take into 
account the multiple roles of universities – roles as both 
reproductive (of elites, and of knowledge) and trans-
formative agents. The notion of knowledge as private 
property is an issue that universities in many Western 
European societies have been facing in recent years. 
This represents a fundamental challenge to the univer-
sity concept of knowledge as a ‘non-rival good’ or 
something that is enhanced by sharing. Globalization 
makes it ever more urgent for European universities to 
deal with this issue. In Europe, the student body and 
some governments have fought for the notion of univer-
sity teaching and research as a public good that should 
be embedded in the Bologna Process. According to Cor-
bett, for higher education to contribute to social and 
human development, attention must be paid ‘to the 
uncertainties and options which relate to knowledge in 
a context in which universities are ever more conscious 
of globalization, knowledge as exemplified by student 

locatIon: spain
InstItutIon: universitat politècnica de catalunya (upc)

In 2005, the UPC began a project of institutional transformation 
aimed at achieving sustainability by means of an effective multi-year 
cooperative strategy developed together with all the University’s 
stakeholders. Specifically, the strategy addresses four challenges: 
taking part in and making a commitment to the sustainability chal-
lenges of the UPC’s local, national and international environment; 
incorporating sustainability criteria into the UPC’s research activities; 
ensuring all UPC graduates apply sustainability criteria in their pro-
fessional practices; and making the UPC a sustainable institution in 
all aspects of its operation. 

http://www.upc.edu/sostenible2015/upc-sostenible-2015/plan-upc- 
sostenible-2015

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=94

Good Practice 7
participatory design and implementation of the 2015 upc 
sustainability plan

locatIon: portugal
InstItutIon: university of the algarve

The Lagoa Centre for Recognition, Validation and Certification of 
Competences (RVCC), located at the University of the Algarve, 
forms part of Portugal’s National System of RVCC Centres. Portugal 
created this system in 2001 as a means of identifying the know-
ledge and competences acquired by adults over the course of their 
lives and careers. Its purpose is for them to obtain certificates for 
compulsory education. Through its accreditation system, the Lagoa 
RVCC Centre aims to encourage members of Portugal’s most eco-
nomically and socially disadvantaged communities to seek continu-
ing education. 

http://www.ese.ualg.pt/crvcc/

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=109

Good Practice 8
lagoa centre for recognition, validation and certification 
of competences for adult education
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mobility, knowledge in terms of production and knowl-
edge as legitimated by a universal model’. 

According to Corbett, the following are the future 
roles, strategies and actions that higher education should 
adopt in order to foster social and human development in 
Europe: 
l The rights of individuals to exercise real choice over 

various types of higher education should be vastly 
increased.

l In the European Higher Education Area, there 
should be many signs of common practice, such as 
compatible national systems of qualifications, com-
mon use of credits for both transfer and accumula-
tion, and so on.

l European universities should play an important role 
in the international scene because of their intrinsic 
democratic and human-rights values, as well as their 
humanistic tradition, which is very important for 
human and social development.

l Questions such as the social dimension of higher 
education, the nature of the ‘public good’ and the 
international role of the universities should be prior-
ity issues.

l European universities should contribute to North–
South solidarity, sustainable development, climate 
change, and the personal development of citizens.

l The Council of Europe, in collaboration with Magna 
Charta and Bologna members, should encourage and 
accelerate the implementation of higher education 
strategies to contribute to social and human 
development.

l Governments, academics, students and other stake-
holders should come together under a ‘new interna-
tional strategy’ to explore and identify affordable 
strategies of higher education, including internation-
alization for a more sustainable world, which could 
support human and social development. These inter-
nationalization strategies should be determined not 
solely on European terms, but instead should also 
include capacity development in developing coun-
tries in areas such as the democratization process, the 
management of cross-border higher education, 
finance, and gender and brain-drain issues. 

l The implementation strategy should be collaborative 
and not imposed from top to bottom; the policy goal 
should be not to harmonize systems but to develop a 
community of practice.

l Universities should engage in their traditional tasks of 
teaching and research by combining ‘consciousness-
raising and solid knowledge accumulation’ in support 
of social and human development.

Higher education in North America is contributing 
to social and human development through civic engage-
ment (engaging the community by taking activities off 
campus; enhancing civic literacy; promoting the value 
of community engagement among students, faculty and 
staff; supporting community-based research initiatives 

locatIon: the netherlands 
InstItutIon: Dutch national network for sustainable 
Development in Higher education curricula (DHo)

Created in 1988, the DHO works to develop learning opportunities, 
innovative learning environments and methodologies within higher 
education that enable individuals to develop competences in the 
field of sustainable development. More specifically, the DHO aims 
to make such opportunities available to all students at higher edu-
cation institutions in the Netherlands. More than 1000 educators 
and management staff within higher education institutions, key 
persons within NGOs, and representatives of companies and gov-
ernment agencies now actively take part in the Network. 

www.dho.nl/index.php?mid=2

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=65

Good Practice 9
dutch national network for sustainable development in 
higher education curricula (dho)

locatIon: canada
InstItutIon: coady International Institute

The Coady International Institute is an independent unit of Saint 
Francis Xavier University. It is dedicated to supporting and 
strengthening associations that work at the local and/or national 
levels to achieve the Millennium Development Goals through local 
community-based development. Its main areas of activity are 
training programmes and research and cooperation projects. Over 
the years, the Institute has trained more than 5000 local leaders 
from more than 30 countries. Many have gone on to apply the 
participatory techniques they learned at the Institute to rural and 
urban development. 

http://www.coady.stfx.ca/

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=107

Good Practice 10
training and research for community-based development
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and links with community groups; and promoting 
opportunities for knowledge transfer and technology 
transfer, curricular reform, multiculturalism, increased 
access to continuing education and internationalization. 
Higher education institutions are addressing the issue 
of global warming by implementing plans for specific 
actions. Higher education is also contributing to social 

and human development by fostering diversity and 
multiculturalism. Diversity has been raised as an issue 
in post-secondary institutions, with attention being paid 
to exclusion, discrimination, inequities and harassment. 
Higher education institutions have been roused to 
action to provide organizational responses to diversity 
by demands, pressures and normative expectations 
originating in the external world. 

According to Hall and Dragne, the following are the 
future roles, strategies and actions that higher education 
should adopt in order to promote social and human 
development in North America: 
l Public HEIs should face the challenge of provid-

ing wider access and support to socially chal-
lenged groups in the communities where they are 
located.

l Higher education should face the challenges of cli-
mate change, civic engagement, global harmony, 
inclusion and the reduction of violence in people’s 
lives, which are useful elements in social and human 
development.

l Higher education should play a crucial role in 
improving social cohesion and inclusion, with prior-
ity given to under-represented groups, including abo-
riginal peoples. 

l Universities should expand their outreach efforts to 
develop a research and science culture.

l Universities should promote international solidarity 
through graduate scholarships. 

l Higher education should incorporate ‘robust lan-
guage’ on civic engagement into the strategic plans 
of all institutions and create university-wide offices, 
programmes or centres of civic/community engage-
ment, as well as chairs of community-engaged stud-
ies and places for community scholars-in-residence.

l Higher education should create/consolidate a 
national network of community-engaged practices.

l Higher education should support the creation of 
open-source databases for relevant knowledge.

l Higher education should promote the revitalization 
and recovery of dying languages.

l Higher education should promote internationaliza-
tion through curricular reforms, focusing on the 
inclusion of a truly global knowledge base and form-
ing links to institutions of the South with the idea of 
mutual development.

According to Didriksson, Latin America and the 
Caribbean is characterized by indifference towards the 
MDGs, stagnation, growing poverty and inequality, and 
a failure to develop features of the knowledge society. 
This crisis of transition could be overcome by construct-

locatIon: united states
InstItutIon: Duke university 

In 1997, the Kenan Institute for Ethics teamed up with other depart-
ments at Duke University to create the Research Service-Learning 
(RSL) programme. The model adopted by the RSL programme re-
examines the link between university research and service-learning 
programmes. In particular, it enables students to explore in greater 
depth the concepts and skills of their fields of study. Under this 
programme, students participating in service-learning are trained in 
how to link their academic research with their voluntary work. 

http://kenan.ethics.duke.edu/

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-mies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=82 

Good Practice 11
a research and service-learning model

locatIon: Mexico
InstItutIon: national autonomous university of Mexico 
(unaM)

The PUMC is a programme of the UNAM aimed at linking aca-
demic efforts in research, education and awareness-raising related 
to cultural aspects of Mexico’s indigenous peoples. One of the 
PUMC-UNAM’s main components, the Teaching Programme, 
designed a new subject, ‘Mexico: Multicultural Nation’. The objec-
tives of this subject are to systematically develop the theme of 
inter-culturality at the UNAM and at any other educational institu-
tions interested in the topic, to approach the subject matter in a 
transdisciplinary manner, and to develop a series of related intra- 
and extra-university activities. 

http://www.unam.mx

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=113

Good Practice 12
mexico multicultural nation university programme 
(pumc-unam)
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ing an alternative scenario in which governments and 
institutions consider higher education a public good and 
a strategic instrument for eliminating poverty and ine-
quality. Higher education’s main contribution to human 
and social development in Latin America and the Carib-
bean would be that the diverse forms of education, higher 
education, science and technology would be evaluated 
by their capacity to improve income distribution and 
eradicate poverty. The following are the future roles, 
strategies and actions that governments and HEIs should 
adopt in order to foster social and human development in 
Latin America and the Caribbean: 
l HEIs should assume their social responsibility by 

promoting democratization, the broader participation 
of civil society and policies benefiting the whole 
society.

l HEIs should emphasize the need for national, 
regional and local policies to coordinate the various 
levels of education.

l HEIs should recommend and establish policies to 
eliminate existing inequalities in gender, race, eth-
nicity and social class.

l HEIs should broaden and diversify their institutional 
offering and curricula, in order to offer socially rel-
evant knowledge. This would help to include mar-
ginalized youth and adult populations that have 
previously been excluded from access to higher 
education.

l HEIs should recommend policies for fostering 
investment in technological and scientific research 
and consider science and technology strategic com-
ponents of the knowledge society.

l Universities should strengthen, update and introduce 
research capacities according to social needs.

l Higher education should recommend policies to 
avoid the massive migration of the labour force and, 
especially, brain drain.

l Higher education should be predominantly public, 
free, and have a high degree of relevance and social 
responsibility.

l Higher education should be an object of prospective 
state policies aimed at building an equitable knowl-
edge society.

l The knowledge produced by and transferred from 
universities should be oriented towards eradicating 
poverty and inequality, closing the gap between 
developed and less-developed countries, and 
strengthening the competitiveness and productivity 
of Latin America and the Caribbean in order to foster 
regional and international cooperation.

l Higher education should encourage the diversifica-
tion of financial sources.

l Higher education should promote the democratiza-
tion of higher education in order to give access to 
those with merit who have thus far been excluded.

l Higher education should undergo a process of reform 
and change in order to create a common space for 
human and social development, for the construction 
of equity and citizenship, and for scientific and tech-
nological development.

locatIon: latin america

Civic service offers a way for students to apply knowledge from 
their specialization to specific problems, particularly those of 
excluded sectors of society. Civic service initiatives implemented in 
more than 15 Latin American countries offer students the opportu-
nity to perform the volunteer work required by their degree 
programmes. 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=115

Good Practice 13
challenges and opportunities for university-based civic 
service 

locatIon: latin america

Various universities have gone above and beyond the development 
of social commitment initiatives, having instead based their entire 
institutional model on ethical criteria, community bonds, and a 
reformulation of the model for creating and transferring know-
ledge. As a result, they have managed to link higher education to 
the social, political and economic context in which they carry out 
their activities. The following Latin American universities are among 
the institutions that have taken these steps: the Cooperative Uni-
versity of Colombia (http://www.ucc.edu.co/), the National Univer-
sity of General Sarmiento (http://www.ungs.edu.ar/) and the 
bolivarian University of Chile (http://www.ubolivariana.cl/
santiago/). 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: 

http://www.guni-rmies.net/info/default.php?id=77 

Good Practice 14
inclusion of social commitment in the role and 
organization of latin american universities 
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conclusions of the delphi poll

A Delphi poll was conducted to gauge emerging trends 
in the opinions and perspectives of 214 experts from 80 
countries on the role of higher education for social and 
human development. The experts who were invited to 
participate in this poll included higher education special-
ists, rectors and other university employees, public poli-
cymakers, and members of civil society involved in 
various areas of development. This sample was selected 
on the basis of two variables: the profile of the individual 
and the region about which the individual has specialized 
knowledge. The poll aimed to gather the diverse opin-
ions that could arise from each participant’s approach to 
the subject of the report, according to their professional 
or regional area of specialization. Thus, it combines an 
overall perspective with the views of experts with differ-
ent profiles and from different regions.

The results of the Delphi poll show that most experts 
worldwide agree that higher education should play an 
active role in human and social development. The attri-
bution of this role to higher education is based on differ-
ent arguments that reveal different visions of society and 
development. The majority opinion of the experts is that 
higher education should contribute towards developing 
active citizenship, democracy and equity by means of 
relevant interaction with and commitment to the univer-
sities’ surrounding environments.

The results show noticeable agreement on the priority 
challenges that human and social development pose for 

higher education, particularly within each region. The 
main challenges identified as priorities include poverty 
reduction, sustainable development, the inclusion of 
critical thinking and ethical values in the globalization 
process, and the improvement of governability and par-
ticipative democracy.

Nevertheless, there were major disagreements on the 
most appropriate measures for confronting these chal-
lenges. Most of the proposals indicate that more dialogue 
is needed with the rest of society in order to discover 
what kind of university it wants. Thus, universities can 
be adapted locally; that is, they can become more socially 
relevant. The measures that emerged with the most fre-
quency included curricular reform, improving the train-
ing of teaching staff, improving funding mechanisms, 
improving the management of HEIs, and improving the 
quality and equity of access to higher education. 

The poll gathered the opinions expressed by the 
experts about what are, what will be and what should be 
the main attributes and characteristics of university grad-
uates at the end of the educational process. The experts 
coincided in identifying an orientation towards competi-
tiveness in professions as the main attribute that is cur-
rently acquired by university students. Other attributes 
were also identified, such as the ability to adapt and uti-
lize constantly changing technological environments, 
and the ability to confront complex, uncertain situations. 
With respect to what should be the main attributes of 
graduates at the end of the educational process, most 
experts recognized the importance of students develop-
ing critical thinking abilities and an understanding of the 
relationships between the various branches of human 
knowledge and human and social problems, as well as 
education in values and an understanding of the ethical 
and social implications of their professional activity. 
However, the experts forecast that the main attribute that 
will be acquired in the future will be the ability to adapt 
to and utilize changing technological environments. The 
ability to work in different cultural environments and an 
orientation towards innovation were also among the 
most likely attributes to be needed in the near future. 

Most of the experts considered universities central to 
the knowledge society and mentioned their historic 
functions of creating, preserving and disseminating 
knowledge. Likewise, the experts showed concern for 
the future role of universities in a society where an 
increasing number of agents are in a position to influ-
ence the production and dissemination of knowledge. 
The experts suggested that universities should facilitate 
dialogue and collaboration with other sectors of society, 
particularly with new agents that are linked to informa-
tion and knowledge management. This will ensure the 

locatIon: chile
InstItutIon: university of concepción

This training project was created in 2003 by the Southern University 
of Chile, the Pontificial Catholic University of Valparaíso, the Univer-
sity of La Frontera, the University of the bío-bío, Valparaíso Univer-
sity and the University of Concepción, with this last institution in 
charge of managing the project. Its purpose is to train professionals 
who work at the participating universities in the values, attitudes 
and behaviour that bring about socially responsible actions in the 
university context. 

http://www.udec.cl/index.html 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=73

Good Practice 15
training professionals in socially responsible values, 
attitudes and behaviour
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public access to knowledge that is essential for human 
and social development.

concluding remarKs

Higher education can play a key role in social and 
human development in the various regions of the world 
according to their peculiarities, as well as at the world 
level, by working to eradicate poverty, promote respect 
for human rights, improve democracy, encourage con-
flict resolution, promote peace-keeping and peace-
building, working towards environmental protection, 
and preserving and developing human values. Universi-
ties and HEIs have the capacity to study all these com-
plex problems and to help shape new solutions to them. 
Higher education institutions need to develop a prospec-
tive vision of the scenarios and alternative solutions to 
ongoing problems, as well as the political will and the 
capacity to reach out towards an uncertain and unknown 
future by working in concert with global networks at the 
world level. 

The main concerns in sub-Saharan Africa, the Arab 
States, and Latin America and the Caribbean are related 
to the following issues: human capital formation, 
capacity building, MDGs, gender issues, the state and 
the quality of the art of higher education, state financing 
of higher education, the working conditions of faculty, 
and – especially in Africa – the challenge of HIV/AIDS. 
In Asia-Pacific, higher education in this region is con-
tributing to literacy campaigns, poverty alleviation, 
environmental protection and sustainable development 
and the knowledge society. In Europe, important con-
tributions are related to the following issues: the social 
dimension of higher education as a public good, and 
how universities can contribute to democracy, human 
rights, North–South solidarity, sustainable develop-
ment, climate change and personal development priori-
ties. In North America, the main concerns revolve 
around specific issues such as student mobility, civic 
engagement, curricular reform, diversity and multicul-
turalism. In Latin America and the Caribbean, in addi-
tion to the concerns mentioned above that the region 
shares with sub-Saharan Africa and the Arab States, 
higher education’s contributions to social and human 
development are mainly aimed at improving income 
distribution and eradicating poverty.

With respect to the future role of higher education in 
social and human development, the main demand in sub-
Saharan Africa, the Arab States, and Latin America and 
the Caribbean is that higher education should provide 
answers and recommend policies aimed at achieving sus-

tainable and equitable human development. In Asia-
Pacific, despite differences among the subregions, the 
priorities concerning the future role of higher education 
are providing solutions to development problems and 
fostering institutional autonomy. In Europe and North 
America, HEIs will play a leading role in fostering 
democracy and human-rights values through interna-
tional cooperation and adequate responses to growing 
diversity and multiculturalism. 

As for future strategies and actions, the regions are 
unanimous in devising ways and means to orient higher 
education towards a balance between economic devel-
opment on the one hand and social and human develop-
ment on the other. There is universal agreement among 
the authors that without human and social development 
there cannot be sustainable development in the world. 
Global strategies – in addition to the specific regional 
ones already summarized – to foster social and human 
development through higher education include the fol-
lowing: to develop equally accessible higher education 
on the basis of merit; to reinforce its critical function; to 
promote academic freedom and autonomy; to develop 
systems of higher education adapted to the needs of 
society; to promote the contribution of higher education 
to the whole education system; to diversify the models 
of higher education; to develop research oriented 
towards sustainable development; to achieve gender 
equity; to foster the status of higher education as a pub-
lic service and public good, even if it is considered that 
private higher education could play a positive role; and 
to internationalize higher education as a means of rein-
forcing international cooperation and building peace 
and global harmony.

notes

1 Global Education Digest 2007, UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics.

2 Human Development Report 2006, UNDP, New York.
3 Global Education Digest 2007, UNESCO Institute for 

Statistics.
4 Arab League (2006) Arab Unified Economic Report. Cairo, 

Egypt.
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1
IntroductIon

The main objective of Higher Education in the World 
2006, The Financing of Universities – as well as this 
synthesis – is to provide a fresh perspective on higher 
education financing at the global level, on possible 
forms of funding higher education and on its policy 
implications. Consequently, this means analysing the 
subject of funding, not only in the narrow and traditional 
sense of assignment and generation of funds, but also in 
a wider scope, that seeks how to fund higher education 
systems against the new emerging realities. 

Financing higher education: International perspec-
tives by Bikas C. Sanyal and Michaela Martin which 
offers a global view of the different forms and trends of 
higher education funding, illustrating their analysis with 
relevant case studies. According to these authors, seven 
key factors affect the new funding trends for higher edu-
cation. These are the massive expansion of enrolment, 
the incapacity of the state to fund such an expansion, 
which has caused the vigorous emergence of private 
higher education, the tendency to cost-sharing by stu-
dents and their parents, the importance of accountability, 
the emergence of new providers through the GATS and 
the need for funding by the state in order to reduce grow-
ing inequalities in access.

Private higher education: Philanthropy to profits by 
Jandhyala B. G. Tilak discusses some important theo-
retical and empirical issues relating to private higher 
education, showing the significant shift from philan-
thropy to profits in setting up private institutions and how 

higher education systems in developing countries are 
more privatized than in developed countries.

International cooperation and an overview of higher 
education financing by Alma Maldonado-Maldonado 
classifies the international organizations that contribute 
to funding higher education in the following way: multi-
lateral banks, United Nations agencies, bilateral devel-
opment cooperation agencies, universities’ associations 
(IAU, UDUAL), networks (Universia), and foundations. 
Her work studies the different visions of higher educa-
tion funding in the international cooperation, concluding 
that priority should be given to reducing the inequality 
that prevails in higher education.

Resource allocation mechanisms in tertiary educa-
tion: a typology and an assessment by Jamil Salmi and 
Arthur M. Hauptmann enables them to offer recommen-
dations for higher education policymakers in develop-
ing countries. This paper draws on good practices from 
an important number of countries with the goal of 
greater resource mobilization and better assignment in 
higher education. The typology includes forms of fund-
ing institutions and others of direct student funding. The 
study asserts that these different forms of resource allo-
cation enable the achievement of important objectives 
such as increased access, improved equality and 
increased efficiency of the universities, as well as 
improvement in quality and relevance.

Financing higher education: the role of tuition fees 
and student support by Maureen Woodall studies the glo-
bal trends in cost-sharing policies – student fees and 
loans – whose objective is to shift the cost of higher edu-
cation from taxpayers to beneficiaries of these services. 
In her work, she discusses the view that cost-sharing 
between society and higher education beneficiaries does 
not imply access limitation, nor increased inequality.

III.1  GLOBAL ISSUES
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Higher education accessibility and financial viability: 
the role of student loans by Bruce Johnstone carries out 
a theoretical approach as well as case studies on student 
loans as a feasible way of financing higher education and 
increasing access to it. He emphasizes that for student 
loans to work well, they should be designed and exe-
cuted correctly. His work includes examples of student 
loans in a variety of countries, and offers recommenda-
tions for reducing the costs of these programmes.

In Commercial cross-border education: Implications 
for financing higher education Jane Knight analyses cross-
border higher education and the boom of new providers, 
reaching the conclusion that the role of the new providers 
– as competitors or collaborators, or as opportunities or 
risks – will depend on the ability of the receiving countries 
to develop adequate regulations and policies that integrate 
them in the national systems of higher education.

University governance, accountability and financing 
by Miguel Ángel Escotet revisits the history of the differ-
ent forms of university government and funding and 
makes a fresh proposal for possible postsecondary educa-
tion funding sources. State funds would be used to finance 
a large proportion of running costs of research and teach-
ing, depending on the results obtained according to trans-
parent accountability systems. The level of private 
sources would depend on the economic return companies 
obtained according to the number of professionals they 
employ with higher education qualifications.

2
FInancIng hIgher educatIon: 
InternatIonal perspectIves

Bikas Sanyal and Michaela Martin1

The dawn of the new millennium has brought a signifi-
cant amount of new ideas on the financing of higher edu-
cation. This has been the result of at least six factors. 

First, there was a massive expansion of higher educa-
tion in the 1990s. According to available statistics, total 
enrolment in higher education increased from 92 million 
in 1999, with 44.2 million female students, to 132 mil-
lion in 2004, with 65.3 million female students. The 
world participation rate, measured by gross enrolment 
ratio (GER), increased from 18% to 24% between 1999 
and 2004. 

Second, since this massive expansion was not 
matched by a corresponding expansion of state finance: 
private-sector financing of higher education is emerging 

all over the world. While most of this sector is not-for-
profit, part of it is doing business by making a profit. 

Third, due to the inability of governments to bear the 
cost pressure, some costs are being shifted to parents and 
students with the emergence of the phenomenon of cost-
sharing. This is being done by introducing and increasing 
tuition fees, withdrawing subsidies and maintenance 
grants, and introducing student loans.

Fourth, cost-sharing is making the public at large and 
students and their parents in particular demand ‘value for 
money’; that is, improved financial management in the 
financing of higher education.

Fifth, the GATS of the WTO makes higher education 
a tradable commodity. Studies abroad, cross-border pro-
vision of higher education, private institutions run by 
foreign agencies, and employment of foreign teachers 
are the four kinds of trade in higher education. 

Sixth, the diversification of funding sources away from 
the state and the introduction of the GATS will increase 
the individual cost of higher education and widen the 
inequality of opportunities. The state funding mechanism 
will have to make adjustments to face this challenge. 

The above factors are influencing the mission of 
higher education systems and institutions and having an 
impact on the financing of higher education.

MIssIon and steerIng MechanIsM oF 
hIgher educatIon

The relationship between mission and financing is recip-
rocal. The missions of the institutions and the systems 
define the steering mechanisms of higher education at 
both system and institutional levels.

In higher education, differences in mission result in 
different types of financing, and conversely, funding 
sources influence missions. 

Burton Clark (1983) has identified three types of 
steering mechanisms. First, academic authority is 
derived from the possession of professional knowledge, 
which is necessary for higher education to operate effec-
tively and efficiently. The steering of higher education 
depends ‘on the informed consent of those who are man-
aged’ (Clark, 1983). 

Second, the authority of the state is derived from the 
provision – based on tax revenues – of a large part of the 
funds necessary for higher education. The social benefits 
derived from higher education constitute a powerful jus-
tification of the state’s dominant role; in addition, the 
promotion of national coherence and equality of oppor-
tunity among different social groups are state concerns.

Third, the market reflects the aggregation of the 
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choices of millions of individual people who ‘buy’ 
higher education and thereby gain the right to influence 
the nature of what they are buying (Williams, 2004). 

In practice, all three of these mechanisms exist to dif-
ferent extents in all systems and institutions.

Until recently, academic authority was more domi-
nant in the institutions of the United Kingdom, Aus-
tralia, the Netherlands and, to a large extent, the 
United States. State authority was dominant in most 
developing countries, continental Europe and Japan. 
Market forces played a bigger role in the United States 
because of its large private sector. Except in the 
United Kingdom, state authority was dominant in 
most public universities and in universities receiving 
significant state funding.

the role oF the state and the role oF the 
prIvate sector

Although the state is making an effort to finance higher 
education, its share in education expenditure per student 
has gone down drastically, primarily because of the mas-
sive expansion of education. Governments have implic-
itly encouraged higher education institutions (HEIs) to 
privatize or to adopt explicitly formulated policies that 
contribute to the privatization of higher education. This 
is being done through the withdrawal of government 

grants, the provision of incentives to mobilize financial 
resources from private sources including fees, the intro-
duction of ‘marketable’ courses of study, and various 
other means of income generation to be discussed later. 
This is happening all over the world. However, the gov-
ernment remains the largest source of funds for these 
institutions.

The role of the private sector in financing higher edu-
cation is manifested in the following forms:
l The privatization of public institutions
l The establishment of private institutions with gov-

ernment support
l Self-financed private institutions
l Profit-making private institutions.

the publIc–prIvate debate

The changed paradigm of higher education has sparked 
debate on public–private partnership in financing higher 
education. The conclusion has been reached that, in order 
to meet the social and economic demand for higher edu-
cation, partnership between the state and other stake-
holders is essential.

The increased role of the private sector is raising 
questions among students and parents in many countries. 
They view higher education as a public service that 
should be subsidized for the following reasons:

TABLE 2

Emerging trends in policy, planning and financing of higher education

Conventional system Emerging system

Welfare approach Market approach

Public higher education Mixed and private higher education

Public financing Private financing

Private: state-financed institutions Private: self-financing institutions

Private: government-recognized institutions Private institutions requiring no government recognition

Private: degree-awarding institutions Private: institutions awarding diplomas and certificates (not degrees)

Private: philanthropic and educational considerations Private: commercial motives, profit motives

No fees Introduction of fees

Low levels of fees High levels of fees

No student loans Introduction of student loan programmes

Commercially ineffective loan programmes: Effective/commercially viable loan programmes: 

No security Security/mortgage

High default rates High expected recovery rates

Based on criteria of educational qualifications and economic needs Based more on commercial considerations

Scholarly/academic disciplines of study Self-financing, commercially viable, profitable disciplines of study

Emphasis on formal/full-time education Open/distant/part-time education

Selection criteria for heads of institutions: Selection criteria for heads of institutions:

Academic background Expertise in financial/money management and resource generation
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l First, higher education benefits members of society 
other than students themselves through economic 
growth, increased tax payments from graduates, 
greater flexibility in the labour force, higher con-
sumption, social cohesion, higher social mobility, 
lower crime rates, increased capacity to adapt to 
new technologies, and greater social and political 
participation. These benefits are known as ‘positive 
externalities’ (Vossensteyn, 2004). Social rates of 
return calculated on the basis of external monetary 
effects alone have been roughly estimated for some 
developed countries and found to be substantial, 
ranging from 6% to 15% (Blöndal et al., 2002). If 
non-monetary benefits are counted, the argument 
for public subsidies becomes even stronger.

l Second, investment in higher education involves 
risks for students because of the uncertainty of get-
ting a job after graduation. Moreover, it is impos-
sible for any individual to make a properly informed 
judgment about the quality of the higher education 
he or she has received until it is complete. These 
uncertainties stand in the way of students getting 
loans from private banks. Neither banks nor indi-
vidual students have any incentive to invest in 
higher education without external subsidies. Market 
imperfection obliges the government to intervene 
and invest.

l Third, state subsidies are needed for equity reasons, 
in order to equalize entrance opportunities for stu-
dents from different socioeconomic backgrounds. 
Left to the private sector, students from disadvan-
taged groups would not be able to enter HEIs and the 
gap between rich and poor would widen.

l Fourth, disciplines and programmes that are strategic 
for the sustainable development of the country in the 
long term (for example, art, literature, natural sci-
ence, and ethical and moral education) but not eco-
nomically attractive in the short term will have to be 
promoted by the government.

The sources of state subsidies for higher education 
include relatively proportional or even regressive taxes 
on sales or businesses and the printing of money result-
ing in inflation and reduced purchasing power, mostly 
for lower- and middle-class people. Nevertheless, 
higher education in many countries is still the realm of 
privileged citizens from higher-income groups who 
have the capacity to pay. Moreover, higher education 
monetarily benefits the individuals pursuing it through 
higher productivity and net earnings, better job oppor-
tunities, higher savings, and personal and professional 
mobility, and in non-monetary ways such as educa-
tional enrichment, better labour conditions, higher per-

sonal status, better job satisfaction, better health and 
life expectancies, more hobbies and leisure activities, 
and personal development (Vossensteyn, 2004). On the 
basis of the monetary costs and benefits alone,  
several studies have demonstrated substantial private 
rates of return in higher education. The wage premiums 
of graduates compared with those of individuals with 
only secondary education result in high private rates of 
return in higher education. 

If individual students benefit so much from higher 
education, it is only fair that they bear part of the burden, 
especially when the state is incapable of meeting the high 
cost of massive expansion of higher education and when 
there is growing competition from other, politically com-
peting needs such as basic education, public health, 
housing, public infrastructure, the social and economic 
‘safety net’, and security. UNESCO (2004) has taken a 
position in this respect, as follows:

With regard to inputs, the general consensus is that 
financial responsibilities should be shared by all 
stakeholders. More concretely, increased contributions 
are expected not only from the state but also from 
students and their families, and from industry and 
business.  

cost-sharIng In hIgher educatIon

Cost-sharing is now a worldwide phenomenon in which 
the burden of the cost of higher education is shifted from 
exclusive or near-exclusive dependence on the govern-
ment or taxpayers to some reliance on parents and/or 
students. This takes the form of either tuition fees or 
‘user charges’ to cover students’ living costs. 

Four main parties have been called upon to bear the 
cost of higher education: 
l The government, whose funds come from the people, 

who pay taxes visibly and directly, as well as invisi-
bly and indirectly as a result of their reduced pur-
chasing power when money is printed, thereby 
causing deficit-driven inflation.

l Parents or their substitutes, who bear some of the 
costs through the payment of tuition and their living 
costs. They do so from their current income, past sav-
ings or loans to be repaid from their future earnings.

l Students, who can pay for their educational costs 
through part-time paid work or with loans. The stu-
dents can pay back their loans in monthly instalments 
upon securing employment after graduation, or pay-
ments can be deducted from the student’s salary by 
the employer, who pays the lender. Repayments can 
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also be income-contingent, limited to a certain per-
centage of earnings, and graduated over time. The 
monthly repayment burden depends on the dis-
counted present value of the total anticipated pay-
ments and the number of years in which the debt is to 
be repaid.

l Individual or institutional donors (found mostly in 
the United States and the United Kingdom), who 
contribute to the HEIs in order to reduce fiscal pres-
sure or to help financially needy students. Some 
donors create endowments, which continue in perpe-
tuity, with only the income earned being spent on 
scholarships or other current needs of the institution. 
Other donors contribute on a recurrent basis. 

Forms oF cost-sharing
Cost-sharing is usually associated with tuition and fees 
or ‘user charges’ for room and board. Seven forms of 
cost-sharing have been identified:
1. The introduction of tuition fees. 
2. The introduction of dual-track tuition: free higher 

education for students admitted according to regular 
criteria, and a fee-paying track for less-qualified 
students. 

3. A very sharp rise in tuition. 
4. The imposition of user charges. 
5. A reduction in student grants or scholarships. 
6. An increase in the effective cost recovery of student 

loans though various measures.
7. Imposition of enrolment ceilings in the low-tuition 

or tuition-free public sector, coupled with official 
promotion and, sometimes, state subsidization of a 
tuition-dependent private higher education sector. 

some suggestions For an eFFective cost-sharing 
programme
The following list of suggestions is based on Johnstone 
(2004).
1. HEIs should supplement state funds with cost- 

sharing from parental and student contributions, 
especially for their living expenses, but also for part 
of the instructional costs in the form of tuition.

2. Programmes of cost-sharing, including tuition fees, 
should be established only after programmes of 
means-tested financial assistance are in place, in 
addition to generally available student loans.

3. The determination of tuition fees should be depoliti-
cized and entrusted to a body independent of the gov-
ernment and the HEIs. 

4. Student loans should be minimally subsidized, with 
interest rates at least at the prevailing inflation rate 
and at best at the government’s borrowing rate.

5. Student loan schemes should not be treated as an 
alternative to an up-front tuition fee in most develop-
ing and transitional countries. The parental contribu-
tion, which is characteristic of income-contingent 
loans, should be forgone altogether. 

6. Suitable procedures should be adopted to accommo-
date borrowers with low earnings or serious financial 
hardships during the repayment period.

7. Repayment terms should be manageable for most 
borrowers.

8. The student loan programme should be equipped 
with the legal authority to collect, the technology to 
maintain accurate records, collectors who can track 
borrowers and verify financial conditions, repayment 
advisers at HEIs, the legal authority to enlist employ-
ers in the collection of repayments, the legal author-
ity to require a parent or other family member as a 
co-signatory, a government guarantee to back up the 
guarantees of the co-signatories, and the legal author-
ity to control the passports of émigrés or students 
who leave the country with student debts.

9. The need for cost-sharing is for non-governmental 
revenue, so the parental contribution to tuition should 
be considered an important component.

10. Solutions to the financial crisis facing the higher 
education system all over the world should not be 
sought only at the expense of students and parents. 
Other forms of income generation should also be 
explored. 

generatIon oF Funds FroM non-
tradItIonal non-state sources

Wealthy donors have been a traditional source of non-
state funds for higher education, but their relative 
importance has been decreasing for various reasons. 
They are still an important source for institutions in the 
United States, the United Kingdom and Israel. China 
and India have also begun to use endowments to fund 
higher education, by means of initiatives of their 
diaspora and of some multinational enterprises in these 
countries. Endowments are also emerging in Africa. 
The University of Cape Town (UCT) generated US$10 
million in 2000 with the help of the UCT Fund (United 
States) and the UCT Trust (United Kingdom). Two 
Japanese philanthropic institutions, the Nippon and 
Tokyo Foundations, have committed US$1 million in 
endowments each to HEIs in Egypt (American Univer-
sity in Cairo), Kenya (University of Nairobi) and South 
Africa (University of the Western Cape). In addition, 
four major US-based foundations – the Ford, 
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MacArthur and Rockefeller Foundations and the Carn-
egie Corporation of New York – announced a US$100 
million initiative to revitalize higher education in 
Africa. On the international scale, the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation has given approximately US$1.2 bil-
lion for educational causes, with a significant portion 
for higher education. Similarly, George Soros’s Open 
Society Institute is contributing substantially to the 
development of higher education in Central and East-
ern Europe. In spite of these initiatives in developing 
and transitional countries, the role of wealthy donors is 
minimal. Institutions all over the world are looking for 
alternatives in non-traditional non-state sources. These 
are as follows:
1. Fees from overseas students, self-financed students 

in the dual-track system, and students in specialized 
tailor-made programmes.

2. Research patents, licences, royalties and overheads.
3. Fees from continuing education programmes organ-

ized for industries and professions.
4. Service fees from internal privatization programmes.
5. Profits from retailing through shops.
6. Income from the rental of conference facilities, 

sports facilities and equipment for external use. 
7. Income from the rental of residential facilities during 

holidays.
8. Income from on-campus science parks. 
The major universities of China are earning a large share 
of their revenue from non-state sources. Many universi-
ties in Russia are earning 50% or more of their revenue 
from entrepreneurial activities. In the United States, 
most major state universities have increased their non-
state funding to around 70% of their total income. In 
Colorado, this figure has risen to 84%.2

InternatIonalIzatIon oF hIgher educatIon: 
the general agreeMent on trade In 
servIces (gats)

Higher education institutions have always been interna-
tional in scope, with students and teachers crossing bor-
ders to pursue higher education. Some of the fiscal stress 
on the government in higher education has been reduced 
through internationalization (López Segrera, 2001). In 
developing countries, this has been done through studies 
abroad, sometimes with foreign support and sometimes 
at the students’ own cost. In developed countries, this has 
brought extra income not only from cost-recovered tui-
tion fees, but also from the visiting students’ investment 
in their living expenses. The United States, the United 
Kingdom and Australia, to a large extent, have benefited 

from this source of income. France, Germany and the 
Netherlands are newcomers in this sector. This phenom-
enon has very recently taken a new turn, with increasing 
market-oriented delivery of higher education across bor-
ders, often by for-profit institutions. 

As early as 1998, the international market for student 
mobility alone amounted to around US$30 billion in 
exports (3% of global service exports). Today it may be 
more than US$50 billion. The rise in international trade 
has prompted many industrialized countries to include 
educational services in GATS negotiations in order to 
facilitate the free flow of education – mostly higher edu-
cation – among countries. 

Although this would reduce fiscal pressure for many 
developing countries, it would also create many prob-
lems in controlling the quality and relevance of foreign, 
mostly for-profit, higher education; in competing with 
the industrialized countries in student and staff recruit-
ment, thereby threatening the public funding of higher 
education for domestic students; and, lastly, damaging 
the mission of higher education in order to promote its 
commercial objectives. 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), a champion of the market 
approach to higher education and a supporter of trade 
in it, prepared, in cooperation with UNESCO, draft 
guidelines on quality assurance and accreditation and 
presented the draft at an international conference in 
October 2004. The academic community, which had 
been left out from the drafting process, strongly 
opposed it (Robinson, 2005). Foreign providers must 
be concerned with basic national values, and more so 
with equity issues, since this new phenomenon will 
obviously increase the cost of higher education and 
widen the disparity in developing countries. Adjust-
ments might be needed in order for providers to finance 
this type of higher education. A new set of draft guide-
lines for ‘Quality Provision in Cross-border Education’ 
were drawn up in a meeting organized jointly by the 
OECD and UNESCO in January 2005. Both organiza-
tions are expected to adopt these non-binding guide-
lines. The new draft adopts a broader concept of quality 
and allows ‘notions of relevance and specificity related 
to the local context’ (IAU, 2005). 

doIng More wIth less: the role oF 
eFFectIve hIgher educatIon ManageMent

Our final source of financing in higher education is 
through the effective management of the system and the 
institutions. This can be done in the following ways:
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1. Rational allocation of funds
The university submits a periodic budget. It may bargain 
with the government over the percentage of this budget, 
which must be met.

2. Management of cash reserves
As more and more countries move in the direction of 
decentralization and devolved budgets, this function 
becomes a very important one. In countries with a 
well-developed banking system, properly managed 
cash reserves can generate significant income for 
universities.

3. Production of financial indicators
The cost of higher education has come under intense 
scrutiny in recent years, and in many countries there has 
been an attempt to monitor public expenditure in higher 
education. Financial indicators can be useful in evaluat-
ing an institution’s financial management, but it is clear 
that they do not tell the whole story. 

The development of a set of consistent financial indi-
cators was intended to permit the monitoring of univer-
sity performance and public expenditure in the university 
sector, and to facilitate internal management within the 
universities themselves. 

4. Better utilization of resources
Resource utilization is the phase in which a budget plan 
is put into operation. Broadly interpreted, this task 
encompasses all management activities that incur expen-
ditures, including staffing, establishing timetables, run-
ning the premises, ordering supplies and so on. Other 
activities bringing in additional income, such as running 
a university bookshop, renting out school premises and 
selling courses for a fee, may also be included. 

The specific task for financial managers is to monitor 
the budget regularly throughout the year in order to com-
pare the actual income and expenditures under various 
budget heads with the planned expenditures.

5. Evaluation and auditing
Evaluation and auditing are currently the least devel-
oped aspects of financial management. With increased 
autonomy, HEIs have to be accountable for their aca-
demic and financial performance. While considerable 
educational evaluation is undertaken, very little of it 
relates the value of the resources used to the resulting 
educational outcomes. 

Educational outcomes are not easily measured, but 
decisions nevertheless have to be made, so there is cer-
tainly merit in quantifying where possible. There is no 
one absolute and correct way of costing. However, if 

there are several ways to achieve an objective, relative 
costs can be measured by applying the same costing prin-
ciples across the board. Cost analysis should aim at sum-
marizing net resource implications of an educational 
activity over a period of time, particularly if a change is 
involved. Cost per student per annum is a common meas-
ure utilized, as is cost per student hour.

At present, government advisers and inspectors are 
usually the ones to undertake educational evaluation. 
Quite separately, auditing is normally restricted to check-
ing the probity of transactions undertaken by educational 
administrators. Ideally, the auditors should assess the 
efficiency and effectiveness of resource utilization by 
relating service outcomes to policy objectives (effective-
ness) and resource utilization (efficiency). Since in edu-
cation the major operating cost is teaching staff, 
cost-effectiveness is usually related to the staff hours 
used and the number of students benefiting. 

In addition to the above, it is becoming more common 
for institutions to conduct their own self-evaluation, by 
comparing performance within the university with set 
strategic targets. It is advantageous to involve staff in 
setting targets and measuring actual performance. 

Accountability exercises may be carried out by 
staff assessing work in parts of the university other 
than their own, so as to engender a sense of corporate 
responsibility. The objectives of each course have to 
be clearly defined and the percentage of students 
expected to succeed must be set. The optimum teach-
ing-hour investment in each course and the education 
processes to be used (for example audiovisual and 
practical aids that increase cost-effectiveness) must 
also be established. Once this task is completed, the 
information provides a stable database, which may be 
reviewed each year.

In the framework of accountability procedures, it is 
becoming common practice for universities to publish an 
annual report that includes comparative data to show 
both present and past results and budgets. Such reports 
are circulated not only to government departments but 
also to local authorities, industry and students (Sanyal 
and Martin, 2005).

6. Protection of funds from fraud
With the emergence of a market-friendly higher educa-
tion system around the world, the amount of fraud is 
increasing. Protection of funds from fraud has become an 
essential function of financial management today. An 
increasing call for accountability, strict auditing proce-
dures, a computerized accounting system, constant use 
of financial indicators, and the introduction of a compu-
terized financial management information system can 
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help to detect some financial irregularities and save 
higher education funds.

conclusIons For strategy

The following strategies are suggested with a view to 
balancing higher education financing for sustainable 
development and minimizing the risks of uncertainty.

national strategies 
l Governments should retain control of higher educa-

tion overall with respect to content, method and 
structure in strategic disciplines (for example basic 
science, arts and literature, ethical and moral educa-
tion) that are essential for sustainable development, 
and in strategic target groups (disadvantaged women, 
people with disabilities and the poor) in which the 
private sector takes little interest. 

l Public–private partnerships should be proactively 
encouraged to facilitate retaining public interest.

l A framework conducive to the diversification of 
resources should be created and cost-sharing princi-
ples should be encouraged.

l A resource allocation mechanism should be estab-
lished, based on formulas that include performance 
indicators that consider social factors such as equity 
through incentive budgeting.

l Norms on the use of all kinds of resources should be 
applied and flexibility should be allowed in the utili-
zation of resources at the basic unit level.

l Financial planning should be allowed at the institu-
tional level.

institutional strategies
l Financial planning should be integrated with institu-

tional policies.
l Generation of income and cost recovery should be 

facilitated at the basic unit level.
l Costs should be reduced and efficiency should be 

increased through better utilization of resources.
l Appropriate administrative structures should be 

developed.
l An appropriate management information system 

should be developed.
l Appropriate staff training should be provided.

To conclude, financing higher education must remain 
a state responsibility shared with other stakeholders, 
because it is too important to leave it entirely in the hands 
of either the state bureaucracy or stakeholders for whom 
the public interest may not be a priority. 

3
prIvate hIgher educatIon: 
phIlanthropy to proFIts

Jandhyala B.G. Tilak3

The rapid growth in private higher education in recent 
years is associated with a few important features and 
problems. First, there has been a significant shift from 
philanthropy to profits in setting up private institutions. 
Second, higher education systems in developing coun-
tries are more privatized than in advanced countries. 
Third, in many countries private universities account for 
a larger number of total universities, but they account for 
a smaller number of enrolments. Fourth, private higher 
education is marred by issues such as fees, autonomy, 
equity and academic excellence and relevance.

Private higher education is not a new phenomenon in 
many countries. It has existed for several decades in 
some countries, and even a few centuries in others. To 
start with, in many ancient societies, higher education 
used to be largely made up of private individuals and 
organizations, since private individuals and trusts set up 
universities and colleges. Later, the state realized the 
externalities and the nature of education as a public good, 
and found it necessary to provide it. This was because 
education was found to be beneficial to the whole soci-
ety, not just to those who acquired it, and that, left to 
private individuals, education would not develop at 
socially desirable optimum levels. Thus, governments 
entered the education sector. However, private education 
later continued to co-exist along with the state sector, but 
it remained peripheral and public higher education was 
generally dominant, with very few exceptions. However, 
the nature and pace of growth of private education in 
recent decades are very different from what they were 
earlier. Private higher education is one of the most 
dynamic and fastest-growing segments of postsecondary 
education at the turn of the 21st century (Altbach, 1999). 

types oF prIvate hIgher educatIon and 
theIr sIze

In the past, private education originated and grew 
mainly for reasons of charity and philanthropy on the 
one hand, and to support governmental efforts in the 
spread of education on the other. Institutions were set up 
by private individuals, religious organizations and other 
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bodies, and they functioned within the accepted frame-
work of government rules and regulations, though they 
were completely funded by private sources. Their mis-
sion was to serve the public good. Many well-known 
institutions in North America, Europe and developed 
and developing countries elsewhere belong to this cat-
egory. Latin American countries have a long history of 
private higher education institutions (HEIs) founded 
mainly by religious bodies.

A second type of private institution emerged later 
with state funding. Such institutions are privately 
managed but financed by the state to a considerable 
extent. Private individuals and bodies put in a limited 
amount of resources, particularly for the development 
of buildings and basic infrastructure, and to maintain 
them for a short period with their own funds supple-
mented by student fees; later, the state provides funds 
that meet nearly the full requirements of the institu-
tions. Such government-funded private institutions 
are also large in numbers in many countries. As they 
receive substantial state aid, they are subject to gov-
ernment control, rules and regulations and are there-
fore largely akin to government systems of higher 
education in several respects. Their mission is avow-
edly both public and private. In terms of ownership, 
they are public corporations or constitutional entities. 
Their source of revenue is mainly public, but some 
tuition is charged and some cost-sharing mechanisms 
are also adopted. Norms of management are largely 
academic in nature, though principles of private busi-
ness management are also adopted. Profit has not nor-
mally been a characteristic feature of these two types 
of private institutions. 

The emergence of a third type of private institution 
that does not rely upon state support, nor is based on 
the principles of charity and philanthropy, is a rela-
tively recent phenomenon. These institutions also, in 
fact, receive large hidden subsidies from the state in 
the form of land and material at concessional prices 
and tax rebates. However, these subsidies are rarely 
accounted for, and these institutions behave as if no 
state support is ever received. The rate at which such 
private institutions are growing is indeed amazing, and 
this in fact marks one striking dimension regarding  
the recent general expansion of private higher educa-
tion globally. The mission of these institutions is to 
deliver a product and serve the private interests of the 
students – the consumers, clients and owners of the 
institutions – the three stakeholders. They are mostly 
for-profit, the source of revenue is mainly tuition, they 
are less controlled by the state, and to a large extent 
they are operated like business firms, borrowing norms 

from business management. Having a community of 
scholars on campus is not an idea to be cherished in 
such institutions. Social reform is not their concern, 
and they may even be against such ideas. They belong 
to what Tilak (1991) has described as the ‘extreme 
form of privatization’, or what Johnstone (1999) has 
described as a ‘high-private’ nature. Such universities 
can be regarded as ‘entrepreneurial institutions’ 
(Raines and Leathers, 2003). The emergence and rapid 
growth of such universities can be found in almost all 
kinds of societies – developing and developed, market 
as well as socialist and communist, small as well as 
big, and economies in transition as well as others. Even 
those countries where private education was not 
allowed by law for a long time (for example China and 
Russia) have had to relax their laws. Exceptions are 
very few. There are many such institutions not only in 
the United States, but also in growing numbers in Bra-
zil, China, Malaysia, the Philippines, Ukraine, India 
and so on. The University of Phoenix, Hamburger Uni-
versity and DeVry University are some prominent 
examples of such commercial universities (Kirp, 
2003). This kind of institution represents the phenom-
enon of commercialization of higher education.

Global trends suggest that private higher education 
characterized by philanthropy is being mostly replaced 
by profit-seeking private higher education and, as a 
result, philanthropic private education is becoming 
almost an endangered species. State-supported private 
higher education is no longer regarded as a desirable 
form of private education; in fact, it is no longer 
regarded as private education. With huge state subsi-
dies and the application of government norms and 
regulations, it in fact represents a form of pseudo-pri-
vatization, causing distortions in the allocation of pub-
lic resources, often resulting in ‘public pauperization 
and private enrichment’ (Tilak, 1991). Neither is the 
state willing to support any more private institutions 
nor, more importantly, would the new private institu-
tions like to seek state support, as for example in India. 
The new market-oriented profit-seeking private higher 
education has grown in the recent past at a very rapid 
rate, both in developing and developed countries. New 
global developments, including the WTO and the 
GATS in higher education, and the accompanying phe-
nomenon of internationalization of higher education, 
also contribute to a higher pace of growth of private 
higher education. In the emerging WTO/GATS frame-
work, many countries find it difficult not to allow and 
promote private higher education. 

On the whole, it is interesting to note that the higher 
education systems of developing countries are, in a 
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sense, more privatized than those of developed countries. 
In fact, in many advanced countries, more than two-
thirds of students are enrolled in public institutions; in 
some countries this proportion is more than 90%, and in 
a few cases more than 95%. 

If only universities and enrolment in universities are 
considered – and not all HEIs – the degree of private-
ness is smaller, and it is confined to a smaller number of 
countries. Only in Brazil, Chile and Japan do enrol-
ments in private universities account for more than 
50%. There are, however, still a very few countries, 
such as Germany, Greece, Canada and Australia, where 
higher education is completely or nearly completely 
public and private higher education does not exist. 
Thus, the spread of private education is greater among 
non-university-level tertiary institutions than among 
universities. Independent private institutions seem to 
account for a large proportion of enrolments in South 
Korea and Japan, among the OECD countries, and in 
the Philippines, Indonesia, Brazil, Paraguay and Chile 
among others.

The growth rate of private HEIs in some countries is 
so high that the private higher education system may 
come to dominate the whole higher education scene, if 
not totally replace the public higher education system, in 
a very short time. Already their numbers are sizeable in 
several countries, such as Japan, South Korea, Chile, the 
Philippines and Brazil, but also in countries like India, 
where in states such as Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and 
Maharashtra, more than 70% of colleges belong to this 
third type of private institution.

why prIvate educatIon?

Growth in private higher education can be explained in 
terms of either ‘excess demand’ or ‘differentiated 
demand’ (James, 1993). In many countries, particularly 
developing countries, there is excess demand for higher 
education, over and above the quantum that the govern-
ment provides. The excess demand is met by the private 
sector. Since the excess demand is huge, the private sec-
tor is growing very rapidly even in those countries where 
the higher education system used to be largely public, 
such as Malaysia. Alternatively, private education has 
grown in response to differentiated demand in some 
developing and many developed regions of the world. 
The government monopoly on the provision of higher 
education may not satisfy the demand for different types 
and qualities of higher education. Demand for, say, reli-
gious education, or for a different quality of education 
than the one provided by public education, is generally 

met by the private sector. Many of the oldest private uni-
versities in the West and in Latin America are sponsored 
by religious bodies, and some are specialized institu-
tions, like business schools. 

In general, private higher education is favoured 
essentially from two points of view: (a) governments do 
not have adequate resources to fund higher education 
and hence it is important to encourage the growth of 
private higher education; and (b) private higher educa-
tion is, by nature and definition, desirable, as it pro-
motes competition and thereby improves the efficiency 
of the whole higher education system. While those who 
believe in (a) can be regarded as ‘pragmatists’ or real-
ists, the others are known predominantly as neo-liber-
als, even though some of them are outside the 
neo-liberal economic circles. The pragmatists argue 
that private education provides opportunities in a con-
strained environment and complements government 
funding. The neo-liberals argue further that private 
higher education is, by nature, academically excellent, 
socially equitable and financially efficient, that it pro-
vides education that is closer to the needs of the labour 
market, that it provides healthy stimulation through 
competition, and that the competitive marketplace will 
have great incentives to meet the needs of all students 
more fully than otherwise. Furthermore, the neo-liber-
als argue, it improves productive efficiency through a 
more effective use of resources, thereby maximizing 
educational outcomes for a given set of resources, and 
it offers freedom of choice to parents and youth. More-
over, it improves equity in the system, as it caters to the 
needs of affluent students, the affluent students pay for 
it, and public resources can therefore be dedicated to 
the poor in the public education system. 

Fees, equIty, autonoMy and excellence

While there has been significant growth in private higher 
education, particularly independent private education 
that does not rely on state support, it is marred by several 
issues, such as equity, fees, autonomy, academic excel-
lence and relevance, some of which are closely related to 
each other and are mutually reinforcing. 

First, a large majority of the private HEIs are largely 
financed by tuition payments from students. As they tend 
to rely solely upon student fees, since state support is no 
longer available or accepted on the one hand, and philan-
thropy is drying up on the other, student fees at levels 
equivalent to, if not above, the costs of higher education 
have been the order of the day. As the CFS (2000) 
observed the ‘basic purpose of a private university is 
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“return on investment” or in other words “to reap mag-
nificent profits”. Since such profits can only be realized 
with high user-fees, private universities normally charge 
outrageously high tuition and service fees’ (CFS, 2000). 
This has dreadful consequences for equity, producing 
serious negative effects on the access of the economi-
cally weaker sections of society to higher education. The 
high fee rates exclude the middle and lower income 
groups from seeking admission to these institutions. In 
fact, these institutions also use high levels of fees as a 
mechanism for keeping their education elitist and restric-
tive. The high levels of fees in private institutions also 
induce public universities to raise their fee levels consid-
erably, though not to the level of the private institutions. 
All this makes higher education increasingly more inac-
cessible to the economically weaker sections of society. 

Educational inequalities contribute to economic 
inequalities, which in turn further accentuate inequali-
ties in access to higher education, which further con-
tribute, in a cyclical fashion, to inequalities in 
occupational achievements, in earnings and in socioe-
conomic spheres as a whole. This is the greatest danger 
of the private HEIs. Even strong proponents of even 
mild forms of privatization of education admit that pri-
vatization of higher education is socially and economi-
cally divisive. Obviously, the market orientation of 
these HEIs does not seem to allow them to be any 
longer concerned with issues such as equity. In fact, 
with respect to every aspect – and not just equity – the 
approach of a private HEI is of a business type. Each 
department, whether it is the admissions office or a 
research department, is expected to work as a ‘profit 
centre’, and raise as much revenue as possible.

Although private higher education is associated with 
several maladies, and much of the claimed superiority of 
private education over public education can be proved to 
be a myth (Tilak, 1991), the claim that it does offer 
choice to individual students and parents is argued to be 
tenable to some extent. Similarly, it is not tenable to 
argue that private universities will contribute to healthy 
competition in higher education and thereby improve 
efficiency, since public and private universities behave 
quite differently, and if there is any competition at all it 
would be ‘unfair’ competition to the disadvantage of 
both, but mostly of the public universities.

The growth of private HEIs has a contagious effect 
on public higher education. Public institutions tend to 
compete with private institutions and to adopt similar 
approaches including corporate culture, raising 
resources through tuition and other mechanisms, focus-
ing on revenue-generating courses at the cost of schol-
arly disciplines of higher education and research, and 

finally forgetting that HEIs are different from business 
organizations. Even the ‘profit syndrome’ no longer 
seems to be uncommon in many public institutions. 
There is also a direct adverse effect of private institu-
tions on public HEIs. Through the mechanisms of mar-
ket incentives, private institutions attract good, 
qualified teachers, leaving public universities with 
teachers of poor talent.

Finally, an important consequence of the rapid 
growth of private higher education is the acceptance of 
the idea of higher education as a private good that ben-
efits the students only, rather than the classical notion 
of higher education as a ‘public good’ that benefits the 
whole of society. Higher education, a public or quasi-
public good, turns out to be a luxury good that middle- 
and even upper-middle-income classes may not be able 
to afford, and a private good that becomes a monopoly 
of the rich; as a result, all externalities associated with 
it disappear.

FInal consIderatIons 

While private education is not a new phenomenon, the 
nature of current private education is very different 
from that of the past. The nature and rate of growth of 
private education were unanticipated (Levy, 2004).  
Private higher education characterized by philanthropy 
has mostly been replaced by profit-seeking private 
higher education. State-supported private higher educa-
tion is no longer regarded as a desirable form of private 
education; in fact, it is no longer regarded as private 
education. In resource-scarce developing economies, 
the state is no longer willing to support private institu-
tions and, more importantly, the new private institu-
tions do not wish to depend upon state support. The new 
profit-seeking type of private higher education has 
grown in the recent past at a very rapid rate in both 
developing and developed countries. 

Even though the underlying assumptions of the two 
schools of thought – pragmatists and neo-liberals – are 
different, both strongly plead in favour of private higher 
education. The neo-liberal policies of the Bretton Woods 
institutions, the recent developments relating to the 
WTO and the GATS in higher education, and the accom-
panying phenomenon of internationalization of higher 
education also provide a very strong fillip to the growth 
of private higher education.

Private higher education is inflicted with issues such 
as fees, autonomy, equity, academic excellence and rel-
evance. Private HEIs tend to rely solely upon student 
fees, which are equivalent to, if not higher than, the 
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costs of higher education. This has terrible conse-
quences for equity, producing serious negative effects 
on the access of the economically weaker sections of 
society to higher education. Further, the need to raise 
financial resources and the profit-seeking motive also 
influence the quality and the academic texture of the 
education edifice, leading to a greater focus on market-
able and revenue-generating courses of study and the 
neglect of scholarly areas of study and research. The 
issue of autonomy also figures prominently in the 
growth of private higher education, and governments’ 
efforts to control and regulate it are highly resisted. Pri-
vate education causes (a) inequalities between the afflu-
ent and the economically weaker; (b) geographical 
inequalities between rural and urban areas, as it is met-
ropolitan and urban areas that attract the private sector, 
leaving rural areas far behind; (c) imbalances between 
various disciplines of study in universities; and (d) 
imbalances in manpower production, creating mis-
matches between demand and supply. 

The costs of private higher education are too severe 
to bear and the benefits of public higher education are 
too many for any civilized society to forgo. Though 
many seem to be recognizing this, the forces of priva-
tization are so strong that few countries are in a posi-
tion to withstand the wave. There are national 
variations in the approach of the state to private higher 
education. Some governments have adopted policies 
to promote private higher education, some to regulate 
growth. Many have adopted laissez-faire policies, but 
very few have been able to adopt and continue policies 
that virtually ban the growth of private higher educa-
tion. Many governments have also adopted policies 
favouring private higher education more out of com-
pulsion than any strong conviction. In fact, govern-
ments in many countries are in a confused state. They 
are not able to withstand the powerful winds of priva-
tization, nor are they able to continue the traditional 
welfare state policy in higher education. As a result, 
one notices a confused situation: some policy docu-
ments favour ‘privatization but not commercializa-
tion’, some favour ‘private participation but not 
privatization’, and some others are keen on ‘not pri-
vate participation but public–private partnership’. 
Similarly, some also feel that private education is 
desirable, but not profit-making private education; 
some feel that it is okay for private institutions to gen-
erate ‘surpluses’ but not profits; and some find no 
problem with profits but are against ‘exorbitant’ prof-
its. It may be necessary to note that there is not much 
difference in practice between these various forms, 
and even if there is some difference to start with, it 

will be difficult to have one form and contain others. 
All non-philanthropic private contributions are prov-
ing to be detrimental to the growth of a healthy higher 
education system that contributes to the development 
of a humane society. Nevertheless, the systems  
are rapidly changing. Is it the same evolutionary 
change – a change from philanthropy to profits – that 
Veblen (1918) forecast long ago as a change from aca-
demic to entrepreneurial universities?

4
InternatIonal cooperatIon  
and an overvIew oF hIgher 
educatIon FInancIng

Alma Maldonado-Maldonado4

International cooperation constitutes an important force 
in financing projects and programmes at higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs), especially in developing 
countries.

The differences in the scope, type, goals and activities 
of international organizations are significant. Some of 
these organizations directly finance teaching and 
research projects, while others finance institutions or 
programmes, sponsor student and academic exchange 
programmes, or publish studies and specialized reports 
on higher education. Others participate in building dif-
ferent networks between academics and decision- 
makers. These are just some examples of international 
cooperation activities at the higher education level. 

Two of these organizations’ most important activities 
related to higher education financing are funding institu-
tions and formulating recommendations and policies.

deFInIng InternatIonal cooperatIon: 
current trends 

Given their diversity, international cooperation activi-
ties are defined by the organizations that conduct them 
and the types of activities carried out. For instance, 
assistance, philanthropic, non-profit, development aid 
and subsidies are some of the most common (Levy, 
2003). In the definition of cooperation, clarity about the 
characteristics of the donors, recipients, actors 
involved, conditions, activities supported, circum-
stances, and context are very relevant. 

Some of the most common examples of higher edu-
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cation activities supported by international cooperation 
are development projects, aid for foreign students, 
research and teaching projects, extension activities, and 
business and consultancy in the service of public 
projects (McAllister, 1996). Student exchange is one of 
the most popular cooperation activities, especially when 
institutions associate it with revenue generation. But 
cooperation also occurs at other levels, such as training 
in managerial skills for university staff, online courses, 
and exchange programmes for faculty or administrative 
staff from developing countries. Projects financed by 
international cooperation aid can also be coordinated by 
local academics or international organizations, or both, 
and research activities can sometimes involve various 
entities. Another important aspect within international 
cooperation is the construction of infrastructure.

Consortia, networks, alliances, business and associa-
tions are some examples of inter-organizational agree-
ments that have emerged recently in higher education. 

Cooperation takes place among governments, inter-
national organizations, federal and local governments 
and HEIs, depending on the participating institutions and 
the scope of the agreements. 

There is a great tradition of cooperation among uni-
versities worldwide. One example in the modern history 
of universities is the case of the University of Berlin 
(Germany) and Columbia University (United States), 
which signed an agreement in 1906 to carry out joint 
academic activities.

International cooperation has always been polemic, 
and cooperation associated with education is no excep-
tion. On the one hand, it has been associated with a genu-
ine recognition that education is a basic element in 
national development and self-sustainable growth. On 
the other, cooperation has been seen as a main compo-
nent in neo-colonial relationships, in the expansion of 
market and trade mechanisms, in technology transfer, 
and in the benefit of the geopolitical interests of industri-
alized nations.

There are many tensions and issues surrounding the 
conditions imposed by international organizations. 
Since every international organization has its own 
agenda, it is impossible to consider that international 
cooperation is neutral. 

At the same time, it is impossible to deny the respon-
sibility of national governments in negotiations with 
international organizations, since they are in part respon-
sible for those agreements being reached.

InternatIonal organIzatIons related to 
hIgher educatIon: classIFIcatIons and 
exaMples

International organizations can first be divided into 
inter-governmental and non-governmental organiza-
tions. These two general types could also be classified 
into three types: ‘conventional organizations’, ‘other 
bodies’ and ‘special types’. Most multilateral and 
bilateral organizations are inter-governmental organi-
zations, and foundations and private initiatives are 
non-governmental. Conventional organizations 
include federations of international organizations, 
universal membership organizations, intercontinental 
membership organizations and regionally oriented 
membership organizations. Examples include the 
OECD and UNESCO.

Foundations such as Ford and Rockefeller belong to 
the ‘other bodies’ category; these are ‘non-governmen-
tal’ organizations. 

International organizations related to higher educa-
tion can be classified according to type of agency and 
activity: banks, UN bodies directly related to education, 
other UN bodies (mainly UNESCO), university associa-
tions, networks, foundations and others. These organiza-
tions may have a worldwide or regional scope.

quantItatIve data about InternatIonal 
cooperatIon In hIgher educatIon5 

It is true that education is commonly supported by 
international cooperation organizations. Nevertheless, 
the percentages are smaller than might be expected, 
given the extent to which relevant educational issues 
are part of the public discourse. From the total aid 
reported by the OECD in 2002, only about 8.5% was 
given to education.

However, the percentages differ by region. In Africa, 
the educational sector accounts for about 41% of aid 
from all recipients; in Asia, the figure is about 33%; in 
Latin America, 9%; in Central Europe, about 8%; and in 
Europe, 1% (OECD, 2005). 

Accuracy is a major concern regarding the numbers on 
international cooperation. If obtaining the data about edu-
cation is difficult, getting specific amounts invested in 
higher education is even more so. Every organization 
presents different numbers. Sometimes, individual organ-
izations even publish contradictory sets of numbers. It 
seems that bilateral organizations are the largest donors in 
education in general. However, data on higher education 
show the opposite trend for multilateral agencies. 
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TABLE 3

Examples of international organizations related to higher education according to their activities and 
characteristics

Type of agency Worldwide Regional

Banks World Bank Inter-American Development Bank (IDB)

Asian Development Bank 

African Development Bank 

UNESCO system UNESCO

Institute for Education (UIE)

International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP)

International Bureau of Education (IBE)

Institute for Information Technologies in Education (IITE)

International Centre for Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training (UNEVOC)

UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)

International Institute for Capacity-Building in Africa 
(IICBA)

European Centre for Higher Education (CEPES)

International Institute for Higher Education in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (IESALC)

Bilateral development aid United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID)

Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA)

Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA)

Department for International Development (DFID, United 
Kingdom) 

German Foundation for International Development (DSE)

Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 
(SIDA)

Netherlands Development Assistance Research Council 
(RAWOO)

Consultation and policy 
design 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD)

Foundations Ford Foundation

Kellogg Foundation

Rockefeller Foundation

Nippon Foundation

MacArthur Foundation

Carnegie Corporation of New York

Fulbright Foundation

University associations International Association of Universities (IAU) Latin American Union of Universities (UDUAL)

Association of Universities of Asia and Pacific (AUAP)

Association of Arab Universities

Association of Commonwealth Universities

Association of African Universities

Networks European Network for Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education (ENQA)

Asia Pacific Higher Education Research Network 
(APHERN)

Universia.net

Compostela Group of Universities 

International cooperation 
in higher education

Norwegian Centre for International Cooperation in 
Higher Education (SIU)

Netherlands Organization for International Cooperation 
in Higher Education (Nuffic)

Consortium for North American Higher Education 
Collaboration (CONAHEC)

Associations and human 
rights

International Amnesty 

Network for Education and Academic Rights (NEAR)

Note: table based on ‘investigación sobre organismos internacionales a partir de 1990 en méxico’, by maldonado (2003), in: Ducoing, p., la investigación educativa en 
méxico. sujetos, actores y procesos de formación, i. Formación para la investigación. los académicos en méxico, actores y organizaciones. mexico: comie-sep-cesu.

97802302_33379_05_part3.1.indd   110 29/05/2009   14:11



 SYNTHESIS OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE WORLD 2006 – GLOBAL ISSUES 111

an overvIew oF three InternatIonal 
organIzatIons FInancIng hIgher 
educatIon6

From 1990 to the present, the World Bank, UNESCO, and 
the OECD have published major reports and analyses on 
higher education worldwide. In addition, these bodies 
have published numerous regional and national reports. 
Each international organization has its own agenda and 
tries to move states towards that particular agenda.

The positions of the World Bank, UNESCO and the 
OECD are analysed below. Although there are other 
important regional banks, in many ways they just fol-
low the recommendations and trends established by the 
World Bank. It is UNESCO, however, that sets the 
main policies on education, which are then followed 
by other UN organizations. According to several 
authors, the OECD establishes most economic and 
social policies worldwide, since some of its policies 
are later translated by the World Bank for application 
in developing countries.

l The World Bank 
The World Bank has been one of the main agents in 
transforming the higher education financing agenda. 
After publishing Higher Education: The Lessons of 
Experience, and especially after the publication of 
Higher Education in Developing Countries: Peril and 
Promise (Task Force on Higher Education and Society, 
2000), the World Bank modified some of its criteria on 
higher education financing, although it has maintained 
several of its main courses of action. These include pro-
moting the diversification of financing funds, using 
economic incentives in establishing criteria and poli-
cies (which are mostly related to quality), and effi-
ciently managing funds (World Bank, 1994). In a text 
published in 1994, the Bank demonstrates an unam-
biguous trend towards reducing public funds for uni-
versities. It also suggests, as alternative sources of 
financing, the participation of students through tuition 
fees; it says that students should pay between ‘25 and 
30 per cent of the cost per student’. It also recommends 
revenue-generating activities such as ‘short profes-
sional training courses, research contracts for industry 
and consultancy services … selling products by auxil-
iary businesses such as hospitals or housing for stu-
dents’ (World Bank, 1994). 

In 2002, the World Bank published another document 
as part of the Directions in Development series, in which 
it established that, although public financing is still the 
main source of financing for higher education, it has been 
supplanted by non-public funds (World Bank, 2002). 

The Bank encouraged major reforms in political and eco-
nomic aspects by using positive incentives to promote 
changes. 

In this sectoral document, the World Bank keeps to its 
idea of cost-sharing in higher education, representing at 
least 10% and no more than 30%, depending on the 
country and institution. It recommends giving institu-
tions more freedom to manage their resources and 
develop proactive policies for generating revenue. 

l UNESCO 
According to UNESCO, three of the most important 
aspects in financing are the efficient use of public 
resources, the search for alternative sources of financing 
and emphasis on the importance of government funding 
(UNESCO, 1995).

The World Declaration on Higher Education was pub-
lished as a result of the World Conference on Higher 
Education, which took place in Paris in 1998. There were 
two articles specifically on financing: Strengthening 
Higher Education Management and Financing and 
Financing of Higher Education as a Public Service. 
Another aspect emphasized by the Declaration was ‘the 
promotion of North–South cooperation to ensure the 
necessary financing for strengthening higher education 
in developing countries’ (UNESCO, 1998). It also recog-
nized that ‘the principles of international cooperation 
based on solidarity, recognition and mutual support, true 
partnership that equitably serves the interests of the part-
ners and the value of sharing knowledge and know-how 
across borders should govern relationships among higher 
education institutions in both developed and developing 
countries and should benefit the least developed coun-
tries in particular’ (UNESCO, 1998).

In 2003, five years after the World Conference, 
regional follow-up reports were published. These reports 
gave precedence to the topic of financing. The regional 
reports on the Arab States, Asia, Latin America and sub-
Saharan Africa pointed out the common problem of inad-
equate financial resources, particularly insufficient funds 
for expanding and fulfilling the basic requirements of 
teaching and research. The European report states that 
there has been a clear move towards diversifying sources 
of financing by many HEIs in the region. It recognizes 
that tuition fees are controversial but calls them essential 
to the region’s future. Some reports recognized more 
advances in diversifying financing sources than others. 
The Asian report pointed out that the institutions have 
made significant reforms aimed at diversifying financing 
and that student loans are an important alternative. All of 
the regions recognized the importance and benefits of 
international cooperation (UNESCO, 2003). 
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l Task Force on Higher Education and Society 
This joint initiative represented an important conver-
gence between the World Bank and UNESCO. The Task 
Force’s (2000) report, which discusses the situation of 
higher education in developing countries, claimed that, 
‘in financial terms, the global higher education sector is 
sizeable and growing rapidly. We estimate that global 
spending on higher education is roughly US$300 billion, 
or 1% of global GDP, and growing at a faster pace than 
the world economy’ (Task Force on Higher Education 
and Society, 2000). 

It also promoted the search for alternative sources: 
‘The financing of higher education does not need to be 
limited to the public purse. In fact, higher education can 
be provided and financed either entirely publicly, or 
entirely privately (including by non-governmental 
organizations), or by some combination of the two’. The 
report also recognized that ‘multilateral and bilateral 
donors also have a role to play in the financing of higher 
education, in order to encourage the national and the 
international public interest, as well as the contribution 
that higher education can make to social equity’ (Task 
Force on Higher Education and Society, 2000).

l The OECD 
This organization, which is known to be a think-tank for 
the wealthiest countries, carries out consultancy and 
draws up policies and recommendations. The OECD and 
UNESCO do not directly finance projects or give loans 
or credits. The OECD’s main activity is promoting the 
diversification of sources of financing and the rational 
distribution of sources (OECD, 2002). In Redefining Ter-
tiary Education, the OECD suggests that higher educa-
tion should seek to share costs with users and their 
families and look for different mechanisms, such as gen-
erating additional resources by selling non-traditional 
learning activities and services (OECD, 1998). 

It also suggested increasing efficacy, extending 
autonomy in managing and generating resources, 
financing policies for change, supporting institutional 
responsibility and finding a balance in the mechanisms 
of financing (OECD, 1998).

The international organizations’ positions on financing are 
not only general but also very similar. Ten to fifteen years 
ago, international organizations had more differences than 
similarities, especially UNESCO and the World Bank 
after the publication of The Lessons of Experience in 1994. 
This document is remembered for having revealed a more 
radical position against public funding for public universi-
ties in developing countries and for generating contro-

versy across the world’s higher education community, 
with UNESCO playing the role of counterpart. 

There are several reasons why this polarization has 
been reduced: the changes in context, the economic and 
higher education crises, and the lack of options in this 
field. Perhaps the main differences are the role of the 
state, the types of institutions promoted (university insti-
tutions vs. non-universities), the types of areas sup-
ported, and the open promotion of privatization. 

Most of these policies and tendencies seem irreversi-
ble worldwide, especially the diversification of financ-
ing, an increase in accountability and transparency, 
significant autonomy in management, and the use of eco-
nomic incentives. 

recoMMendatIons 

International cooperation represents an important and 
interesting option for HEIs as an alternative source of 
financing in developing countries. Given the analysis 
presented above, several recommendations should be 
considered. They are as follows:
l More cooperation agreements should be established 

among developing countries in order to change the 
traditional North–South relationship between coun-
tries and promote more South–South cooperation. 

l Greater coordination should be fostered among the 
main international development agencies from high-
income countries. 

l Regions and types of institutions should be differen-
tiated in cooperation activities. Some countries and 
organizations need more help than others. 

l Given their importance, accountability mechanisms 
should be increased in international cooperation 
activities. 

l International agencies – especially agencies such as 
the World Bank, due to its impact on other bilateral 
agencies in setting their agendas – should accept 
their responsibility to distribute cooperation aid. 

l The type of aid given should be improved. It seems 
necessary to look for more ‘long-term comprehen-
sive support’ from major donors such as the World 
Bank. Currently, the Bank and most other major 
donors do not provide this type of aid for higher edu-
cation projects. With this lack of vision, it is difficult 
to enhance more successful projects. 

l National governments should extend universities’ 
participation in international cooperation 
agreements. 

l Universities should establish more institutional 
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responsibilities and transparency with regard to 
international collaboration programmes and projects. 

l The number of studies carried out should be 
increased, since there are many international coop-
eration issues that require analysis.

conclusIon

International cooperation has always been subject to 
controversy and debate. Its contributions to education 
have been widely recognized, but in higher education 
this help has not been sufficient, given the needs of 
developing countries.

Some of the pending issues for discussion, given the 
current times, are related to the challenges currently 
faced by international cooperation. For instance, it is per-
tinent to ask whether the new period of international 
security has affected the field of international coopera-
tion: How much have international cooperation activities 
related to education and higher education changed since 
September 11? Since Iraq and Afghanistan have occu-
pied a major role in cooperation aid worldwide, what has 
happened in other needy regions? How much have ter-
rorism and new security agendas influenced the interna-
tional aid given to less developed countries and to 
particular educational areas? For instance, how many 
scientific and technological fields have been impacted, 
and in what ways? 

Besides questions about today’s context, it is essen-
tial to understand why international aid needs to con-
tinue supporting higher education. In an unequal world, 
education and higher education in particular have 
acquired more relevance. As reported by the Task Force 
on Higher Education and Society, most students at the 
higher education level worldwide are in developing 
countries. Higher education predominantly means 
social mobility and national development possibilities 
for these societies. 

If having a new director means that the World Bank 
will change its social agenda – favouring the interests of 
the United States and of corporations more than the 
reduction of poverty (González Amador, 2005) – it is 
important to be alert, given the importance the World 
Bank has in social issues for developing countries and 
because multilateral agencies are the major donors in the 
field of higher education. 

Because of the economic situation of most devel-
oping countries, the conditions of some HEIs have 
become critical. Eicher (1998) pointed out that the  
financial situation of some countries is very serious, 
given that without external help it is uncertain whether 

some of these institutions will be able to survive and, 
especially, maintain a minimum level of quality and 
respond to demographic expansion. Since in practi-
cally no country in the world is it possible to fully 
finance HEIs by means of tuition only (Winston, 
1998), external help has become vital in many parts of 
the world. 

Finally, international aid more than ever ought to focus 
on helping to reduce social inequalities, starting with 
those that affect higher education and, consequently, the 
social disparities that affect nations around the globe. 
This must be the top priority at the higher education level. 

5
resource allocatIon 
MechanIsMs In tertIary 
educatIon: a typology and  
an assessMent

Jamil Salmi and Arthur M. Hauptmann7

 
This section reviews the experience of a number of coun-
tries around the world with both traditional and more 
innovative allocation mechanisms, with the purpose of 
providing lessons on strategies for increasing the effec-
tiveness of resource allocation mechanisms in develop-
ing and transition countries (Table 4).

For this purpose, we will show a typology that describes 
traditional and innovative approaches to resource alloca-
tion that are being used or considered in various countries. 
This typology includes approaches that fund institutions as 
well as those that fund students.8 These various allocation 
mechanisms meet important policy objectives such as 
expanded access and improved equity, increased internal 
efficiency and cost containment, and output measures 
such as quality and relevance. 

These innovative mechanisms cover a broad range of 
approaches, including:
l Funding methodologies for recurrent expenses and 

capital investment in a number of countries, from the 
more traditional negotiations of budgets between 
governments and institutions to funding formulas 
that aim to insulate allocation decisions from exces-
sive political pressure and encourage desired institu-
tional behaviours.

l The creation of a ‘demand-side’ voucher system, in 
which institutional operating subsidies are distrib-
uted through a voucher given to all undergraduates.

l The establishment of competitive funds as a means 
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for financing various activities not well suited to 
more traditional formulas, including encouraging 
innovation, improving academic quality and 
strengthening institutional management capacity.

l Funding mechanisms such as performance contracts 
negotiated between governments and institutions, 
and financing mechanisms that pay directly for 
results, either as part of the basic funding formula or 
as a separate set of payments to institutions.

l The provision of student aid in the form of vouchers 
as a means of stimulating greater competition among 
institutions for students with high financial need and/
or academic merit. 

l The use of tax benefits in a number of countries to 
help students and their families offset the expense of 
tuition fees and living costs associated with attend-
ance in tertiary education.

l Various income-contingent student loan models in 
which repayment levels are tied to the income of the 
student borrowers after they complete their 
education.

l Creative financing arrangements by which the initial 
funding of mortgage-type student loans is leveraged 
to provide higher capital levels through modern 
financing techniques. 

The search for innovative mechanisms applies to both 
the funding of institutions and the funding of students. In 
the case of institutional support, the allocation mecha-
nisms apply to the funding of instruction, operations and 
capital investment as well as university-based research. 
In terms of student support, the mechanisms include the 
provision of grants and scholarships, the use of tax ben-
efits to offset the current expenses of tuition fees and 
living costs, and the continually growing reliance on stu-
dent loans in many countries around the world.9 

dIrect FundIng oF InstItutIons and 
IndIrect FundIng provIded to students 
and theIr FaMIlIes

Governments typically provide public support to univer-
sities for two main purposes: (1) to finance the cost of 
instruction, and (2) to pay for university-based research. 
In both cases, this involves financing recurrent and 
investment expenses.

In most countries, while most public support of terti-
ary education is provided directly to institutions, some 
funds for tertiary education are provided to students and 
their families. Demand-side vouchers are one innovative 
allocation mechanism that in a few cases is being used to 
finance the recurrent expenses of institutions indirectly, 
by providing vouchers to students. In addition, substan-
tial amounts of public funds are allocated directly to stu-
dents and/or their families in many countries in the more 
traditional form of grants and scholarships, tax-based 
benefits for current expenses and savings for the future, 
and a variety of student loan models. In a few countries, 
support is provided to students in the form of grants or 
loans in which the aid begins in one form and, over time, 
transforms into the other. 

assessIng the eFFectIveness oF InnovatIve 
allocatIon MechanIsMs

The underlying reason for countries to contemplate and 
implement reforms in how they allocate funds for terti-
ary education is to advance the goals of public policy. 
Table 5 indicates the allocation mechanisms that appear 
to be most effective at meeting policy objectives.10 

TABLE 4

Comparison between traditional and innovative allocation mechanisms

Traditional Innovative

Negotiated budgets. Allocations of public funds are 
negotiated between government agencies and institutions

Performance contracts. Governments enter into regulatory agreements with 
institutions to set mutual performance-based objectives

Categorical funds. Categories of institutions designated as 
eligible for funds for specific purposes including facilities, 
equipment and programmes

Performance set-asides. A portion of public funding for tertiary education is set 
aside to pay on the basis of various performance measures

Competitive funds. Tertiary education institutions compete on the basis of peer-
reviewed project proposals against a set of objectives

Staff-based or enrolment-based funding formulas Payments for results. Output or outcome measures are used to determine all or 
a portion of funding formula, or institutions are paid for the number of students 
they graduate in certain fields of study or with specific skills

97802302_33379_05_part3.1.indd   114 29/05/2009   14:11



 SYNTHESIS OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE WORLD 2006 – GLOBAL ISSUES 115

TABLE 5

Typology of allocation mechanisms

Type of allocation mechanism Where practised

I. DIRECT PUBLIC FUNDING OF INSTITUTIONS: Countries typically provide public support to institutions to finance their instruction, 
operations and investment expenses, including recurrent expenses, and for a variety of specific purposes, as well as university-based research. 

A. FUNDING INSTRUCTION AND INVESTMENT: Countries around the world use a number of different approaches to help institutions pay 
for their expenses related to instruction, operations and investment. These payments typically apply only to public institutions, although in a 
few countries private institutions also are eligible for this support.

1. Negotiated budgets: Allocations of public funds negotiated between 
governments and institutions are largely a function of historical or political factors, 
either the amount received the year before or the political power of the 
institution. Negotiated budgets typically are allocated to institutions either as:

The most traditional form of funding recurrent expenses, 
still in effect in many countries. 

a. Line-item budgets: Line-item allocations to institutions.

b. Block grants: A single block grant to each institution.

2. Formula funding: Most countries now use some form of formula to allocate funds to institutions for their recurrent expenses. These 
formulas vary on the basis of the factors used in the development of the formula and the type of organization that develops it. The factors 
used in determining funding formulas include: 

a. Inputs: The most primitive type of formula, based on inputs such as the number 
of staff or staff salaries at each institution, and other more sophisticated measures 
such as the number of professors with a PhD. 

Initially the most typical type of formula, still used in some 
cases, especially in Eastern Europe.

b. Enrolments and costs/student: Most funding formulas are now based on the number of students enrolled and a variety of cost-per-student 
calculations, as shown below:

1. Actual costs/student: Allocations to institutions based on actual costs per 
student, as reported by the institution. 

The most traditional form of formula funding.

2. Average costs/student: Allocations to institutions based on system-wide 
average costs per student, usually calculated from aggregate statistics on 
spending and enrolments.

3. Normative costs/student: Allocations are based on the calculation of normative 
costs, using optimal staff/student ratios and other standardized efficiency 
measures.

An approach adopted or being considered in a number of 
countries.

– Benchmarking: One form of normative costs, in which the cost figures and 
structure are pegged to a ‘benchmark’ institution.

c. Charge-back arrangements: In cases where funding is based on prospective 
estimates of student numbers and/or costs, allocations are reviewed mid-year to 
reflect reality and funding is adjusted.

Most countries with formulas based on prospective 
numbers use charge-backs.

d. Priority-based funding: Formulas where adjustments are made to reflect 
national and regional priorities such as critical labour force needs, also referred to 
as funding for relevance, for example a price higher than full cost might be paid 
to institutions for seats determined to be in high-priority fields of study. 

England has taken a lead in inserting priorities into its 
funding formula; selected US states also make such 
adjustments.

e. Performance-based formula components: Performance measures are built into 
the funding formula, for example institutional allocations are based on the 
number of end-of-year completers or degree recipients rather than the number of 
students enrolled.

Denmark, England, Israel and the Netherlands base all or 
a portion of their formulas on end-of-year completers or 
graduates.

f. Student-based allocations: Funds are distributed to institutions based primarily 
on the characteristics of the students who enrol instead of the more traditional 
institutional characteristics such as costs/student; this kind of formula could be 
referred to as ‘supply-side’ vouchers.

England pays a premium for students who live in areas 
with many low-income students. Jordan and the 
Palestinian Authority have proposed student-based 
allocation schemes.

g. Organizations developing formulas: Another important consideration in describing formulas is what kind of group develops the particulars 
of the formula. Options include: 

1. Political entities: In most countries, politically elected entities such as chief 
executives or legislatures design and implement the funding formula.

2. Buffer bodies: In a minority of cases, groups known as buffer bodies develop 
the formula. These buffer bodies represent the link between governments and 
institutions and are intended to insulate the funding process from excessive 
political pressure.

The Higher Education Funding Council of England 
(HEFCE) is a prime example of a buffer body.

3. ‘Demand-side’ vouchers: Public funds in support of the operating expenses of 
institutions are distributed to students in the form of vouchers; institutions are 
then reimbursed by the government based on the number and/or monetary value 
of the vouchers they submit. 

Colorado is implementing a voucher approach to pay 
institutions for their recurrent undergraduate expenses. 
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TABLE 5

Typology of allocation mechanisms

Type of allocation mechanism Where practised

4. Performance-based funding: In addition to the performance-based formula funding components described above, a number of countries 
in recent years have adopted performance-based funding mechanisms to fund all or a part of recurrent operating budgets. Three types of 
performance-based funding are:

a. Performance set-asides: A percentage of funds outside of the basic funding 
formula are distributed based on a set of performance measures. Typically, only a 
small portion of funds for recurrent expenses are distributed on this basis; in a few 
cases, most funds are allocated on the basis of performance measures. 

South Africa and more than a dozen US states, including 
Missouri, New Jersey, Tennessee, South Carolina and 
Ohio. 

b. Performance contracts: Regulatory agreements between governments and 
systems of institutions or individual institutions in which various performance 
measures are used to benchmark progress. These contracts are typically more 
punitive than incentives, as institutions would be penalized for not meeting the 
agreed-upon performance-based standards.

In France, payments are made when a contract is signed, 
with post-evaluation. Denmark and Austria also use 
contracts, and Colorado is implementing contracts.

c. Payment for results: A small number of countries now pay for performance in 
one of two ways:

1. Performance-based formula components: Discussed above as I.A.2.e. Denmark, England, Israel and the Netherlands.

2. Fees for services: Institutions enter into contracts with governments to produce 
a certain number of graduates and are paid on the basis of whether they meet 
the contract specifications.

Colorado is implementing a system to pay for each post-
baccalaureate student enrolled.

5. Funding for specific purposes: There are several mechanisms through which governments fund institutions for specific purposes, 
including:

a. Categorical funds: Certain categories of institutions are designated as being 
eligible for funds for specific purposes; these funds may often be distributed on a 
formula basis among the designated institutions.

A more traditional form of funding that many countries 
use to fund for specific purposes, for example the Title III 
programme in the United States.

b. Competitive funds: These are usually funded on a project-by-project basis, 
typically for the purposes of improving quality, promoting innovation and 
fostering better management – objectives that are difficult to achieve through 
funding formulas or categorical funds.

Argentina, Bolivia, Bulgaria, Chile, Ghana, Hungary, 
Mozambique, Sri Lanka and the United States (FIPSE).

B. FUNDING OF RESEARCH: There are a number of arrangements around the world for the funding of university-based research: 

1. Instruction and research funded together: Perhaps the most common 
approach for funding research. Some of the funds that governments provide to 
institutions are used to pay for research rather than for instruction and operations.

Many countries fund research and instruction together via 
negotiated budgets or formulas.

2. Block grant funding: Institutions receive a specific block grant allocation for research activities that is not differentiated or specified by 
project; the institutions or faculties set priorities. The size of the block grant may be based on:

a. Specific research proposals: Funding levels are largely determined by the 
evaluation of specific project proposals, although funding is provided as a block 
grant.

New Zealand.

b. Capacity demonstrated by the institution: The amount of funding for each 
university is based on an assessment of collective faculty capacity to conduct 
research – the ‘blue skies’ approach. 

England is an example of the ‘blue skies’ approach to 
research funding.

3. Project funding: Faculty or other staff receive funding for research for 
proposed projects, usually based on peer reviews.

US federal funding of research.

a. Matching funds: Governments provide funds for specific purposes if matched 
by the institution or private sources.

II. FUNDING OF STUDENTS

A. GOVERNMENT GRANTS AND SCHOLARSHIPS: Most countries provide non-repayable aid to their students, but how this aid is provided 
varies on the basis of a number of factors, including how the programmes are administered, which students are eligible and which expenses 
are covered: 

1. Programme administration: One key policy variable in describing grant and scholarship programmes is how they are administered:

a. Administered by institutions: Public funds are provided to institutions, which are 
then responsible for distributing funds to students, often according to rules set 
forth by the government.

Hungary, Lithuania, Poland and Portugal (merit-based).

1. Matching funds: Governments may require institutions to match public funds 
by providing waivers or discounts to selected students.

The United States (institution-based programme).

b. Student aid vouchers: Students and families apply to a centralized source and 
are provided with vouchers based on an assessment of their financial need and/or 
merit. In some cases, institutions receive government payments to reflect vouchers 
they receive from students; in other cases, students receive the money directly. 

Denmark, France and other francophone countries, the 
United States (Pell grant), and Chile (merit-based vouchers 
for the best secondary school graduates). 
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TABLE 5

Typology of allocation mechanisms

Type of allocation mechanism Where practised

2. Eligibility and coverage: Grants and scholarships vary greatly in terms of the criteria used to determine eligibility for non-repayable aid and 
the expenses that are covered:

a. Means-tested: In most countries, eligibility for grants is based primarily on assessments of the financial need of the student and/or family. 
This non-repayable aid may be used:

– Solely or primarily for tuition fees. United Kingdom (until 2006).

– Solely or primarily for living expenses. Austria, Belgium, Estonia, France, Finland, Germany, 
Ireland, Italy, New Zealand, Norway, Poland and Slovenia.

– For both tuition and living expenses. Portugal and the United States.

b. Merit-based aid: In a number of countries, eligibility for scholarships is based primarily on the academic merit or other accomplishments of 
the student. This non-repayable aid may be:

– Primarily for tuition fees. United States (in a growing number of states).

– Primarily for living expenses. Austria, Estonia, France, Hungary and Poland.

– For both tuition fees and living expenses. The Netherlands.

c. Need-based and merit-based: Eligibility is based on both the financial need and 
the academic merit of the student.

The Czech Republic, France, Malta and Slovakia 
(stipends).

B. TAX BENEFITS: Families or students receive a tax benefit in the form of a credit against tax or a deduction from income for either current 
expenses or savings for future expenses:

1. Current tuition fees: Students and/or families receive tax benefits to offset all 
or a portion of tuition fees. 

Ireland and the United States.

2. Family allowances: Provided through the tax system, these tax provisions help 
parents offset the expenses of supporting children while they are enrolled in 
higher education.

Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, 
Latvia, the Netherlands and Slovenia.

3. Incentives for savings: Through credits or deductions, tax systems can also be 
used to encourage parents and students to save more to help pay for their higher 
education expenses. 

The United States has enacted a number of provisions to 
reward families for saving for college. 

4. Prepaid tuition plans: In a number of US states, parents and others are now 
able to purchase contracts that lock in current tuition fee levels at public 
institutions for the future. 

Michigan was the first US state to offer a prepaid plan. A 
number of others followed suit.

C. STUDENT LOAN MODELS: A number of different models exist for student loans in more than 50 countries around the world. A key 
difference in these models is the type of repayment schedule employed. Approaches also vary according to the source of capital, the type of 
expenses covered, eligibility and level of subsidy:

1. Mortgage-type loans: Repaid on an amortized (equal) basis over a fixed 
period of time. 

The most traditional type of student loan repayment.

a. Source of capital: Mortgage-type loans may be funded from:

1. Private sources: Commercial banks and other private sources of capital provide 
the capital in most mortgage-type student loan programmes around the world.

Canada, Chile, China (commercial), South Korea and the 
United States (guaranteed).

2. Public sources: One recent trend is for countries to shift from private to public 
funding of mortgage-type loans.

Canada, China (subsidized), Hong Kong, Thailand and the 
United States (direct).

3. Creative financing: A number of creative financing mechanisms have been considered to facilitate the provision and expansion of mortgage-
type student loans, including:

– Secondary markets: Existing student loans are sold or used as collateral to create 
new loan capital.

The United States (Sallie Mae and other entities) and 
Colombia.

– ‘Securitization’: Bonds are secured by the projected flow of funds from student 
loan repayments. 

The United States and Chile.

b. Expenses covered: Mortgage-type student loan programmes also vary in terms of which expenses they cover: 

– Tuition fees only. Lithuania, South Korea (all), Japan and the Philippines (all).

– Primarily living expenses only. Denmark, England, Finland, Germany, Hong Kong, 
Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and Scotland.

– Both tuition fees and living expenses. Canada, China, Estonia, Hong Kong (non-subsidized), 
Malta, the Netherlands, Thailand and the United States (all).

c. Eligibility and level of subsidy: Mortgage-type loans vary in terms of whether they are means-tested and the level of subsidy entailed.

1. Means-tested and highly subsidized: Eligibility for subsidies is means-tested and 
interest subsidies and default costs exceed 10% of the loan value. 

China (subsidized), Philippines (study now, pay later), 
Thailand and the United States (subsidized).
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Typology of allocation mechanisms

Type of allocation mechanism Where practised

2. Little or no subsidy: In loan programmes where eligibility is broad-based, 
subsidies are less than 10% of the loan value.

China (commercial) and the United States (non-
subsidized).

d. Private sector eligibility: Both public-sector and private-sector students are 
eligible.

South Korea, Philippines, Thailand and the United States.

e. Graduated and extended repayment plans: Fixed amortized repayments are 
graduated (smaller earlier payments and larger later payments) and/or extended 
beyond the normal fixed term.

US programme is a prime example of this approach.

2. Income-contingent repayments: A more innovative financing approach for student loans occurs when repayment is based on the amount 
borrowed and a percentage of the income of borrowers once they complete their education.

a. Mandatory income-contingent repayment: All borrowers repay based on their income after graduation; borrowers sometimes have an 
option to prepay without income contingency. 

– Fees initially paid by students and families. South Africa, Sweden, New Zealand and Hungary.

– Fees initially paid by the government. Australia, the United Kingdom (in 2006) and Thailand (in 
2006).

b. Optional income-contingent repayment: Borrowers who have amortized 
repayment obligations are given the option of repaying on the basis of their 
income after graduation.

Since 1993, the United States has provided an income-
contingent option; Chile is another example in that 
student loan defaulters are moved into the tax system.

c. Graduate tax: Students pay for their education as a percentage of their income 
through taxes throughout their working life once they complete their education. 
Income contingency differs from the graduate tax in that repayment is not 
required for an entire lifetime or until retirement, just until the loan has been fully 
repaid. 

No country really has a graduate tax.

d. Human capital contracts: Student participants agree to repay a portion of their 
incomes to investors who have an ‘equity stake’ in the student’s post-graduation 
income. Under some versions, investors would be able to depreciate the economic 
value of the students on their taxes.

Mostly theoretical, but there are pilots in Chile and the 
United States.

e. Loan forgiveness: Another form of income contingency is to forgive all or a 
portion of repayments for borrowers likely to earn less in public service positions, 
such as those entering certain employment fields (particularly in underserved 
geographic areas such as rural settings or inner cities).

The United States forgives loan repayments for teachers 
or doctors who agree to practise in underserved areas.

3. Internally financed student loans: A less utilized way to finance and structure student loans, institutions use the fees paid by some 
students to finance loans to help other students pay their fees. These loans can entail little or no government involvement, although they can 
be facilitated by private financing schemes that allow institutions to finance their current operations until loans are repaid. They also allow 
more innovative repayments, including: 

a. Deferred payment plans: Fee payments spread out over a period of time that 
begins while the borrower is still in school.

The Philippines.

b. Privately financed and serviced: Institutions sell loans or contracts with private 
services when borrowers begin to repay.

D. PART GRANT/PART LOAN: In some countries, student financial aid is provided 
partially as grants and partially as loans.

Norway and Sweden.

conclusIon

This examination of the experience of a number of coun-
tries around the world over the past several decades with 
both traditional and more innovative allocation mecha-
nisms provides a set of lessons that can help policymak-
ers in developing and transition countries formulate 
strategies for increasing the effectiveness of their 
resource mobilization and allocation mechanisms.

Rely on a combination of resource mobilization and 
allocation mechanisms to achieve the desired policy 
objectives. A primary lesson from experiences over the 
past several decades with resource mobilization in terti-

ary education around the world is the importance of not 
relying on a single source of funding. This growing 
diversity of funding sources has been an important 
response by governments and institutions to the mis-
match between demand and resources. Similarly, coun-
tries should rely on a mix of allocation mechanisms to 
achieve the objectives they seek for their tertiary educa-
tion systems. Funding formulas are good mechanisms 
for allocating core resource levels but typically are not 
very good at rewarding quality or stimulating greater 
equity. Student aid programmes are often the best mech-
anism to help stimulate better access and equity, but they 
should not be relied upon exclusively for achieving this 
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important objective. Policymakers should explore inno-
vative ways to use institutional allocation mechanisms to 
improve the equity of the system. By the same token, 
improving quality and relevance should not be the sole 
province of institutional allocation mechanisms. There 
are a number of ways in which student support efforts 
can be used to improve both quality and relevance.

Choose the most appropriate mix of allocation 
instruments to meet the policy objectives sought. While 
linking budget allocations to some measure of perform-
ance should be a guiding principle, the selection of allo-
cation instruments should depend in great degree on the 
policy objectives being sought. As discussed in this 
paper, some allocation mechanisms are much better at 
achieving certain objectives than others. In general, the 
particular circumstances of the country are an impor-
tant consideration when determining the most appropri-
ate set of allocation mechanisms to rely on. What works 
well in one country will not necessarily work well in 
another. Many allocation mechanisms require strong 
government structures and adequate public resource 
bases in order to be effective. Many developing and 
transition countries lack these basic essentials and thus 
must look to other approaches that do not have these 
requirements for success. Even industrial countries 
often lack the policy structures and resources bases that 
make certain approaches work in other countries. Fur-
thermore, what worked well at a given moment in time 
may no longer be adequate ten years later to address a 
different set of policy objectives.

Be careful in defining and prioritizing the policy objec-
tives that are being sought. Policy discussions in many 
countries tend to devolve into platitudes on the need for 
more access or better quality or greater efficiency. Without 
a precise and accurate definition of the objectives being 
sought, these policy discussions can easily slide into advo-
cacy exercises in which more of everything is better, with 
little or no prioritization of goals or objectives. These 
kinds of discussions are ultimately disappointing and 
counterproductive, as they fail to provide policymakers 
with a plan for making the inevitable tough choices about 
how to utilize scarce resources most effectively. 

Avoid linking allocation mechanisms and systems of 
quality assurance too rigidly. Governments should be 
cautious and not try to establish too rigid a relationship 
between the results of evaluation/accreditation and the 
amount of funding going to tertiary education institu-
tions. A more effective approach may be to make partici-
pation in evaluation and accreditation exercises a 
criterion for access to additional public funding, rather 
than a determinant of the amount of that funding. As an 
example, Chile has just introduced a new law to extend 

the eligibility of student loans to students enrolled in pri-
vate tertiary education institutions that have agreed to 
participate in the accreditation process.

The political feasibility of reforms should be 
addressed through appropriate expert studies, stake-
holder consultations, public debates and press cam-
paigns to minimize the risks of opposition and resistance. 
Many financing reforms, including establishing or 
increasing tuition fees, replacing scholarships with stu-
dent loans and authorizing private tertiary education 
institutions to operate, are controversial measures. Politi-
cal difficulty should not be used, however, to delay 
implementing necessary and important reforms.

6
FInancIng hIgher educatIon: 
the role oF tuItIon Fees and 
student support

Maureen Woodhall11

Higher education (HE) is generally considered both a 
public and a private investment. Costs should therefore 
be shared between society and individual beneficiaries. 
There is a global trend towards cost-sharing, as govern-
ments use tuition fees and student loans to shift costs of 
HE from taxpayers to individuals.

Mechanisms for shifting costs from taxpayers to stu-
dents or graduates include tuition fees, increased charges 
for accommodation and food, and student loans (to 
replace non-repayable grants). International experience 
shows that tuition fees need not damage access and 
equity, provided they are linked with well-designed stu-
dent support systems, including targeted grants as well 
as student loans. Cost recovery and student support rep-
resent the twin pillars of effective policy for cost- 
sharing, and must be well coordinated. 

tuItIon Fees

One way in which many governments have shifted costs 
of HE from the public sector to students and their fami-
lies is by encouraging the growth of private institutions, 
while imposing strict control of enrolments in public 
universities.

Key questions are how much autonomy private insti-
tutions have in determining fee levels, and whether their 
students have access to financial support. 
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Tuition fees are the major source of funding for most 
private institutions, but their importance for public uni-
versities varies. Many countries still charge zero or neg-
ligible fees in public universities, but there has been a 
global trend for governments to introduce or increase tui-
tion fees in public universities. Australia introduced 
deferred fees – the Higher Education Contribution 
Scheme (HECS) – in 1989, New Zealand followed 
shortly after and the United Kingdom introduced tuition 
fees in 1998; in Canada, fees virtually doubled, in real 
terms, in the 1990s (Finnie and Usher, 2005). In Uganda, 
Makerere University changed policy dramatically in the 
1990s. In 1992, no students paid tuition fees at Makerere, 
but 80% paid fees in 1999, which accounted for more 
than half of the total income of the university. In the 
United Kingdom, loans were first introduced in 1990, to 
supplement (or ‘top-up’) grants for students’ living 
expenses, but in 1998 maintenance grants were abol-
ished and loans became the only form of support for liv-
ing expenses. 

student support

Financial aid for students is provided, either by govern-
ments or institutions, for tuition costs and/or for living 
expenses, and it may take many different forms.

Several countries introduced student loans for the first 
time in the late 1980s or 1990s: Australia in 1989, the 
United Kingdom in 1990 and Thailand in 1996. In the 
United States, there has been a marked shift in the type of 
financial aid offered by the federal government: in 1976, 
80% was in the form of grants, but in 2002, the proportion 
was roughly 25% grants and 75% loans. In Canada, also, 
there was increasing reliance on loans during the 1990s. 

Means-tested grants based on family income, as in 
Britain, are an attempt to target the most financially 
needy. Other criteria include the ability or performance 
of students. There are interesting differences between 
countries in the prevalence of needs-based and merit-
based financial aid. Access and equity are the main goals 
of student aid policy for some governments, while others 
use scholarships as incentives or rewards. 

Some countries try to meet manpower needs by offer-
ing special grants, allowances or debt remission to attract 
students to shortage subjects, such as engineering, or 
particular occupations, such as teaching.

Cost-sharing may not be a specific objective of stu-
dent support, but international experience shows that an 
effective student support system is an essential require-
ment for cost-sharing. Without it, a policy of introducing 
or increasing tuition fees is likely to fail, or to damage 
access and equity.

twIn pIllars oF a successFul cost-sharIng 
polIcy

The ultimate success of a policy of cost-sharing in HE 
depends on many factors. Successful reform of HE 
finance requires sound policy design, political leadership 
and skill, and effective administration and implementa-
tion (Barr and Crawford, 2005). To be successful, a pol-
icy of cost-sharing must also address simultaneously 
issues of effective cost recovery, through tuition fees or 
other means, and fair and adequate student support. 

Unfortunately, there are many examples of failures to 
treat cost recovery and student support as two aspects of 
a single policy. The World Bank (2002) reported that ‘in 
several formerly socialist countries in Eastern Europe, 
including Russia, the introduction of tuition fees without 
accompanying student financial aid mechanisms has had 
a negative effect on equity’. 

conclusIon

The main thesis of this paper is that both tuition fees and 
student support must be taken into account in designing 
and evaluating cost-sharing policies. The argument of 
those opposed to tuition fees – that they will reduce 
access to HE and discourage participation by students 
from low-income families – is not borne out by the facts. 
International experience suggests, on the contrary, that 
university tuition fees are perfectly consistent with high 
levels of participation, if there is also an effective and 
adequate system of student support. 

Governments need to coordinate cost-recovery poli-
cies with student support, including targeted grants for 
financially needy students and loans with fair and flexi-
ble terms of repayment, in order to ensure access and 
equality of opportunity. 

7
hIgher educatIon accessIbIlIty 
and FInancIal vIabIlIty: the role 
oF student loans

Bruce Johnstone12

Effective student loan programmes are possible and can 
enhance both institutional financial viability and student 
accessibility and participation. However, student loans 
are exceedingly complex, and require both proper design 
and good execution. Unfortunately, too many student 
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loan programmes have failed due to both poor design and 
poor execution. 

Higher education at the start of the 21st century 
seems everywhere beset with some variation or varia-
tions on the theme of financial austerity. This austerity 
is caused principally by flat or declining governmental 
budgets in support of higher education and is manifested 
by overcrowded institutions, deteriorating physical 
plants, declining faculty–student ratios, increasingly 
demoralized and distracted faculty, and in many coun-
tries higher fees, greater student debt loads and a restive 
student body. 

A common (albeit contested) prescription to this 
worldwide austerity is some form of cost-sharing. The 
perspective of cost-sharing posits that the costs of higher 
education are borne by four parties: governments (or tax-
payers), parents, students and philanthropists.

hIgher educatIon austerIty and cost-
sharIng

Underlying much of the worldwide austerity in higher 
education – and the consequent turning to parents and 
students for supplementary revenue – is the surging 
demand of the past four decades. Most of the universities 
and nearly all of the national higher education systems of 
the world have grown dramatically since the mid- and 
late 1960s. They have grown in sheer numbers, but more 
importantly in rates of cohort participation.

In most countries – and particularly in most middle- 
and low-income countries – the combination of high 
birth rates plus increasing percentages of these increas-
ing numbers completing secondary school and aspiring 
to some form of higher educational experience is creat-
ing massive demand pressures on tertiary education 
systems. And the trajectory of these increasing num-
bers and their increasing costs is, in almost all coun-
tries, far exceeding the likely trajectory of increasing 
tax-generated revenues.

cost-sharIng and students loans13

The need for some programme of governmentally spon-
sored student loans – a need that is recognized in most 
countries even if carried out successfully by rather few – 
follows upon the perspective and the policy of cost-
sharing. Borrowing can (at least in theory) provide a 
substantial amount of money in support of higher educa-
tion, essentially adding a ‘third leg’ to cost-sharing and 
supplementing revenue from parents and taxpayers. 

Thus, a functioning student loan programme can pro-
vide revenue to higher education that, in its absence, 
would presumably not be there at all. Assuming (or to 
the degree) that borrowing does indeed supplement 
rather than supplant higher educational revenue from 
governments/taxpayers and parents, the additional rev-
enue from borrowing can make possible: (a) enhanced 
institutional quality, (b) additional capacity and thus 
additional participation and accessibility, (c) more 
higher educational choices for students, and/or (d) a bet-
ter style of student living. 

From the perspective of the students, the ability to 
borrow for at least some of the costs of their higher edu-
cation gives young persons the ability to invest in their 
own futures. In light of the limits on both parental and 
governmental contributions as well as on part-time 
employment possibilities, borrowing, for some students, 
will be the difference between having, or not having, 
access to higher education.

Borrowing is particularly necessary in the absence of 
(or to supplement insufficient) parental contributions. 
This lack of sufficient parental contribution may be the 
obvious consequence of low family income, of parents’ 
disinclination to provide further financial support, or of 
the student’s disinclination to be financially dependent 
on his or her parents.

The ability to borrow makes possible the choice of a 
higher standard of living for students confident of their 
eventual higher incomes and who thus would apply 
higher subjective discount rates to their future repayment 
obligations.

suMMary: the role oF student lendIng In 
eFFectIve hIgher educatIon FInance

Following are some summary points implied by the 
theory of cost-sharing, the potential role of student 
loans, and examples (good and less good) of student 
lending practices in a variety of countries.
1. Student loans have the potential both to increase 

higher educational accessibility and to allow some 
portion of the costs of instruction and of student main-
tenance, or costs of living, to be shifted to students, to 
be paid as they enter the workforce. In this way, stu-
dent loans, at least in theory, can provide additional 
revenue to higher education for the purposes of 
enhancing capacity, quality and participation.

2. Student loans serve a variety of purposes, includ-
ing: (a) putting money in the hands of students, 
thus promoting access; (b) shifting a portion of 
higher educational costs onto the student (and pre-
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sumably increasing the total amount of revenue 
available to higher education); (c) supporting (or 
purposefully declining to support) certain sectors 
of higher education, including private and even 
proprietary, or profit-making, institutions; and (d) 
influencing post-graduation behaviour by the con-
version of grants to loans, or vice-versa, depend-
ing on whether the graduate, with a potential 
repayment obligation, pursues certain occupations 
or practices in certain venues. 

3. Student loans are an essential ingredient to any 
comprehensive policy of cost-sharing: that is, shift-
ing a portion of the costs of higher education 
(including the expenses of student living) from 
exclusive or even predominant reliance on the gov-
ernment (or taxpayer) to being shared with parents 
and students. For most countries and most institu-
tions of higher education, the absence of some way 
for students to share in the high and rising costs of 
higher education (including costs of instruction as 
well as the costs of student maintenance) means that 
such costs will have to be covered by taxpayers and 
parents alone. In such a case, higher educational 
accessibility is likely to be limited to the very aca-
demically talented and the children of the affluent. 
In any case, very many potentially talented students 
are likely to be left out – to the detriment of society, 
the economy, and the cause of opportunity and 
social justice.

4. If student loans are to be a part of a comprehensive 
package of cost-sharing, the loans should be pro-
vided in sufficient amounts to cover tuition fees plus 
some percentage (say, 80%) of a minimal cost of stu-
dent living – less any grants and any expected paren-
tal contribution. The goal is to provide sufficient 
lending to permit higher educational participation 
without lessening a reasonable expected parental 
contribution. 

5. The repayment obligation should be spread over just 
enough time for the monthly payments to be manage-
able. Benchmarks should be established as to what 
constitutes a ‘manageable’ loan repayment, but 
something like a maximum of 10–15% of earnings 
might be considered for a start. The fixed schedule of 
repayments may be graduated to increase over time 
at the option of the borrower. 

6. If the loan form is fixed-schedule (that is, not 
income-contingent), the scheduled repayments 
should be automatically deferrable in the event of 
unemployment, prolonged illness or loss of work, 
maternity and other such demonstrated criteria. 
Borrowers so needing repayment deferment 

should be placed on an extended repayment period 
and the monthly repayments lowered. Provision 
should be made to forgive the remaining indebted-
ness of a borrower after some period of extension 
beyond the originally scheduled repayment period 
if he or she is still unable to repay the initial debt 
at the required rate of interest. (Thus, low earners 
will pay for most of the life of the loan more-or-
less income-contingently.)

7. Student loans will always be expensive, and a pro-
gramme should not be launched in the mistaken 
notion that it will ever become self-funded (that is, 
with repayments sufficient to finance all new lend-
ing). In fact, all student loan programmes that are 
generally available are costly to the government. 
These costs include: (a) the costs of necessary guar-
antees to cover the inherently high risk of default; 
(b) the cost of subsidization to bring the effective 
interest rate down below, say, the prevailing rate of 
consumer debt generally, or near the government’s 
own borrowing rate; (c) the cost of administration, 
including costs of means-testing, origination and 
collection; and (d) the costs of any debt forgiveness, 
whether such debts are forgiven to encourage aca-
demic success or post-graduation behaviour, or to 
reflect low lifetime earnings (or the failure of the 
higher education to ‘pay off’ sufficiently to repay 
the indebtedness without undue burden).

8. It is imperative to minimize these costs – consistent 
with the policy objectives of the student loan pro-
gramme – as they can be very large, and as excessive 
costs of student lending carry implicit opportunity 
costs in the form[s] of for example the larger number 
of loans or some number of grants that might have 
been possible for the same amount of taxpayer sub-
sidization with a more cost-effective student loan 
programme.

9. The three costs that many student loan programmes 
can almost certainly lessen without compromising 
the goals of the programme are: (a) reducing the base 
interest rate subsidization to a rate closer to the gov-
ernment’s own borrowing costs; (b) minimizing 
servicing and collection costs with good practices 
(possibly through privatization of this portion of stu-
dent lending); and (c) minimizing defaults by assur-
ing that the initial loan is viewed by the student 
borrower as a real obligation, by requiring some form 
of a repayment plan to be agreed upon prior to gradu-
ation, by engaging in good collection practices, and 
possibly by requiring or encouraging repayments to 
be made through employer deduction at the time of 
wage and salary payments.
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10. The risk of default should be shared between the gov-
ernment and, if necessary to lessen the government’s 
financial exposure, co-signatories. Co-signatory 
requirements, however, may need to be limited to 
moral persuasion and loss of credit reputation so as 
to avoid losing those parents – and thus losing the 
children of those able to borrow – who may have no 
assets to pledge, as well as parents who will be reluc-
tant to divulge their full assets. 

11. The origination of the loans should be vested in a 
governmental agency, with servicing and contracting 
possibly contracted out to a bank or other private 
entity. Universities and other higher educational 
institutions should also be involved and committed, 
with responsibilities for means-testing and manda-
tory repayment obligation counselling required for 
the borrower to receive the degree. Institutions 
should bear some financial exposure for excessive 
defaults.

In summary, effective student loan programmes are 
possible and can enhance both institutional financial 
viability and student accessibility and participation. 
However, student loans are exceedingly complex, and 
require both proper design and good execution. Unfortu-
nately, too many student loan programmes have failed, 
due to both poor design and poor execution. 

8
coMMercIal cross-border 
educatIon: IMplIcatIons For 
FInancIng hIgher educatIon

Jane Knight14

Students moving to other countries to pursue their stud-
ies will remain an important part of the international 
dimension of the higher education landscape. But stu-
dent mobility will not be able to satisfy the enormous 
appetite for higher education, especially from densely 
populated countries. Hence the emergence and growing 
importance of cross-border education programmes and 
providers. New types of providers, new forms of deliv-
ery and new models of collaboration are being developed 
to take education programmes to students in their home 
countries in order to meet the demand for international 
education qualifications and, more importantly, to 
increase overall domestic access to higher education.

Selling education and training courses/programmes 

can be a profitable business. There are students, house-
holds and businesses that are able to pay the requisite fees 
for enrolment. An attractive profit margin is also encour-
aging an increase in the number of traditional higher edu-
cation institutions (HEIs) and new commercial providers 
who are interested in offering fee-based education pro-
grammes to students in other countries. What impact does 
this have on the financing of the higher education sector 
in both sending and receiving countries? 

Cross-border education is a term that refers to the 
movement of education (students, researchers, profes-
sors, learning materials, programmes, providers, know-
ledge and so on) across national/regional jurisdictional 
or geographic borders.15

IMplIcatIons For publIc FInancIng oF 
hIgher educatIon

The most important and obvious observation is that 
there are more questions than answers regarding the 
impact of cross-border education on national-level 
financing schemes and the funding of traditional public 
HEIs. Currently, the percentage of students enrolled in 
commercial cross-border programmes is relatively 
small and thus, in reality, has had limited impact. The 
following discussion therefore focuses on potential 
issues and questions that need to be addressed in order 
for an individual country to maximize anticipated ben-
efits and minimize potential risks.

public Financing
The impact of cross-border education on public funding 
is complex. The implications differ for importing (also 
referred to as receiving or host countries) and exporting 
(sending, home) countries; and according to the par-
ticular characteristics of a national system, such as 
national policy objectives, mix of private/public fund-
ing, coverage rates, regulations and socioeconomic lev-
els of students. 

l Sending (exporting) countries 
In many of the major exporting countries, such as Aus-
tralia, the United Kingdom, New Zealand and the United 
States, the single most important impetus for growth in 
cross-border education has been the decrease in the 
amount of funding HEIs have received from the 
government.

l Receiving (importing) countries
There is great debate on the impact of cross-border edu-
cation on the financing of higher education in receiving 
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countries. The primary concern is that the presence of 
foreign providers will result in decreased public funding. 
To date, this is speculation only. 

In the meantime, it is useful to look at some of the 
key factors and to consider possible scenarios. An 
important issue to address is the rationales and bene-
fits that a receiving country expects from importing 
education programmes through franchise, twinning or 
distance operations or through the establishment of 
branch and independent institutions. In some cases, 
countries are looking for ways to increase access and 
capacity. This requires clarity on national policy 
objectives in order that capacity building be focused 
on national priorities, and second, that the appropriate 
regulations be in place to register and accredit all for-
eign programmes and providers to ensure the quality 
and relevance of the programme offer. In situations 
where these conditions are met, and a critical mass of 
students who can afford foreign tuition fees exists, 
there are different options to consider. The first sce-
nario could involve a decrease in domestic funding for 
higher education, in light of the fact that students/
households are contributing an increased percentage 
to overall funding of education – the public subsidy 
could therefore be lowered. In the second scenario, 
public funding levels could remain the same or even 
increase, with the funds directed to other priorities 
such as enhancing infrastructure or research or 
improving the conditions/training of higher education 
teaching and research staff. 

In other situations, the primary rationale for import-
ing cross-border education is to improve quality through 
competition with advanced foreign HEIs. This means 
that the following scenarios are relevant to more stable 
and mature higher education systems and could involve 
an increase in public funding in order to help domestic 
institutions improve teaching and research capacity and 
to compete with foreign providers. In the third scenario, 
there could be an increase in education funding in order 
to provide financial incentives to high-quality foreign 
HEIs, resulting in funds directed to foreign providers 
rather than domestic ones. A fourth possible scenario 
would be the status quo or even a decrease in public 
funding, meaning that domestic providers may in fact be 
losing students to foreign providers and receiving less 
public funding. The size of the domestic private higher 
education sector could be a determining factor in this 
scenario, as it may be that students paying fees to private 
domestic institutions are moving to foreign private pro-
viders and public institutions that are not impacted in a 
major way.

The above scenarios are based on higher education 

systems that are relatively well developed in terms of 
coverage rates and regulatory capacity. However, this is 
not the case in many countries, and therefore alternative 
scenarios need to be considered for these situations.

Many developed and developing countries have not 
yet developed the necessary regulatory capacity to 
register or accredit foreign academic programmes. In 
these cases, there is no assurance that incoming for-
eign education programmes and services will (1) be of 
acceptable quality, (2) contribute to national policy 
objectives, (3) provide increased and equitable access, 
or (4) build/extend capacity in needed areas. While 
there may be potential advantages in increased access 
(and human resource development) for those who can 
afford the requisite tuition fees, unplanned and 
unmonitored foreign provision can introduce elements 
of risk to the national education system. One of the 
potential risks is a decrease in public funding that may 
be seen to provide short-term savings but present 
long-term challenges. A key point to remember is that 
commercially oriented education providers, both tra-
ditional HEIs and new providers, will remain inter-
ested in delivering education programmes and services 
as long as there is a return on their investment. Com-
mercial cross-border education is driven by a for-
profit rationale that distinguishes it from development 
cooperation and academic exchanges or linkages that 
are driven by academic, scientific and social goals, not 
commercial gain.

In short, the hypothesis that public funding will 
decrease with the advent of cross-border education is not 
yet supported by concrete evidence and, furthermore, it 
is dependent on many variables and characteristics of the 
receiving country. 

new higher eDucation FunDing moDels
It is clear that the knowledge society is generating an 
increased demand for higher education, new and alter-
native types of education providers, more flexible deliv-
ery methods and a growing emphasis on knowledge 
creation. Consequently, new models are being devel-
oped to redirect and in some cases reduce public funds 
and, additionally, to put more emphasis on using private 
sources and student/household funds for financing 
higher education. 

One issue central to any funding model relates to the 
national regulations that determine what types of institu-
tions – public, private, for-profit, non-profit, secular, reli-
gious and domestic – receive funding. Foreign, 
domestically accredited or foreign accredited institutions 
are eligible to receive government funding and support. 
One might assume that as long as national regulations are 
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in place and there is a national capacity to implement and 
enforce them, a country is able to determine the policies 
that would maximize the benefits of foreign commercial 
(or for that matter non-commercial) education and mini-
mize any potential financial risks. This is the typical sce-
nario, except that now there are additional sets of 
regulations in the form of new trade rules that must be 
taken into consideration. 

IMplIcatIons oF trade agreeMents

Trade regulations now play a more important role in light 
of the fact that trade agreements include education serv-
ices. For instance, education is now one of the twelve 
service sectors covered by the GATS. This means that the 
GATS rules such as the ‘most-favoured nation’ and 
‘national treatment’ articles apply to private commercial 
higher education. The most-favoured nation rule requires 
equal and consistent treatment of all foreign trading part-
ners. In essence, it means that allowing access to the 
domestic higher education sector for one country 
requires the same access for all other 146 WTO members 
and, conversely, saying no to market access to one coun-
try means denying access to all WTO members. The 
national treatment rule is potentially more troublesome. 
It requires that, once a foreign provider is given access to 
a particular sector, there should be no discrimination in 
treatment between the foreign and domestic providers. 

For the higher education sector, this, of course, can 
have major implications, as public financing and subsi-
dies available to domestic students and private institu-
tions would also have to be available to foreign 
institutions. It is important to note that each country 
determines its own limitations to a committed sector and 
exemptions are allowed to certain rules. However, the 
purpose of the GATS is to promote greater international 
trade in services, and it has a built-in agenda to remove 
barriers to trade with each round of negotiations; it is 
important that the higher education sector be informed 
about potential opportunities and risks that the new trade 
rules have for cross-border education. In particular, it is 
essential to monitor the impact of trade agreements on 
domestic national regulations that are established regard-
ing access, registration, quality and financing of cross-
border education because what is considered by one 
country to be a fundamental aspect of national higher 
education policy may be perceived by a trade partner as 
a barrier to be removed or liberalized. 

conclusIon

Key factors to consider are the social and economic con-
ditions and the nature of the higher education system in 
the receiving country. What are the national policy objec-
tives and priorities for the higher education sector and 
how can cross-border education contribute? What is the 
domestic capacity to meet the demand for higher educa-
tion and what is the current coverage rate? What is the 
role of the government – funder, provider, regulator or 
monitor? How regulated or deregulated (market-ori-
ented) is the higher education sector? Are there tuition 
fees, and if so who determines them? Is public funding 
for higher education directed to the institutions, the stu-
dents (voucher system) or the programmes based on 
national needs and priorities? Is the higher education 
sector a mixed system of for-profit and not-for-profit 
institutions? For publicly funded institutions, what is the 
mix of government, student/household and private 
sources of income? What percentage of enrolled higher 
education students pay tuition fees and service charges? 
What is the position of the country in terms of granting 
access to education through trade agreements? Is educa-
tion seen as a public good/service or a private good/serv-
ice? If education is a public good/service, can it be 
privately delivered? These are but a few of the questions 
that need to be asked in order to determine what impact 
foreign providers – both HEIs and commercial compa-
nies – will have on higher education in terms of financing 
the system. 

In summary, global trends such as the increased 
demand for tertiary and continuing education, the role 
of ICTs in delivering education, the inability of public 
funding to keep up with the increased costs and demand 
for higher education, and the treatment of education as 
a commodity/service to be internationally traded and 
regulated by trade agreements are all factors contribut-
ing to major reforms of higher education systems and 
especially to funding models. Cross-border education 
by traditional and new providers is both a response to 
these trends and a stimulus for change in the funding 
and regulation of higher education at the sector and 
institutional level. Whether cross-border education pro-
viders are viewed as competitors or collaborators, or as 
opportunities or risks, depends on a country’s ability to 
develop appropriate policies and regulations to inte-
grate foreign providers into a national higher education 
system capable of meeting national social, cultural, and 
economic goals.
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9
unIversIty governance, 
accountabIlIty and FInancIng

Miguel Ángel Escotet16

The future of universities is closely linked to social lead-
ership and its internal co-existence. Higher education has 
shifted to and from positions based on individuals who 
learn to corporatist structures based on individuals who 
teach or administrate.

FroM acadeMIc ethos to adMInIstratIve 
ethos 

At first, the structure of universities was more informal 
and, contrary to what one might think, more flexible. 
Teaching was based on the individual who learns. There-
fore, university institutions were basically centred on 
that person, that is, the student.

Universities in the Middle Ages later gave rise to 
increasingly rigid models, which had three focal points: 
the English model or residential university system, such 
as that of Oxford, the French model of the grandes écoles 
(the so-called Napoleonic system), and the German 
model of research, which originated at Humboldt Uni-
versity. Mixed models appeared sometime later. Univer-
sities as we know them today are similar to one of these 
models or a combination of several of them. 

The faculties, schools, departments, institutes and 
sections are organized around the lecturers and the teach-
ing content that they design. Universities are today cen-
tred on the individual who teaches, and this is making 
way for another model taken from the private corporate 
system in which education is centred on the individual 
who administers. The backdrop to many university crises 
has been precisely the relationship between the individ-
ual who teaches and the individual who learns, between 
the member of the ‘academic ethos’ and the member of 
the ‘social ethos’, and also between the individual who 
teaches and the one who administers. 

If anyone in society requires continuous learning, 
it is the university community, and particularly lectur-
ers, given the fact that their teaching depends on their 
constantly learning and renewing their knowledge. 
This is the objective justification for developing an 
ethos of learning. 

unIversIty reForM, governabIlIty and 
legIslatIon

University reform has been characterized by partial 
changes in the system. Universities have rarely under-
taken all-encompassing reforms. These reforms have 
been associated with changes in the legislation that gov-
erns the ways in which the academic and administrative 
systems are organized. There is clearly a tendency to 
confuse reforms with legal changes.

Paradoxically, the frequency and quantity of legal 
transformations of universities have been one of the 
main obstacles to their development. The excessive 
amount of legislation in place is, to a certain extent, a 
stranglehold on universities and a factor that hinders 
their creative and innovative capacity. The university 
legislation system reinforces institutional rigidity and the 
programmes that it administers. Control is a necessary 
mechanism inasmuch as its objective is to teach institu-
tions to develop mechanisms for self-control and self-
regulation, but never with the aim of perpetuating control 
itself or ‘vertical authority’ systems. 

Another current trend at universities addresses the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the institutional system. 
The relationships between aims and means and between 
internal and external achievements are part of the 
accountability process.

Recently, techniques for strategic planning, project 
assessment, management by objectives, management by 
skills, total quality and institutional assessment have 
been incorporated. Academic and administrative proc-
esses at universities have improved as a result of adopt-
ing these techniques, in conjunction with information 
and management technologies.

Universities in the West have historically been party 
to a dialectical tension between the university commu-
nity’s pursuit of independence and the pressure exerted 
by social forces, whether public or private, with a view 
to controlling them. Autonomy is an indispensable req-
uisite in the face of dependence and the intervention of 
any type of political or social authority. 

The concept of university autonomy, however, has 
been and still is a trend that lends itself to different inter-
pretations. The genuine autonomy of universities has 
been replaced in many cases by a system of pursuit of 
power as an extension, within universities, of the work of 
political parties in democratic societies, or of the debase-
ment of autonomy in single-party societies or those ruled 
by autocratic governments.

The most significant example of political or economic 
control has been the subordination of universities’ 
sources of funding to the control, not of society at all 
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levels, but rather of changing political interests and eco-
nomic pressure groups.

The ultimate aim of the process of accountability 
should be to guarantee that universities maintain the 
principles and ethical practices that are inherent to them 
to protect society from the type of fraud that can result 
from incongruence between what is said and what is 
done, between what is offered in academic terms and 
what is taught. Therefore, intervention is only justifiable 
with a view to ascertaining whether the qualitative and 
quantitative indicators that each institution uses to meas-
ure quality are met.

On the other hand, democratic and independent uni-
versities are also crying out for control and counter-
control systems that combine the freedom to create, 
teach and learn with the obligation to disclose the fulfil-
ment of objectives or lack thereof.

As stated, independent universities, whether public or 
private, cannot be exempted from internal and external 
control. Thus, since the end of the 20th century there has 
been a clear move towards implementing institutional 
assessment and accountability processes. 

Therefore, in the pursuit of autonomy, the close rela-
tionship between universities and society must be con-
sidered, and the first should commit to being accountable 
to the latter.

We must not forget that universities, which have for-
mal and non-formal components, are part of the educa-
tion system and are thus closely related to other 
educational levels and components, as well as to the 
industrial sphere. Thus, universities and the rest of the 
education system must combine their programmes to 
ensure that the transition from one level to another is 
integrated and flexible. In the same way, communica-
tion channels must be created between the various non-
formal and informal education systems that exist in 
society. Autonomy must be subordinate to the neces-
sary response of universities to the needs, demands, 
characteristics and transformations of the social system 
of which they are a part. Today more than ever, the 
trend is for universities to make their autonomy com-
patible with their inevitable interdependence.

University legislation should be as brief as possible 
and should reflect the missions and policies of universi-
ties as horizons for their development, while distancing 
them from any obstacles that might divert them from 
their missions. Standards must accommodate needs and 
satisfy or direct expectations. 

Flexible legislation goes hand in hand with flexible 
administration. In all its functions, university administra-
tion should be subject to at least the following criteria: 
appropriateness, efficiency, effectiveness and opportu-

nity. The academic community as a whole must share an 
administration system. 

A university’s administration system should make 
significant modifications to its behaviour as an organiza-
tion to be in tune with the demands of an institution that 
is constantly undergoing change. There is also a great 
need to reduce ‘macro-faculties’ and ‘macro-schools’ 
into smaller units of knowledge, as well as to make dis-
cipline compatible with interdisciplinarity and make 
basic areas of knowledge compatible with specialized 
areas of knowledge.

takIng decIsIons: exercIsIng shared 
authorIty

Charismatic, dictatorial or democratic authority has 
slowly been replaced by competent authority. That is, 
technical, administrative and academic training is more 
relevant when it comes to managing institutions than the 
power of empathy or innate leadership qualities, although 
these are of course important. The evolution of the world 
of knowledge requires university leaders who combine 
general education with specialized training in the man-
agement of services. The university sphere, which is 
dominated by a ‘knowledge elite’, by a multitude of 
prima donnas and by an excessive loyalty to academia, 
has rejected participating in the process of administra-
tion. In fact, administration is looked down on by many 
university groups. 

The role of the university rector or president is associ-
ated with political, economic or social power, as opposed 
to academic, cultural or spiritual power, as in previous 
centuries.

The governability models employed and the manner 
in which decisions are taken at a university tend to be 
closely linked to whether the university exists within a 
society that is democratic or authoritarian.

Therefore, even in more extreme cases, a non-bellig-
erent approach to the university, as a platform for social 
criticism, in light of the times and the social, cultural and 
economic situation of the national or international com-
munity, cannot be curtailed by imposing rigid or authori-
tarian lines. It is precisely this criticism and controversy 
that pushes society to seek a reformist consensus that 
improves quality of life.

There is a trend at universities large and small to 
develop authoritarian systems of centralized, top-down 
government or to form systems of academic resistance. 
Decision-making is made evident by a hierarchical sys-
tem that is based strictly on the delegation of power and 
hardly ever on epistemological authority. For this same 
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reason, decisions are taken but never fully implemented. 
Thus, I have always maintained that any educational 
reform is doomed to failure if the people who are affected 
by it are not the protagonists of this reform and are not 
convinced of its worth. 

This is the first step leading to cognitive dissonance in 
students, when they are taught theories that have nothing 
to do with the practices of the institution itself.

Therefore, it is indispensable for university leaders or 
managers, whether rectors, deans, directors or collegiate 
bodies, to be convinced that the way of governing a uni-
versity is by seeking consensus rather than resorting to 
ruling by decree. 

Undoubtedly, consensus is a system for decision-
making that is much more complex than other forms of 
participation. However, the governability of a university 
is built up by negotiating with people.

In short, we need to build a new university culture that 
breaks away from a mission to satisfy the corporatist 
yearnings of the lecturer or the authoritarian appetite of 
the administrator, leaving the true protagonist, the indi-
vidual who learns, on the fringe of the essence of the 
university. It has been endlessly repeated that the student 
is the main actor in the learning process – and the oppo-
site has been endlessly practised. It is time to leave 
behind demagogic approaches to teaching. 

sources oF FInancIng and the sustaInable 
developMent oF hIgher educatIon

Up to now, higher education all over the world, with the 
exception of private institutions with their own resources, 
has been financially supported by the public system, 
whether partly or completely.

In general terms, higher education is directly related 
to economic growth, social inclusion, wealth distribu-
tion, security and freedom.

In the system of the United States, there is perhaps a 
greater parity between different sources, although the 
federal, national and local sectors weigh very heavily in 
the balance. This is not the case when it comes to private 
universities, even though this distinction in the United 
States is relatively insignificant in comparison with the 
European system.

According to the National Center for Educational Sta-
tistics of the United States, 51% of university funds are 
from federal, national and local governments, 38% are 
from student fees (tuition and registration fees), and 11% 
are from the private sector, in the form of donations of 
various types. However, in the case of public universi-
ties, federal, national and local resources make up 69%, 

student fees make up 25%, and donations and contracts 
account for 6%. The situation is different in England, 
although it is not necessarily representative of European 
reality. Income from the public sector accounts for 58% 
of the budgets of English universities.

The great expansion of middle education, the increase 
in ordinary expenditure and in the costs of investment, in 
addition to the high level of competition in seeking to 
provide quality education, have led to a progressive 
increase in the cost per student. Moreover, public financ-
ing has been drained by healthcare, other levels of educa-
tion, the building of infrastructure, significant social 
expenditure, and of course by sustaining the highly 
costly development of military technology. In most 
cases, universities have not shown exemplary equity and 
efficiency in terms of managing and administrating the 
scarce resources available to them, nor have these 
resources been distributed rationally between institu-
tions. Moreover, as governments’ lump items for univer-
sities have been reduced, the allocations for investment 
in institutional development have been used to cover the 
alleged deficit in ordinary expenditure that was, essen-
tially, the result of staffing costs.

It is necessary to emphasize ideas that have arisen in 
relation to the search for new sources of funding for 
higher education. These interconnected spheres may be 
classified as follows:

sources in the public sector 
These sources can be divided into five areas: 
1. Funds for maintaining a majority percentage of ordi-

nary expenditure on research and teaching, based on 
accountability results.

2. Funds for investing in development programmes 
whose objectives are shared by universities and pub-
lic bodies, whether the latter are national and subre-
gional or international bodies.

3. Matching funds provided by the public sector for 
investing in and modernizing the system, which may 
be as much as, less than or more than the amount the 
institutions themselves may acquire by their own ini-
tiatives, through private or international initiatives.

4. Funds from gambling, such as the lottery, bingos and 
so on, which citizens would surely sympathize with 
and support as a fair option for investing in the future. 
These are sources of financing in various places and 
are sometimes the primary source of income for the 
entire education system, as is the case in Florida in 
the United States. Many countries use part of this 
income for other, non-educational activities, such as 
in Spain, where 30% goes to the public treasury for 
social services.
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5. Funds for students with limited financial resources as 
payments for social work and not as straightforward 
subsidies.

sources in the private sector 
These sources have played an important role in several 
countries, particularly the United States, in the form of 
donations, grant schemes, programmes for investment 
by former students, financing of university chairs, and so 
on. They also clearly contribute to closing the gap 
between universities and society and may lead to tangi-
ble results in the form of stabilizing the relationship 
between them. The higher education system does not 
have all that many strategic alliances with the industrial 
system that would give rise to a spirit of commitment and 
collaboration between them, and that would provide a 
foundation on which to build a supplementary system of 
funding. The aims behind such a system of alliances 
must, above all, include the following:
1. The participation of all sectors of the economy in uni-

versities’ basic and applied research programmes.
2. The participation of experts from the industrial sector 

in the utilitarian programmes and courses taught at 
universities. 

3. The inclusion of universities in a system for continu-
ing and lifelong education within companies or other 
employment sectors.

4. The linking of individuals who learn, that is, lectur-
ers and students, to the professional world and to 
social cohesion. 

5. The extension of the field in which universities and 
businesses typically collaborate to include the value 
system and the culture industry.

6. The participation in business services and projects in 
response to the socialization of the market. 

7. The funding of programmes in compensation for 
patents, rights over technological processes and 
copyright. 

8. The development of systems for sharing scientific 
and technological infrastructure with the aim of 
enhancing and accelerating transfer processes.

9. The financial return from companies to universities 
according to the number of university graduates that 
they employ. 

It is precisely this last point that leads us to put for-
ward a proposal that has already been tested in the fields 
of vocational and technical training, which would 
involve both the public and private sectors. The policy 
that drives this model is that the industrial sector, whether 
in the case of a public or private company, should con-
tribute to the training of its own workforce, through fiscal 
or parafiscal measures designed specifically for this pur-

pose. The main beneficiaries of university graduates’ 
skills are those who use this human capital in some way 
and who do not generally compensate the institutions 
that have trained them in return. Certainly, they do con-
tribute in the form of taxes, but then so do the citizens, 
who also contribute towards their own training because 
these taxes are not sufficient for the state to cover learn-
ing costs. There might be a number of ways of establish-
ing a ‘training fee’, although they should be divided into 
two types: national and international. 

natIonal and InternatIonal traInIng Fees 

At the national level, many countries have different pub-
lic funding systems for vocational training based on 
resources obtained by taxation or parafiscal contribu-
tions for specific purposes, especially in relation to the 
training of company employees. There are various for-
mulas for the funding by companies of their employees’ 
training, such as taking a percentage of their salaries or a 
proportion based on their social security contributions, 
as occurs at INCE in Venezuela, SENA in Colombia, 
SENAI in Brazil, and FORCEM and OBETUS in Spain.

In the international sphere, the problem is even more 
complex. The brain-drain problem may be seen as a sub-
sidy paid by poor nations to wealthy nations for the pur-
poses of vocational and university training. The country 
that takes in the professionals benefits from the invest-
ment in human capital made by the issuing country. This 
includes not only the cost of higher or technical educa-
tion, but also the cost of schooling at the primary and 
secondary levels. The situation is even more calamitous 
if we consider the fact that, for a developing nation, the 
financial effort required is ten times that which a wealthy 
country would have to make. That is, the wealthier a 
country is, the more money it can put towards education 
and the cheaper the cost of this money. The situation is 
exactly the opposite in poor countries.

It would be necessary to establish an international jus-
tice and solidarity system in which the country that 
receives the qualified emigrants reimburses the country 
that invested in those human resources. This is one of the 
most pressing issues that must be addressed internation-
ally and one of the gravest problems faced by poor or 
developing nations in terms of financing their education 
systems. It is imperative that we address this problem, 
which is worsened by globalization and the creation of 
supraregional structures that tend to exacerbate inequali-
ties and a lack of symmetry in the processes of generating 
and transferring knowledge, as well as impoverishing the 
countries that are on the receiving end of technology.
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InnovatIon In unIversIty ManageMent as  
a strategy For dIversIFyIng sources oF 
FInancIng

Funds may not only be acquired through obtaining  
material goods or implementing external financing 
mechanisms. There are also internal sources of funding 
that stem from the efficiency, effectiveness and appropri-
ateness of the institution itself. Such endeavours include 
new ways of focusing on teaching and learning, improv-
ing quality and relevance, reinforcing systems for com-
munication and interaction with the community to which 
universities provide a service, enhancing institutional 
planning and assessment processes and programmes 

and, indeed, renewing an institution’s management proc-
esses and promoting the lifelong learning of its academic 
and administrative personnel. 

We need to begin by considering the problem of 
financing not as a one-dimensional issue but as a multi-
dimensional one, whose dimensions are, moreover, all 
interconnected. Accountability in itself is not a sound 
enough basis for assessing the efficiency and effective-
ness of a university, particularly with regard to the qual-
ity of creative and teaching/learning processes and the 
willingness to keep learning throughout one’s life. Nev-
ertheless, at least some government and university poli-
cies must be modified, in addition to other variables such 
as those shown in Table 6.

TABLE 6

Changes in the role of the state and universities in higher education

Changes in: Towards:

Rational planning for static institutional models Strategic planning for dynamic market models

Focus on suppliers, particularly public institutions Focus on users, individuals who learn (students), companies and 
governments

Areas of service defined by geographic limits and monopolistic 
markets

Areas of service defined by the requirements of clients that are met by 
multiple suppliers

Trend towards centralized control and regulation, in which there are 
clearly defined institutional aims, financial accountability and 
retrospective disclosure

Increasingly decentralized management that implements policies to 
stimulate desirable responses (for example incentives, financing of 
performance, information for the consumer)

Policies and regulation to limit unnecessary competition and 
overlapping

Policies to incorporate the market in the public name and direct 
competitive forces towards public aims

Quality is defined above all in terms of resources (such as lecturers’ 
credentials and libraries), according to what is established within 
higher education

Quality is defined in terms of results and performance according to 
what is defined by the various clients (individuals who learn, 
entrepreneurs, the government)

Policies and services are carried out above all through public 
institutions

Increasing use of non-governmental organizations and public and 
private suppliers whose aim is to meet user requirements (for example 
syllabuses and learning modules that are subject to continuous 
change, student services, skills determination, quality assurance)

Regular financial and quantitative accountability methods and 
methodologies 

Internal and external continuous assessment systems that are part of 
academic management and administrative processes 

Teaching systems that are based mainly on oral transmission and the 
distance between lecturers and students

Teaching systems that are based on new technologies and tailor-made 
methods for lecturers and students to share knowledge 

Culture based on the individual who teaches and the individual who 
administrates

Culture based on the individual who learns (student, lecturer/
researcher, administrator)

Universities isolated from society and from the industrial fabric, and 
companies isolated from universities 

Higher education that is involved in social capitalization processes and 
is linked to society’s creative and industrial systems 

Public and private industrial system that is not involved in funding 
society’s system for training qualified professionals

Public and private companies that contribute financially to universities 
according to the number and type of graduates they employ (training 
repayment)

Universities that perpetuate traditions, corporatism and the slow 
evolution of processes, technologies and value systems 

Universities that innovate, are continuously changing, and are rooted 
in a profound sense of ethics and aesthetics

governMent For contInuous change

Reform and innovation do not arise from a given situa-
tion nor do they occur intermittently: it a continuous, 
endless process. Universities should be at the cutting 
edge. They should develop their capacity for anticipation 

so that they are able to respond to the trust placed in them 
and the privileges awarded to them by society, acting as 
a compass that guides society’s progress and well-being. 
Universities should have a long-term vision, nurture 
innovation and foster creativity. 

97802302_33379_05_part3.1.indd   130 29/05/2009   14:11



 SYNTHESIS OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE WORLD 2006 – GLOBAL ISSUES 131

It is the responsibility of the university community to 
create a culture of change, a sense of constructive self-
criticism and the capacity to rectify over time. Continu-
ous reform and innovation require open and flexible 
regulatory bodies and a desire for change that should be 
imprinted on the consciences of the members of the uni-
versity community. Universities should be rooted in 
change and innovation, and should have a sense of ethics 
and of citizenship.

Just as diversity instigates creativity, flexibility fosters 
change. The expansion of knowledge and the degree of 
certainty are inversely proportional. To the extent that one 
is educated, the more one knows, the more one discovers, 
the more one becomes certain of one’s lack of knowledge 
of the universe, which drives one to keep learning.
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introduction

The extent of the financial problems facing higher edu-
cation and the factors affecting them, which are identi-
fied globally in Part III.1 of this synthesis, differ 
significantly from region to region. Part II of the origi-
nal Report and this section (Part III.2) of the synthesis 
deal with the regional perceptions in financing higher 
education and attempt to identify the extent of the prob-
lems in the different regions, the factors that affect them 
and the ways the regions have faced these problems. 
Wherever possible, strategies are put forward to meet 
these challenges. The authors of the regional percep-
tions were Damtew Teferra (sub-Saharan Africa), 
Fahima Charafeddine (Arab states), Akira Arimoto 
(Asia), Carmen García-Guadilla (Latin America), Jan 
Sadlak and Jesús M. de Miguel (Europe), and Bruce 
Johnstone (United States).1 Likewise, in the original 
Report the reader can find a regional overview and a 
Delphi survey. Both complement the regional analyses 
and offer substantial conclusions for the comprehen-
sion of the regional panorama with regard to the fund-
ing of higher education. Both pieces of work, together 
with the contributions of the regional authors, formed 
the basis for drawing up this synthesis.

The original Report gave an overview of the regional 
perceptions by means of a comparative analysis of the 
different regions in respect of the quantitative develop-
ment of higher education. The results were correlated 
with current student enrolment figures and the eco-
nomic situation of the countries in the region, measured 
respectively by the gross enrolment ratio (GER) and 
gross national product (GNP) per capita. This was fol-
lowed by an analysis of how, among their other social 
priorities, governments tackled financing education in 

general and higher education in particular. In this analy-
sis, an attempt was made to explain the interregional 
variations. An attempt was also made to suggest correc-
tive measures for funding higher education. This analy-
sis examines two different points in time to give readers 
an idea about the changes that have occurred over the 
past decade, and to allow them to make short- and long-
term forecasts.

In the original Report, the ten-year time span exam-
ined by the authors of the overview took 1990–1991 
and 2001–2002 as the years for study. This period was 
chosen as it was that for which the maximum amount 
of UNESCO data was available. The sample for the 
analysis was made up of those countries for which 
data for both periods were available. When the data 
for a year were missing, the nearest year was used if it 
helped interpret a particular phenomenon. Based on 
this analysis of trends in the growth of enrolments and 
financing, and on the perceptions and experiences of 
the authors of the regional reports in these areas, an 
overview has been given of alternative sources of 
funding, including the possible role of the private sec-
tor. Strategies were also suggested for how to over-
come the challenges facing the financing of higher 
education. 

Since this edition is a synthesis of the contents of the 
original Report and is faithful to its contents, this regional 
section of the synthesis on the financing of higher educa-
tion summarizes regional perceptions. Three years after 
the publication of the original Report, the main trends in 
higher education financing remain the same. Therefore, 
its conclusions are still valid.2

III.2   RegIonal PeRsPectIves
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Expansion of Education
All the regions have experienced expansion in higher 
education, and in some cases this has been on a massive 
scale. The extent of the expansion of higher education 
has varied from region to region. 

The sample of the countries in Latin America and the 
Caribbean shows a 74% increase in enrolments over the 
1990/1991–2001/2002 period. Of the 16 countries stud-
ied, only one (Argentina) reached universal status, 13 
achieved mass status and two had elite status.3 

All the regions of the world increased their enrol-
ments over the 1990/1991–2001/2002 decade. The larg-
est relative increase was in the Arab States (130%) 
followed by Asia and the Pacific (114%), Africa (79%), 
Latin America and the Caribbean (74%), Europe (63%) 
and North America (18%). They were able to do so in 
spite of the financial crisis some of them had experienced 
over this decade. It would be interesting to note how they 
did so and what lessons can be learned from past experi-
ences, so that the regions are able to continue expanding 
their higher education systems to meet the emerging 
challenges. This point was highlighted by all the authors 
of the regional perceptions in their contributions.

These challenges were identified by our regional 
authors and have two dimensions. The first dimension 
includes the phenomenon of globalization, the emer-
gence of the market economy and the availability of 
information and communication technologies. The sec-
ond dimension comprises the potential capacity of the 
higher education sector to reduce poverty, illiteracy and 
even to overcome the challenge of HIV/AIDS. These 
factors are increasing the social expectations of the citi-
zens of the world, resulting in increased social demand 
on higher education. The increasing complexity of the 
economy is also putting pressure on the system to 
develop effectively.

public ExpEnditurE on Education
The authors of the original Report had comparable data 
for 139 countries for the periods 1990–1991 and 2001–
2002. The countries for which figures were available for 
public expenditure on education as a percentage of GNP 
in the six regions can be broken down as follows: 34 in 
Africa (out of 43 in total); 2 in North America (out of 2); 
7 in the Arab States (out of 22); 31 in Asia and the Pacific 
(out of 51); 39 in Europe (out of 44); and 26 in Latin 
America (out of 41). 

To summarize, it was observed that out of the 139 
countries with comparable data, in 84 countries the share 
of public expenditure on education rose, in 55 countries 
it fell and in one it remained unchanged. This showed 
that on the whole, the majority of countries increased 

their spending on education over the decade (1990/91–
2001/02). However, the situation varies from region to 
region. Africa suffered most with 53% of its countries 
experiencing a fall in expenditure, followed by Europe 
with a 44% fall (largely because of the transitional situa-
tion in Eastern and Central Europe), Asia and the Pacific 
with a 35% fall, the Arab States with a 30% fall and, 
finally, Latin America and the Caribbean with a 23% fall.  

sharE of public ExpEnditurE on Education
The second figure used to confirm governments’ com-
mitment to education was the share of the public expend-
iture on education in terms of total government 
expenditure. The extent of countries’ commitment to 
education was judged by examining the evolution of 
their individual expenditure on it and by looking at the 
total government expenditure in each region.

To sum up, it was observed that 61% of the govern-
ments were able to increase their expenditure on educa-
tion, in spite of the financial difficulties they had faced 
over the last decade. This showed their firm commitment 
to building up their human capital and their bid to join 
the knowledge society. However, the situation varied 
from region to region. In the Arab States, three out of 
four countries increased their expenditure on education, 
while in Africa and North America the number of coun-
tries to increase and decrease expenditure was the same. 
An increase in the share of total government expenditure 
dedicated to education was observed in 67% of the coun-
tries in Europe, 63% of the countries in Asia and the 
Pacific and 60% of the countries in Latin America and 
the Caribbean

However, the priority given to education in general 
does not necessarily benefit higher education. This is 
particularly true when governments are urged to give 
priority to primary and secondary education. The extent 
to which the public financing of higher education has 
been affected due to the overall financial crisis and to 
changes in priorities is discussed below.

It was observed that out of 111 countries with com-
parable data, 70 had increased their expenditure on 
higher education as a proportion of total expenditure on 
education over the 1990/91–2001/02 period. The 
increase varied from region to region. Both of the coun-
tries in North America and 90% of the countries in 
Europe were able to increase their expenditure on 
higher education as a proportion of total expenditure on 
education. These countries had already met their targets 
for primary and secondary education and had begun to 
invest in human capital – although more so in North 
America than in Europe – through higher education, in 
order to remain competitive and at the forefront of the 
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knowledge-based society. They were followed by Asia 
and the Pacific, where 71% of countries have increased 
their expenditure on higher education over the last dec-
ade. Increases and decreases in expenditure were 
equally spread in the six countries in our sample from 
the Arab States. The majority of African countries, 
namely 54% (13 out of 24), experienced a reduction in 
government spending on higher education as a propor-
tion of total expenditure on education. However, the 
most deprived region in this respect was the Latin 
America and the Caribbean region. Sixty-six per cent of 
the countries (15 out of 33) in this region saw a drop in 
public spending on higher education as a proportion of 
total expenditure on education.  

The most important finding in the above analysis was 
that even countries in which expenditure on higher edu-
cation decreased, enrolment figures for higher education 
increased. In the case of those countries that were able to 
increase expenditure on higher education, the increase 
remained far below the amount needed to cope with the 
expansion that had taken place over the last decade. As 
mentioned above, the individual papers in the original 
Report, in which regional perceptions on higher educa-
tion financing are discussed, provide ample data and 
details. In this synthesis, only the main premises and fea-
tures of each region are outlined.

Financing higher education in sub-
saharan aFrica

According to Teferra (2006), higher education institu-
tions in sub-Saharan Africa are the most financially chal-
lenged in the world. Escalating enrolments, declining 
resources from governments and inflation beset the insti-
tutions in this region. The era of immediate post- 
independence in Africa was marked by a strong empha-
sis on the development of higher education. A new 
paradigm – referred to as the ‘university development dec-
ade’ – developed as the demand for higher education 
exploded and the number of suppliers expanded in the 
1960s. 

The number of institutions in sub-Saharan Africa has 
increased from about a dozen in the 1960s to over 300 in 
2003. Higher education in Africa is predominantly pub-
licly financed and provided by public universities. How-
ever, recent decades have seen two significant changes in 
many countries: the growth of private institutions and 
financial diversification in public institutions.

The stark reality facing all African higher education 
systems at the beginning of the 21st century is the severe 
financial crisis. This region is the most severely chal-

lenged in terms of higher education financing. The 
causes, which are also trends, include:
l The pressures of expansion and ‘massification’, 

which characterize most African academic institu-
tions and systems.

l The economic problems facing most African coun-
tries, which make it difficult to increase funding for 
higher education.

l The changes in the fiscal climate and policy direc-
tion, brought about by multilateral lending agencies 
such as the World Bank and the International Mone-
tary Fund.

l The pressure of other social and health issues, such 
as HIV/AIDS, on government budgets.

l The inability of students to afford the tuition fees 
needed for fiscal stability.

l The misallocation of available financial resources, 
such as the provision of free or highly subsidized 
food and accommodation for students.

The massive expansion of higher education in Africa 
was funded by both external (international organiza-
tions and donations from countries and individuals) and 
internal sources. Among the external sources, 71 fund-
ing organizations have been identified. They include 
private foundations, and bilateral and multilateral aid 
agencies. Among the internal sources, there has been an 
emergence of private foundations (for example the Nel-
son Mandela Foundation, the University of Cape Town 
Endowment Fund, the Nippon and Tokyo Foundations), 
and for-profit and non-profit private providers. There 
has also been a diversification of resources through the 
introduction or increases in tuition fees, the availability 
of scholarships and grants for students from deprived 
backgrounds who merit higher education, and increases 
in non-governmental sources of funding, such as 
income from research and consultancy services. Fur-
ther measures include the introduction of loan schemes, 
charging user fees and the elimination or reduction of 
less essential student benefits. The introduction of 
entrepreneurialism and a management culture is also 
helping to reduce costs. 

Private higher education is one of the fastest grow-
ing segments of the education sector in Africa for a 
number of reasons: the burgeoning student demand for 
access; the declining capacity of public universities; the 
inability of national governments to expand their higher 
education systems; the retrenchment of public services; 
pressure from external agencies to cut public services; 
a growing emphasis on and need for a highly skilled 
labour force that targets the local market; shifting glo-
bal socioeconomic paradigms; and the emergence of 
interest from foreign providers. Private higher learning 
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institutions currently outnumber public institutions in 
absolute numbers. Virtually all for-profit higher institu-
tions depend entirely on tuition fees, which are consist-
ently substantially higher than those in public 
institutions. 

Institutions have introduced reforms and a host of 
strategies to address their chronic financial constraints 
as the resources commensurate to their needs have 
dwindled. As discussed above, financial diversification 
in public institutions has been achieved through the 
introduction or increases in tuition fees and increased 
non-governmental sources of funding, such as income 
from research and consultancy services. Many coun-
tries have introduced loan schemes. Tuition fees have 
even been introduced in public institutions in francoph-
one Africa, which has traditionally been a non-fee pay-
ing area. A number of African institutions have 
introduced a dual-track system. In some countries, such 
as Uganda, institutions admit two types of student 
cohorts. Students who pass the university entrance 
examination pay no tuition fees at all, while those who 
fail must pay their tuition fees in full. 

Concurrent with, and even in some cases prior to, the 
introduction of the cost-sharing practices mentioned 
above, universities were extensively involved in ration-
alizing resources, generating revenues, increasing effi-
ciency and eliminating redundancy. Such practices 
include the total elimination or drastic cuts in student 
benefits, outsourcing non-academic activities, engaging 

with businesses, leasing premises, and promoting 
entrepreneurialism. 

Initiatives that involve partnerships between busi-
nesses and institutions to generate more resources are 
also gathering momentum in many African countries. 
Contract research, university–industry partnerships, and 
the setting up of limited companies by institutions have 
been widely recorded. 

conclusion 
Tertiary education institutions in most countries in sub-
Saharan Africa are in a severe, ever-worsening financial 
situation. Moreover, governments are not able to gener-
ate enough additional revenue to provide both the qual-
ity and the level of participation that African countries 
are demanding. The difficulties encountered by some 
nations to generate and utilize knowledge will create a 
new ‘global apartheid’. According to Teferra, the 
knowledge era is such that the gap between one nation 
and another has widened. The definition of ‘global 
apartheid’ he posits is the result of the declining capac-
ity of developing countries, especially in sub-Saharan 
Africa, while the rest of the world continues to grow.

Financing higher education in arab 
countries

Most Arab universities have been founded recently. 
While there were fewer than 20 universities in the 
1950s, in 1996 there were over 175. Four-fifths of 
Arab universities were set up in the last quarter of the 
20th century and at least 62% are less than 25 years 
old. The huge increase in enrolments without adequate 
financing is the main challenge facing Arab higher 
education systems.

According to Charafeddine (2006), the general 
trends in higher education financing in the Arab world 
can be summarized by the following two schemes: 
l The first scheme is that of state funding. Despite the 

proliferation of self-financed private universities and 
higher education institutions, state funding is the most 
widespread form of financing in higher education. The 
state is the main actor in the financing of education. All 
levels of education are perceived as an asset that should 
always be provided free of charge by the state. Even 
private schools receive financial aid from governments, 
as is the case in Egypt, Lebanon and Jordan. 

l The second scheme is private financing, based essen-
tially on the fees paid by students, besides occasional 
grants, loans and donations. Loans do not play a major 
role in financing in Arab countries, which are only just 

locatIon: Uganda
InstItUtIon: Makerere University

The transformation of Makerere University’s financing system was 
a pioneering effort unlike any other undertaken in Africa. The Uni-
versity introduced three interrelated measures: alternative financing 
strategies, demand-driven courses and new management struc-
tures. With these measures, the University was able to diversify its 
sources of income, better utilize its facilities, restore authority to the 
management team and achieve greater autonomy from the 
government. 

http://www.mak.ac.ug/

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=23 

GOOD PRACTICE 16 
a model of financial reform in a higher education 
institution 
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beginning to witness this phenomenon. According to 
the latest available statistics (2002), out of 854 institu-
tions of higher education recorded in 22 countries in 
the region, 28% belonged to the private sector. Another 
major trend is that external funds are used to establish 
special training and research institutions.

The Egyptian state currently provides 85% of required 
funding, and universities are responsible for finding the 
remaining 15% of their budgets. According to the World 
Bank (2002), the main sources of financing in Egyptian 
universities are:
l Enrolment fees. Many universities have set up for-

eign language departments, mainly English, in a 
number of their faculties to justify these fees.

l Systems that bring in revenues. For instance, the 
creation of specialized centres that receive financing 
from several internal and external sources.

According to Charafeddine, there are few regulations, 
forms of accountability and control mechanisms in the 
private higher education sector. In Arab countries, the 
private sector is largely in the hands of businesspeople 
who consider higher education an opportunity to make a 
profit from the need to prepare graduates for the job mar-
ket. This is reflected in the private sector’s initiative to 
invest in higher education institutions that do not reach 
the level required of universities and that are concerned 
with types of learning closely related to the market. In 
other words, institutions offering courses that do not 
need a high level of investment, which would exclude 
medicine, engineering and other fields of science, and 
that favour courses in applied sciences such as manage-
ment, informatics, media studies and so on. 

Thus, the problem is no longer the lack of higher edu-
cation institutions in Arab countries, but rather the pres-
ence of sometimes numerous institutions whose 
performance is mediocre, productivity low and social 
return meagre. 

GUNI’s Delphi Poll highlights additional trends and 
offers recommendations in the area of higher education 
financing in Arab countries:
l Concerning funding difficulties, the precarious eco-

nomic situation and ineffective taxation were consid-
ered key factors that had to be overcome in order to 
redistribute the costs of HE. 

l Regarding diversification of funds, there is a need for 
the business sector to contribute towards funding HE 
by paying a specific tax.

l A system of low-cost loans or loans with subsidized 
interest rates to be repaid once students are in the 
labour market is needed.

l Increasing responsibility and transparency in the 
management and administration of public funds was 

considered a priority, as was the need for accounta-
bility systems based on the missions of universities 
that were respectful of their autonomy.

conclusion 
The root of the financial crisis in Arab countries has been 
the same as in other developing countries, where enrol-
ment has accelerated without adequate financial provi-
sion. Countries such as Egypt and Jordan have taken 
innovative measures to compensate for the reduction in 
government funding by introducing tuition fees, dona-
tions, student loans and, most importantly of all, the par-
ticipation of the private sector. However, the Arab States 
region is still not dynamic in diversifying its financial 
sources for higher education. State dependence remains 
quite significant. 

Financing higher education in asia

In Asia, as Altbach (2004) has observed, there are some 
advanced countries such as Japan and Korea that are pro-
gressing towards knowledge-based economies with a 
strong emphasis on higher education. Nevertheless, 
partly developed countries, such as China and India, and 
developing countries, such as Cambodia, Laos, Burma 
and Vietnam, place less emphasis on higher education. 
However, all these countries are facing big social 
changes, which will inevitably force their systems and 
institutions to innovate and reform.

Asia is the world’s leading region in terms of the 
number of student enrolments. Asia is home to just over 
47 million students, or approximately 45% of the world’s 
total. Of these, two-thirds come from the continent’s five 
largest educational systems: China (12 million), India 
(10 million), Japan (4 million), Indonesia and the Repub-
lic of Korea (3.1 million each). In fact, these five systems 
are five of the seven largest in the world; only the United 
States (15 million) and the Russia Federation (8 million) 
are of similar size.

According to 2002–2003 statistics, of Asia’s 41 sys-
tems, 16 hold elite status, 22 hold mass status and 3 hold 
universal status. Thus, most of Asia’s higher education 
systems now hold ‘mass status’. 

In Asia, even if governments play an important role in 
financing, there is a growing trend in the private financ-
ing of higher education. A number of characteristics and 
main trends can be identified in Asia in this process of 
privatization. They are as follows:
l Market mechanisms require higher education sys-

tems to introduce cost-sharing and cost-recovery 
mechanisms.

97802302_33379_06_part3.2.indd   137 29/05/2009   14:12



 138 HIGHER EDUCATION AT A TIME OF TRANSFORMATION

l Tuition charges and fees are being introduced. 
l Competition for finances is increasingly common. In 

several Asian countries, especially Japan, national 
governments expect national university corporations 
to be evaluated according to the attainment of goals; 
the results of this evaluation are linked to the levels 
of government subsidies. 

l Diversification of financial sources. A range of 
sponsors provide support to institutions in accord-
ance with their various functions. The introduction 
of private financial aid in the form of cooperation 
between universities and industry is one of these 
methods.

l Introduction of income-generating activities. 
Instilling entrepreneurialism and a management 
culture.

l International cooperation is also bringing in funds for 
higher education in certain countries in Central Asia. 
Countries such as Australia are financing a signifi-
cant share of their higher education institutions 
through cross-border programmes and increased tui-
tion fees charged to foreign students.

l Private expenditure on tertiary education, according 
to Arimoto (2006), is greater than that for primary 
and secondary education. 

There are three types of private sector in this region:
l The ‘Private-Peripheral Type’. Includes China, Viet-

nam, and Malaysia, and is found in countries where 
‘until fairly recently, private higher education institu-
tions have not been authorized’. 

l The ‘Private-Complementary Type’. Includes Thai-
land and Indonesia, and is found in countries where 
the public sector was originally the dominant core 
among universities, but due to the expansion of 
higher education the private sector now is as large as 
or ‘larger than the public sector’. 

l The ‘Private-Dominant Type’. Includes Japan, Korea 
and the Philippines, and is found in countries where 
‘more than 70% of the higher education population 
is enrolled in the private sector’. 

An increasing dependency on private expenditure can 
be appreciated in many countries. By country, the respec-
tive proportions of private higher education institutions 
(HEIs) and enrolment at private HEIs are as follows: 
China (39.1%, 8.9%); Japan (86.3%, 77.1%); Malaysia 
(92.2%, 39.1%); Mongolia (64.2%, 26%); Philippines 
(81%, 76%); and Thailand (68%, 19%). 

conclusion 
In the vast and diversified region of Asia and the Pacific, 
it is difficult to find a single pattern of higher education 
funding. The emergence of a knowledge-based society 
is calling for increased investment in higher education, 
while state resources are dwindling. The need for 
resources is forcing institutions to become perform-
ance-oriented and adopt evaluation mechanisms to 
attract government subsidies and to compete for financ-
ing. The private sector is emerging on a large scale in 
countries in which it did not exist a few years ago. In 

locatIon: Hong Kong special administrative Region, china
InstItUtIon: Hong Kong Polytechnic University

In order to diversify the sources of funding for its eight public uni-
versities, in 2003 the Government of the Hong Kong Special Admin-
istrative Region introduced a programme of matching grants, which 
provides funding to universities while boosting their fundraising 
capacity. A total of US$128 million was set aside to award matching 
grants to universities that secure private donations. Whether ethical 
issues would be considered in the acceptance of donations was left 
up to the internal guidelines of each university. The Hong Kong 
Polytechnic University decided to consider ethical issues as a condi-
tion for the acceptance of donations. 

http://www.polyu.edu.hk/cpa/polyu/main/main_e.php 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=24 

GOOD PRACTICE 17
Matching grants for private donations

locatIon: vietnam
InstItUtIon: canadian and vietnamese higher education 
institutions

This project, the result of a partnership between Canadian and Viet-
namese universities, was carried out between 1998 and 2003. Its 
purpose was to reduce poverty in Vietnam thorough local training 
efforts, by providing Vietnamese institutions with the capacity to 
independently develop participatory poverty-reduction methods. 
Among other achievements, it helped Dalat University create a Fac-
ulty of Community Development and introduced problem-based 
learning in the curriculum at Vinh University. 

http://www.chs.ubc.ca/lprv/index2.html

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=18 

GOOD PRACTICE 18
Localized poverty reduction in Vietnam (LprV): building 
capacity for policy assessment and project planning in 
Vietnam 
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countries such as India and Pakistan, governments are 
now subsidizing private institutions. Similarly, the pri-
vate sector is also funding higher education pro-
grammes of public institutions. However, in most of the 
developing countries in Asia and the Pacific, the state is 
still the dominant provider of funds in higher education 
in spite of growing privatization.

Financing higher education  
in Latin aMerica and the caribbean 

The situation of financing for higher education in the 
region is characterized by a high degree of diversity in 
all respects. This makes it difficult to provide analyses 
and proposals that could apply to the region as a whole. 
This scenario of diversity is present in almost all 
aspects, namely, in the size of national higher education 
systems, enrolment rates, state spending and budgets, 
the proportion of private education, the development of 
postgraduate programmes and public spending poli-
cies, among others.

The expansion of higher education in Latin 
America has been significant. The number of students 
rose from less than one million in the 1960s to over 12 
million in 2000. Another key feature is the growth of 
the gross enrolment rate in all countries. According to 
IESALC figures, enrolments rose from 17% in 1990 to 
28% in 2003, and to 32% in 2008. As highlighted 
above, there are great divergences between the coun-
tries examined. While three countries had systems 
with more than a million students, at the other extreme, 
seven countries had fewer than 150,000 students. With 
regard to student enrolment rates, the private sector 
rose from 15% in the 1960s to 50% in 2003.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the public and 
private sectors share the financing of higher education. 
According to García-Guadilla (2006), the main trends 
of higher education financing in Latin America and the 
Spanish Caribbean are as follows: 
l The region is exceptional in that public higher educa-

tion budgets almost doubled between 1997 and 2002. 
l Tuition fees have been introduced in public institu-

tions in recent years in several countries although 
they remain very small in Bolivia, Mexico and Peru. 
Cuba is the only country in the region without tuition 
fees for higher education.

l The ‘negotiated-historic model’ is the usual practice 
for the allocation of resources in public institutions. 

l The idea of incentive budgeting and formula funding is 
being introduced to rationalize the allocation and utili-
zation of funds in public institutions in some countries. 

l The financing models rarely distribute resources 
based on a formula in which values are assigned to 
characteristics that are applicable to institutions. 
Moreover, few countries base their distribution of 
resources on criteria that are related to institutions’ 
performance.

l The governments in some countries have introduced 
‘solidarity funds’ to extend opportunities to students 
from deprived backgrounds who deserve the chance 
to study. 

l The most widely used alternative to public financ-
ing has been the expansion of the private sector. 
Other alternatives, such as the payment of fees or 
the provision of services, have not been used in 
most countries.

l The private sector is playing a major role in higher 
education in the region. Enrolment rates in the sector 
rose from 15% in 1960 to 50% in 2003. Such growth 
occurred spontaneously and was not subject to any 
sort of control. Tuition fees are the main source of 
funding for private institutions. 

l The private sector accounts for a significant propor-
tion of higher education institutions that are not 
universities.

l The student loan scheme is also available in several 
countries from both public and private sources. In 
2002–2003, 31 institutions in 14 countries were 
offering student loans. Resources mobilized at 
regional level are around US$400 million a year. 

locatIon: Mexico
InstItUtIon: autonomous Metropolitan University, Xochimilco

Under the ‘Human Development in Chiapas’ research programme, 
lecturers, researchers and students from the Autonomous Metro-
politan University in Xochimilco team up with scholars from other 
institutions and non-governmental organizations to work on 
human development issues. The programme provides support for 
research aimed at addressing the complex problems facing the state 
of Chiapas. Regional organizations, communities and local govern-
ments help the programme to identify priorities and the needs of 
social actors involved in the region, and also to take appropriate 
steps to collaborate on solving specific development problems. 

http://desarrollohumano.xoc.uam.mx/

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=20 

GOOD PRACTICE 19
‘human development in chiapas’ interdisciplinary 
research programme

97802302_33379_06_part3.2.indd   139 29/05/2009   14:12



 140 HIGHER EDUCATION AT A TIME OF TRANSFORMATION

Nevertheless, the proportion of students who benefit 
from loans is very small. Less than 1% of the total 
enrolment in 2002–2003 was able to secure a loan.

l The public sector has played the main role in the 
financing of postgraduate studies and scientific 
research. Private financing for these areas has been 
very low. 

l The region has attracted foreign providers of higher 
education in both non-profit and for-profit categories, 
including cross-border higher education. The total 
number of such institutions was 816 in 2004. Both 
public and private institutions have also introduced 
income-generating activities in order to finance 
higher education.

Although public financing is still a major factor, a key 
feature in the region’s financing is the enormous growth 
of private higher education. However, not all countries 
with an extensive private sector have the highest enrol-
ment rates, as is the case of Brazil, Colombia and El Sal-
vador. The same can be said of the countries that 
earmarked a larger proportion of their education budgets 
for higher education. This is demonstrated in the case of 
Brazil, Mexico and Nicaragua, which do not have par-
ticularly high enrolment rates. 

As discussed above, the public sector has played a 

substantial role in the development of postgraduate stud-
ies and has given its support to scientific research. Sev-
eral countries in the region, such as Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Venezuela, have national 
funds to support research in almost all fields. As a rule, 
these funds are available to finance research projects 
because of peer evaluation, which is in line with current 
international practices. The public sector has played a 
decisive role in both expanding postgraduate studies and 
in investing in scientific research. 

One basic aspect that the public sector fails to cover in 
many countries is to guarantee access for the underprivi-
leged portions of the population, who, due to their social 
status, have been educated in low-cost, low-quality edu-
cational systems. 

Insofar as financing higher education in the Carib-
bean is concerned, recent institutional developments 
show the following trends. Under the current system in 
the Commonwealth Caribbean, governments finance ter-
tiary education by approving the total budget of higher 
education institutions and by determining how to split 
their financial contributions and tuition fees. A regional 
network is emerging that encompasses some 150 tertiary 
education institutions. It has students from over 17 coun-
tries, of which about 60% are state-financed and about 
30% are private. The rest are private and receive govern-
ment funding. A number of private institutions are ‘off-
shore’ entities, which offer distance education using new 
technologies from the United States. 

conclusion 
In spite of the relatively recent emergence of private, for-
profit tertiary educational institutions, it would still be 
accurate to claim that the tertiary education sector in the 
region, which is dominated by public institutions, is 
overly dependent on governments for its financing. 
Given the region’s proven historical economic vulnera-
bilities, tertiary educational institutions have in recent 
times faced two challenges. On the one hand, they are 
being pressed by their stakeholders, including regional 
governments, to broaden access, democratize and 
remove inequities from tertiary education, and produce 
better quality products. On the other hand, there is 
declining financial support from governments. The UWI 
and the University of Guyana are facing the aforemen-
tioned challenges, as are other tertiary institutions. 

It must also be highlighted that the levels of funding 
and enrolment in the English-speaking Caribbean are pro-
portionally lower than in Latin America. Citizens across 
the English-speaking Caribbean must acknowledge the 
fact that the region’s governments are severely constrained 
and cannot provide the levels of funding needed or those 

locatIon: chile
InstItUtIon: Universidad construye País

Universidad Construye País (Universities Make a Country) is a net-
work of universities whose goal is to expand the concept and prac-
tice of social responsibility in Chilean universities. The participating 
universities agree to place ethical considerations at the centre of 
their academic and organizational activities. Thirteen universities 
from five regions of Chile are officially involved in the project: Val-
paraíso University, Federico Santa María Technical University, Pon-
tificial Catholic University of Valparaíso, Playa Ancha University (5th 
Region), University of Concepción, University of the Bío-Bío (8th 
Region), University of La Frontera, Temuco Catholic University (9th 
Region), Southern University of Chile (10th Region), University of 
Chile, Pontificial Catholic University of Chile, University of Santiago 
de Chile and Alberto Hurtado University (Metropolitan Region). 

http://www.construyepais.cl/home.php

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=25 

GOOD PRACTICE 20
the ‘universidad construye país’ network: an experience 
in social responsibility 
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they might wish to provide. At the same time, govern-
ments must recognize that they have an obligation to put 
mechanisms in place to ensure that no academically suited 
students are excluded from tertiary education. 

Financing higher education in europe

According to Sadlak and de Miguel (2006), develop-
ments in European higher education have been directly 
influenced by the Bologna Process since the late 1990s. 
This process should lead to the emergence of the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area by year 2010. A major fea-
ture and main financing challenge of the ‘European 
perspective’ is how to deal with mass student enrolments 
and to retain the ‘public good’ model. 

Concerning its size and structure, it is estimated that 
there are over 4000 HEIs in Europe, out of which about 
3300 are in the countries belonging to the European 
Union. The average size of European higher education 
institutions is around 6300 students. However, this aver-
age is not a true indication of actual numbers as disper-
sion is high: the average number of students per 
university in the EU varies from 500 to 30,000 students. 
Four conclusions can be drawn from the data presented.
l First, there is a great disparity in the average number 

of students per HEI in Europe and, therefore, univer-
sities cannot strictly speaking be defined in terms of 
average student numbers. As there are several uni-
versity models in Europe, the situation is somewhat 
lacking in homogeneity. 

l Second, countries that have very large universities do 
not seem to be aware of the fact that they have few 
universities. The Italian and Spanish governments 
are resisting proposals to create new universities by 
arguing that there are already ‘too many’ universities 
in the country.

l Third, some small countries, such as Cyprus, Malta 
and Luxembourg, present particular problems as 
they have few institutions, lecturers and students. 
Their higher education needs are often met by neigh-
bouring countries.

l Fourth, new EU member states from Central and 
Eastern Europe introduced radical changes to their 
higher education systems, amongst which was allow-
ing the emergence of private higher education 
institutions.

Europe has a predominately public higher edu-
cation model, which enjoys little diversification of 
resources and is clearly underfunded. Higher educa-
tion systems are essentially financed by governments. 
On average, European resources for higher education 

per capita are between half and one-third of those in 
United States. 

The main current trends in financing are as follows:
l Higher education as a ‘public good’ is still an impor-

tant value in European higher education. The part of 
the world least affected by private higher education 
is Western Europe, where around 90% of students 
study in the public sector. 

 l Although public funding remains the major source of 
funding for higher education in Europe, it is subject 
to constraints.

l There is a clear trend towards systems based on 
charging tuition fees combined with other support 
systems such as loans. 

l There is no legal framework that offers fiscal incen-
tives to encourage donations to higher education.

l Tuition fees are rising, as is the case in the United 
Kingdom and the Netherlands, while a number of 
other countries are gradually considering introduc-
ing them. 

l The financing of research is proportionally low in 
comparison with other developed countries. This is 
due to lower investment levels from industry and 
households in Europe.4 

l In view of the above situation, it is quite evident that 
there is a need to diversify the sources of funding – 
for teaching and research – for universities and other 
higher education institutions. 

l The funding by objectives model, whereby funding 
is linked to institutional results, is gaining ground.

l A major recent systemic transformation on the Euro-

locatIon: spain
InstItUtIon: Universitat Politècnica de catalunya (UPc)

In 1997, the government of Catalonia’s Ministry of Universities, 
Research and the Information Society (DURSI) and the Universitat 
Politècnica de Catalunya (UPC) signed the first contract-programme 
at a Spanish university. This enabled an instrument that tied mid-
term improvement objectives to the funding of the UPC to be 
implemented. It was later extended to the other Catalan universities 
and to some of Spain’s other autonomous communities. 

https://www.etsetb.upc.edu/documents/witog6if_thispag_day 
4oiew.html 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=19 

GOOD PRACTICE 21
contract-programme for results-based university 
financing 
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pean higher education scene, in particular in Central 
and Eastern Europe, is the emergence and growing 
presence of the private higher education sector. 

In Europe, while the United Kingdom has intro-
duced a large number of innovations in financing higher 
education through cost-sharing and cost-recovery prin-
ciples (income-generating activities, and savings 
through the better utilization of resources, among oth-
ers), continental Europe has remained largely state-
dependent and the inadequate level of public funding 
has become a critical issue. However, the Bologna 
Process, whose main goal is to create a consistent, com-
patible and competitive European Higher Education 
Area, is expected to reform the financing pattern of 
higher education. It will likewise introduce an element 
of competition in research, in order to attract the best 
students, teachers and researchers. Since higher educa-
tion plays a decisive role in a knowledge-based society 
and there is a gap between the need for further progress 
with regard to student enrolment and available public 
funding, doors must be opened for alternative sources 
of financing, including cost-sharing and cost-recovery 
mechanisms. As discussed above, it is interesting to 
note that some countries in Central and Eastern Europe 
have taken a step too far in this direction. They have 
even reached the extreme of encouraging some for-
profit higher education institutions that deliver dubious 
quality to operate on the margins of legality.  

The main funding difficulties according to the Del-
phi Poll (Escrigas, 2006) are as follows:
l The increase in costs is greater than the capacity for 

public investment. The welfare state has reached its 
threshold level.

l The prevalence of other political priorities. 
l The limited sources of financing.
l The culture of low enrolment costs and society’s 

unwillingness to incorporate private sources for 
financing public higher education.

l The inadequate legal framework and the limited 
autonomy of public universities (excessive govern-
ment control). 

The main difference between the EU and the United 
States is that only one third of total higher education 
expenditure in the USA comes from public sources (in 
Japan the figure is 45% and in Australia 50%), while in 
the EU public spending accounts for about 80% of total 
expenditure on higher education. Differences do exist as 
can be seen in Germany, where the public sector covers 
90% of higher education expenditure, and in France, 
where it is 82%. Some Southern European countries 
have lower public resources (Italy 78% and Spain 75%) 
but in others they are high (Portugal 91% and Greece 
100%). The main challenge for Europe is how to deal 
with the need to make further progress in the accessibil-
ity of higher education. At the same time, ways must be 
found to ensure the adequate public and private financial 
support that is necessary to meet the necessary levels of 
investment in and expenditure on higher education. 

conclusion 
Although Europe remains the region of the world with 
the biggest public higher education sector, the issue of 
the inadequate level of funding and the need for diversi-
fication are the most critical. With regard to Central and 
Eastern Europe, this subregion is now at the forefront in 
terms of private sector expansion. This is due to the 
deteriorating standards of public HEIs in this subregion 
and their inability to absorb an increasing demand due 
to the lack of funding. 

Europe has reached a point of a collective mindset, 
which should not be understood as acceptance. While 
higher education plays a decisive role in a knowledge-
based economy and society, there is a gap between the 
need for further progress with regard to student enrolment 
and available public funding. The increase in the amount 
of private funds transferred to European higher education 
has become a matter of strategic importance if the region 
is to establish a place in a competitive globalized environ-
ment. Under these circumstances, it is encouraging that 
the ongoing debate on the issues raised by the Bologna 

locatIon: United Kingdom
InstItUtIon: University of Brighton 

CUPP was created in 2003 to enhance the capacity of the commu-
nity and the University to work together for mutual benefit and to 
ensure that the University’s resources are fully available to, and used 
by, the local community. The programme addresses marginalization 
and social exclusion problems through a series of projects designed 
and carried out in tandem with local associations. CUPP has begun 
a total of more than thirty collaboration projects. Through its 
research support office, it also offers advice, training and consul-
tancy services. 

http://www.brighton.ac.uk/cupp/projects/ 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=21

GOOD PRACTICE 22
community university partnership programme (cupp) 
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Process has shifted from that of public versus private to 
the more realistic one of public-and-private. 

Financing higher education in north 
aMerica

thE unitEd statEs
According to Johnstone (2006), the American university 
system has as the following peculiar traits:
l The sheer size and consequent accessibility.
l The large private sector that includes both the most 

and the least prestigious institutions.
l The great reliance on non-governmental revenue. It 

mainly depends on tuition fees, private gifts and 
returns on endowments.

According to 2002 sources used by Johnstone in the 
original Report, the American higher education enter-
prise is enormous. He highlighted the following points:
l The total current expenditure for all public and pri-

vate non-profit higher education institutions in the 
2000 tax year was nearly US$234 billion.

l The total public and private expenditure on higher 
education in 1998 was about 2.3% of the nation’s 
GDP – the highest from among the major industrial-
ized countries. 

l A total of 15,312 million undergraduate, graduate 
and first professional students were enrolled in the 
fall of 2000. 

l The total student body was enrolled in 4197 colleges 
and universities, including 1713 public and 2484 pri-
vate institutions, with an enrolment of 11.8 million and 
3.6 million students, respectively. In addition, at least 
one million students were enrolled in 2001–2002 in 
5059 non-degree-granting institutions of postsecond-
ary education, 3540 of which were private for-profit. 

Through these and other measures, it is clear that Amer-
ica has chosen to support a large, accessible (both in 
terms of cost and admission standards), and highly 
diverse system of higher education. 

In the 21st century, four forces will expand this 
already large enterprise. 
l First, the expansion of the 18–24 college-going age 

cohort. 
l Second, the expansion of participation and comple-

tion due to a perception of higher private rates of 
return and the perceived need for at least some higher 
education for positions of remuneration and status. 

l Third, related to the above, the accreditation of 
degrees sought by the average student. 

l Fourth, the incentive for enhancement that seems to 
be built into the traditions of the academy. This will 

involve an expansion of unit costs – and presumably 
of quality – at least to some extent. 

The cost per student inevitably and overwhelmingly 
dominates approaches to questions of productivity and 
efficiency. 

Major changes have been occurring in how the United 
States finances its higher education system. The main 
trends are as follows:
l The most striking trend has been the sharp drop over 

the past two decades in public spending on higher 
education and the recent interest in funding based on 
institutional performance.

l These major changes have also caused big shifts in 
how higher education institutions behave. They have 
substantially raised their tuition fees, actively sought 
private funds, and cut costs by outsourcing services 
to external providers.

l The above changes have various implications for the 
social role of higher education, mainly in its role of 
providing equality of access and opportunity.

l State governments have shifted the cost burden from 
taxpayers to students and families through very high 
percentage tuition increases in the public sector.

l Private colleges put more of their marginal tuition 
dollar back into student aid, thus requiring even 
larger tuition increases to keep up with rising costs.

l Faculty compensation increases exceed the compen-
sation increases that generally prevail in the 
economy.

l Higher education becomes more ‘input rich’ in the 
form, say, of more technology per student, or higher 
faculty and staff to student ratios, or a more costly 
physical plant per student. 

l Most private colleges and universities are feeling the 
fierce revenue squeeze, primarily driven by the lack 
of growth in the number of upper-middle-class par-
ents able or willing to pay the high tuition fees and in 
the number of students willing to take on increasing 
levels of debt.

l In addition, most public colleges and universities 
will continue to experience flat or declining state 
tax support, which will force institutions to charge 
even higher tuition fees, close more programmes, 
and increasingly rely on part-time and adjunct fac-
ulty staff. 

l State higher education budgets will be smaller, but 
accompanied by more flexibility and more perform-
ance criteria, such as premiums to institutions that 
improve retention and completion rates. 

l The largest class of institutions for which this is not 
necessarily the case are those universities, largely 
regional and with minimal or uneven academic repu-
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tations, that continue to pursue the ‘research univer-
sity’ model but that are unlikely to penetrate the top 
ranks, as measured by the scholarly prestige of their 
faculty or their graduate programmes. Here, pres-
sures to control costs are likely to focus on an 
increasing separation of funding for instruction and 
research, much as has occurred in the United 
Kingdom. 

All these factors have been at work for over a decade and 
have resulted in substantial increases in tuition fees in 
both the private and the public sectors. From 1990 to 
2000, tuition fees rose by 77% at private universities; by 
70% at private colleges; by 84% at public universities; 
and by 62% at public two-year colleges. In 2003, stu-
dents at public universities had to pay only 19% of the 
total cost of their tuition fees, 30% at private non-profit 
institutions, and almost the total cost (85%) in for-profit 
universities.

The expenses at high-cost and low-cost private and 
public institutions are met through combinations of 
parental contributions, federal and state aid, loans, and 
institutional (philanthropic) grants for high-, middle-, 
and low-income families. As reflected in Johnstone’s 
tables on the sources of student support in public and 
private higher education institutions, the following can 
be observed:5

l The costs of college borne by students and parents 
are high, but are only very high for relatively affluent 
families at high-cost private institutions.

l The high costs at expensive private colleges and uni-
versities without substantial parental contributions can 
be met only through very high institutional or philan-
thropic support, as well as substantial student debt.

l The key to financial accessibility lies less in the level 
of tuition fees, or even in expected parental contri-
butions, than in students’ willingness to incur sub-
stantial debt. The total student debt for four or more 
years of undergraduate education, plus three or more 
years of graduate or advanced professional school-
ing, can easily reach US$50,000 to US$100,000 or 
more. 

l The high-cost public institutions (high tuition fees 
plus accommodation) require students to take out 
substantial loans, which considerably diminishes the 
price advantage over high-cost private institutions. 

The equity argument in favour of high-tuition, 
high-aid is based on two assumptions: first, that students 
from upper-middle income and affluent families actually 
benefit disproportionately from public higher education; 
and second, that the state taxes used to support public 
higher education tend to be proportionate or even regres-
sive, and thus are paid for by many lower-middle-income 
and poor families who are unlikely to benefit from it. 
Thus, the high-tuition, high-aid model of public higher 
education financing is claimed to be more equitable than 
across-the-board low tuition because public subsidies 
exclusively target the needy, which imposes full costs on 
students or families affluent enough to pay for higher 
education. 

locatIon: United states
InstItUtIon: Massachusetts coalition for teacher Quality and 
student achievement 

The Massachusetts Coalition was created as a vehicle for reformu-
lating teacher training and increasing community involvement. The 
Coalition develops a wide variety of innovative practices that place 
future teachers in school and community settings in order to explore 
the interaction of theory and practice, and to test out dialogue-
based models of institutional transformation. Its work has helped 
struggling urban schools, community organizations, colleges and 
universities to overcome their limitations and develop joint stra-
tegies for improving their campuses, their financing models and the 
quality of their teachers. 

http://www2.bc.edu/~shirleyd/title2/TempSite/Pages/Partners.htm 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=17

GOOD PRACTICE 23
developing culturally responsive teachers through 
community-based collaboratives 

locatIon: United states
InstItUtIon: community learning Partnership

The Community Learning Partnership (CLP) works to build a stronger 
infrastructure for learning in the field of community and social 
change. Through research, organization and support for leadership 
in higher education, it works to bring about change in policies. The 
CLP develops educational programmes for people who, despite find-
ing themselves in situations of poverty or lack of opportunity, show 
potential for community leadership. It also provides training for peo-
ple who work in and lead local development initiatives. 

http://www.communitylearningpartnership.org/ 

Detailed information is available at the Universities and Social Com-
mitment Observatory: http://www.guni-rmies.net/observatory/
bp.php?id=22

GOOD PRACTICE 24
university education for community change
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The case against high-tuition, high-aid may be 
summarized by four points.
l First, a ‘sticker price’ of US$15,000–25,000 for a 

full-time year at a public college or university 
would almost certainly discourage many from 
applying, or even aspiring to do so. This applies 
despite the prospect of financial aid or lower tuition 
fees for those in need.

l Second, a high-tuition, high-aid policy would lessen 
the quality of public colleges and universities. 

l Third, high tuition does not guarantee high aid. 
l Fourth, and fundamentally, the high-tuition, high-aid 

model is a denial of the appropriateness of higher 
education as public good.

canada
Two reports – one by the OECD and one by Statistics 
Canada – provide interpretations of the overall level of 
funding for higher education in Canada in comparison 
with other countries and highlight current trends in 
Canadian university financing.

The OECD study ranks Canada second in total terti-
ary education spending per student, and third behind the 
United States and Switzerland in spending on tertiary 
type A programmes.6 The study concludes that Canada is 
one of the few countries where spending on tertiary edu-
cation has actually kept pace with GDP growth over the 
1995–2000 period.

In 2003, the Statistics Canada report (Changing pat-
terns of university finance) identified the following main 
trends in university funding:
l The government has reduced its contribution to uni-

versities’ operating revenue over the years.
l All sources of private revenue are increasing – tui-

tion fee increases are by far the largest source of pri-
vate revenue.

l The total operating revenue increased by over 
US$1,000, or by over 8% from 1986 to 2000.

In recent years, there has been a great increase in 
investments from the major contributors to Canadian 
universities – the government (taxpayers), students and 
the private sector. The increase in contributions is due to 
three main factors: scarce funding in proportion to 
demand; increased tuition fees which have reduced the 
affordability of higher education; and faculty shortages.

conclusion 
It can be said that both the USA and Canada have 
achieved universal higher education status. This there-
fore adds a different dimension to the problem of financ-
ing. On the one hand, North America faces the challenge 

of remaining at the forefront in the knowledge-based 
society, which involves acquiring all the competences 
needed in a competitive market-friendly world. On the 
other hand, it must meet the demand for higher educa-
tion among economically, physically and socially chal-
lenged groups. Although most private and public 
institutions are feeling the financial squeeze, they have 
been able to adopt a number of cost-sharing schemes 
(pre-payment of tuition fees, tax-free savings plans, 
non-need-based price discounting, income-contingent 
repayment plans and so on), cost-recovery methods and 
income-generation activities of various types. They 
have also been able to make savings through the 
improved use of physical, human and financial 
resources. Nevertheless, many experts are pointing out 
that changes in funding, enormous rises in tuition fees in 
public and private institutions, as well as other shifts in 
how higher education institutions behave, have serious 
implications for the social role of higher education: 
equality of access and opportunity.

concLusions

l Summary of the main trends in financing at a 
regional level
1. In Africa and Europe, higher education is mainly 

funded through public financing. Africa receives 
proportionally less funding than any other region 
in the world. The influence of international organ-
izations that finance higher education projects is 
therefore greater in this region than in others.

2. In Arab countries, 75% of universities were set 
up in the last decades of the 20th century. In 
1996, the region had 175 universities. Govern-
ments have begun to neglect funding over the last 
decade, but they continue to be the principal 
source of funding. The mechanisms of funding 
that prevail are through the taxes levied on all 
sales to individuals and companies; enrolment 
fees; state subsidies; donations from the private 
sector; funds that universities invest or deposit to 
earn interest; and lending.

3. In Asia, although governments still play a major 
role in financing, particularly in the less devel-
oped countries in this region, there is a growing 
trend towards the private financing of higher edu-
cation. In this region, there are 41 different higher 
education systems. 

4. In Europe, education is essentially financed by 
governments and, to a lesser extent, through tui-
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tion fees. In what was formerly called Western 
Europe, around 90% of students attend public 
universities. In Central and Eastern Europe, pri-
vate higher education has developed rapidly: 
around 25% of students in some countries 
(Poland and Romania) are studying in private 
universities. There is a general consensus on the 
urgent need for the diversification of financial 
sources, in order to increase the amount of fund-
ing devoted to higher education. 

5. In the USA, there is a trend to substantially raise 
tuition fees in public as well as in private univer-
sities. The mechanisms of financing that prevail 
are: direct public financing for between 60% and 
90% of educational costs in the case of four-year 
degree courses; donations; federal and state aid; 
parental contributions; loans; and scholarships. 
There is a growing trend to shift the financial bur-
den of higher education from parents and taxpay-
ers to students by means of part-time work or 
student loans. Similar trends can be observed in 
Canada.

6. In Latin America and the Caribbean, the mecha-
nisms that prevail in higher education financing 
can be divided into three trends. First, there is the 
negotiated-historic model whereby resources are 
assigned according to the previous budget. Sec-
ond, funding is based on financial incentives that 
are related to institutions’ research output, publi-
cations, inventions, innovations and type of stu-
dent body. Finally, special funds are awarded to 
encourage the development of higher education. 
Such funds include the Solidarity Fund in Uru-
guay, the FODESEP in Colombia, the FUNDA-
PEC in Dominican Republic and the 
FUNDAPRO in Bolivia.

 In the above conclusions, an attempt has been made 
to summarize the main arguments posited by the 
authors of the Report on higher education financing 
at a regional level. 

l As a network that aims to foster UnEsCo’s 
declaration at the WCHE (1998), GUnI suggests 
that the following questions form the basis of topics 
for debate and forecasts:
1. What is the social value of higher education, and 

why and to what ends should it be maintained?
2. What are its characteristics when it is a public 

service and how does it differ when it is sold as a 
product?

3. What happens when countries do not train their 

professionals and do not invest in science and 
technology?

4. Is the public–private dichotomy a significant 
issue?

5. Should governments be responsible for preserv-
ing higher education as a public service?

6. Should the measures for safeguarding higher 
education as a public service be applied in both 
the public and private sectors?

7. What policies should be adopted – mainly in less 
developed countries – in order to substantially 
increase access to higher education?

8. Are international organizations and networks 
playing a relevant role in fostering new ways of 
higher education financing at regional and 
national levels in order to guarantee universal 
access to higher education? 

9. Are any of our good practices on higher educa-
tion financing relevant to less developed coun-
tries in order to achieve universal access?

10. Have we come any closer to achieving the objec-
tives recommended by the WCHE (1998)? 

 In terms of the social commitment of universities, 
GUNI upholds the following views:
1. Private and public funds must converge.
2. The biggest source of funding must be public.
3. The stakeholders who benefit from higher educa-

tion must contribute to its financing.
4. Dialogue between society, students and employ-

ers is necessary so that they are able to reach a 
consensus on the financing of higher education.

As a final conclusion, it must be highlighted that the 
public nature and the inalienable right to higher educa-
tion need to be considered as non-negotiable principles 
in the drawing up and development of public policies on 
higher education financing.

notes

1 Regarding Latin America, in the original Report you can 
find a box on higher education financing in the Caribbean. 
Regarding North America, we included a box concerning 
financing higher education in Canada.

2 The tables on which the analysis was based may be found 
in the original Report. Since the authors of the Report based 
their analysis on these figures, they have been used for this 
synthesis. However, we have also included in the Statistical 
Appendix updated data taken from the latest statistics 
issued by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS).

3 According to the UIS Global Education Digest (2007), 
p. 128, Cuba’s enrolment rate was 61%. 
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4 According to Hans de Witt (GUNI, Higher Education in 
the World 2006, p. 225), ‘Bologna, together with the Lis-
bon Strategy, linking reform of higher education with a 
joint effort to improve R&D, is a necessary and unavoid-
able process to prepare European higher education for 
future competition and cooperation, both within the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area as with the rest of the world. 
Additional funding for these two agendas is needed. On 
research, EU countries spend (in 2005) 1.9% of GDP, in 
comparison to 3% by the US, Japan and South Korea; on 
higher education, EU countries spend on average 1.1% of 
GDP, compared to 2.5% by Canada, 2.7% by the US and 
2.7% by South Korea. The reason for this lower invest-
ment in research and higher education is primarily 
explained by lower investment levels from industry and 
households in Europe.’

5 See tables II.6.3 and II.6.4 in the original Report.
6 In OECD countries, type A tertiary education prepares stu-

dents for research activities and professions that require a 
high level of proficiency. Type B tertiary education teaches 
proficiencies characteristic of an occupation that allows 
students to directly access the job market.
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1
IntroductIon

Higher Education in the World 2007, Accreditation for 
Quality Assurance: What is at Stake? explores the theme 
in depth. The global issues and regional perspectives 
provide knowledge and experiences about how they are 
and should be handled to protect global harmony in 
higher education’s contribution to society, taking into 
account diversity and avoiding uniformity.

Quality assurance and the role of accreditation: An 
overview by Bikas C. Sanyal and Michaela Martin 
explains the mechanisms for assuring quality. This is fol-
lowed by a discussion on the purposes of accreditation 
and the different types of accreditation. It also provides 
a description of the accreditation process and the man-
agement of accreditation systems. Finally, some generic 
strategies for effective accreditation at national, agency 
and institutional levels are discussed.

Historical and societal roots of regulation and 
accreditation of higher education for quality assurance 
by Colin Brock offers an analysis on the European 
nation-state and the different models of universities; the 
effects of industrialization and globalization; the export 
of the idea of the European university as a colonial leg-
acy; and the impact of the American model and its cul-
tural colonialism. All these subjects concern the notions 
of accreditation and quality assurance.

Institutional and political challenges of accreditation 
at the international level by Hans J. A. van Ginkel and 
Marco Antonio Rodrígues Días studies the impact of the 
World Conference on Higher Education (WCHE) 

(UNESCO, Paris, 1998) in the development of a vision 
of accreditation. It emphasizes the importance of the 
principle of higher education as a public good and the 
reasons why quality assurance and accreditation should 
preserve it. 

The international politics of quality assurance and 
accreditation: from legal instruments to communities of 
practice by Stamenka Uvalić-Trumbić reviews key inter-
national instruments and examines global attempts on 
recognition, quality assurance and accreditation. It high-
lights the role of international organizations in this field 
through a discussion of UNESCO’s WCHE, the Global 
Forum on International Quality Assurance and the 
UNESCO/OECD Guidelines on Quality Provision in 
Cross-Border Higher Education.

League tables as policy instruments: the political 
economy of accountability by Jamil Salmi and Alenoush 
Saroyan examines the role and usefulness of league 
tables. Such tools are increasingly relied upon to meas-
ure and compare the performance of tertiary education 
institutions. Finally, it considers ranking instruments’ 
respective merits and disadvantages and makes some 
recommendations for policymakers, tertiary education 
institutions and the public at large.

The governance of accreditation by Mala Singh 
focuses on governance arrangements for monitoring and 
managing quality assurance, including accreditation. 
The analysis includes governance arrangements at: 
national system level (government); institutional/pro-
gramme level; and quality assurance agency level. The 
implications of governance of ‘international’ quality 
assurance and accreditation and cross-border provision 
are also addressed.

Academic fraud, accreditation and quality assur-
ance: learning from the past and challenges for the 
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future by Jacques Hallak and Muriel Poisson analyses 
the academic fraud and corrupt practices in higher edu-
cation, including quality assurance and accreditation 
processes. It considers six key strategies for dealing 
with the challenges posed by fraud and corruption. It 
provides policy recommendations for national, regional 
and international levels.

Cross-border higher education: quality issues and 
their implications for accreditation by Jane Knight 
focuses on key issues and implications in cross-border 
higher education and quality assurance, with special ref-
erence to accreditation. Such include the registration and 
accreditation of the diverse new types of foreign provid-
ers, whether they are traditional universities, commercial 
companies or partnerships of local/foreign, public/pri-
vate or profit/non-profit providers of higher education. 

An international accreditation space by Judith S. 
Eaton describes four current issues that must be 
addressed in an international accreditation space. It 
offers five approaches or models by which to think about 
managing an international accreditation space in a way 
that addresses the issues and displays the desirable char-
acteristics. It concludes with the future challenges of an 
international accreditation space. 

2
QualIty assurance and the role 
of accredItatIon: an overvIew 

Bikas C. Sanyal and Michaela Martin1

The 21st century has begun with an increase in the 
number of higher education (HE) students. According to 
UNESCO, enrolment has increased from approximately 
72 million in 1994 to 133 million in 2004. Excluding 
North America and Western Europe, enrolment in the 
rest of the world more than doubled in these five years, 
with an increase from 41.1 million to 99.1 million. This 
massive expansion is taking place for at least two rea-
sons: an increase in social demand for HE and an 
increase in the economic need for more highly educated 
human resources. 

The increase in social demand for HE is a result of at 
least five factors:
1. Every country and consequently every citizen wants 

to become a member of the emerging knowledge 
society.

2. HE helps people get better jobs. 
3. The democratization of societies and the availability 

of open distance learning, e-learning, part-time edu-
cation and special needs education are attracting 
more students who would not otherwise be there. 

4. In most industrialized countries, an increasing 
number of senior citizens are looking for HE for its 
own sake (that is, HE for culture).

5. The ‘Education for All’ programme adopted by the 
UNESCO member states is also increasing social 
demand for HE through expansion at lower levels. 

The structure of the social demand for HE has also 
changed among the student population, which requires 
different types of higher education institutions (HEIs). 
The student population now consists of the following six 
categories:
1. Conventional successful completers of secondary 

education from the relevant age group.
2. Mature learners, who are often enrolled part-time in 

programmes related to an occupation or for 
pleasure.

3. Students who have already obtained an HE qualifica-
tion and are looking for highly specialized profes-
sional opportunities at an advanced level.

4. Students who wish to diversify their occupational 
activity in order to move into professional sectors. 
These students seek fairly general courses in such 
disciplines.

5. Students who would like to make themselves avail-
able for the global labour market and pursue educa-
tion abroad.

6. Students who would like to alternate between educa-
tion and work. 

The phenomenon of globalization has changed the 
structure of economic demand for HE. The labour now 
required is highly skilled and highly educated in tech-
nology. The nature of jobs has also shifted towards 
more high-technology assembly jobs in some areas and 
more customized jobs in others. As innovation becomes 
crucial to sustainable development, R&D personnel 
become crucial to economic development. Economic 
units today need to become learning organizations that 
continuously update their skill needs by calling for dif-
ferent types of HE.

the dIversIfIcatIon of hIgher educatIon 
provIders 

While traditional institutions are still playing a dominant 
role in providing HE to meet to the needs mentioned 
above, they are also changing their roles as follows: 
l They are becoming partners in regional and interna-

tional consortia. 
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l They have engaged in different forms of transna-
tional education. 

l They have joined virtual university initiatives.
l They are building partnerships with industries.
New types of institutions have also emerged:
l Privatization of non-instructional activities and 

enrolment of self-financed ‘private’ students at pub-
lic institutions.

l Establishment of private institutions with govern-
ment support.

l Establishment of public institutions with private 
support. 

l Self-financed private institutions of various types.
Moreover, HEIs have found themselves obliged to build 
strategic alliances with each other and with related agen-
cies in order to face challenges posed by emerging for-
profit commercial HE providers, which has given rise to 
the following types of institutions: 
l Corporate universities (both public and private).
l Media and publishing businesses that have estab-

lished partnerships with traditional HEIs.
l Educational services and brokers that bring together 

a group of partners to deliver new kinds of pro-
grammes to new types of students. 

In short, a complex variety of HE is being delivered at 
the beginning of the 21st century. Some is driven by con-
sumer demand, but some is driven by the newly emerg-
ing supply of producers. Some are commercial entities 
with little social commitment. 

This becomes more important when a large number of 
these institutions work online or are located offshore and 
are vulnerable to corruption. To meet its social commit-
ment, the HE sector must protect the interests of its con-
sumers (that is, students, employers in government and 
industry, society at large and also the institutions them-
selves). This phenomenon has generated growing con-
cern worldwide regarding the quality of HE inputs, 
processes and outcomes. New quality assurance systems 
are now emerging. 

the defInItIon of QualIty

As mentioned above, the stakeholders in HE are many 
and varied. Accordingly, the concept of quality also var-
ies. We have identified ten definitions of quality: provid-
ing excellence, being exceptional, providing value for 
money, conforming to specifications, getting things right 
the first time, meeting customers’ needs, having zero 
defects, providing added value, exhibiting fitness of pur-
pose, and exhibiting fitness for purpose. The concept of 
quality has also evolved over time. The definition of 

quality, as applied to HE by the International Organiza-
tion for Standardization (ISO), could be ‘specifying 
worthwhile learning goals and enabling students to 
achieve them’ (Gola, 2003). 

Specifying worthwhile learning goals would involve 
articulating academic standards to meet: (1) society’s 
expectations; (2) students’ aspirations; (3) the demands 
of the government, business and industry; and (4) the 
requirements of professional institutions.

Enabling students to achieve these goals would 
require good course design, an effective teaching/learn-
ing strategy, competent teachers and an environment that 
enables learning.

The quality of HE is determined by the relevance (fit-
ness of purpose) of its mission and objectives for the 
stakeholder(s) and the extent to which the institution/
programme/course fulfils the mission and objectives (fit-
ness for purpose). The quality of an institution/pro-
gramme/course is also judged by the extent to which it 
satisfies the minimum standard set for inputs, processes 
and outcomes, which is called the standard-based 
approach to quality. 

As indicated above, the objectives of the stakeholders 
vary, so quality has many interpretations with political 
implications. As a basic requirement, the articulation of 
standards must find a common denominator if they are to 
consider all stakeholders and leave ample room for insti-
tutions to fulfil their specific objectives and priorities. In 
addition to ensuring the minimum quality standard, the 
standard-based approach may also indicate standards of 
good practice that express desirable situations towards 
which institutions should strive, thus making it a vehicle 
for quality improvement.

QualIty assurance mechanIsms

There are two types of quality assurance: internal and 
external. Internal quality assurance ensures that an institu-
tion or programme has policies and mechanisms in place 
to make sure that it is meeting its own objectives and 
standards. External quality assurance is performed by an 
organization external to the institution. The organization 
assesses the operation of the institution or its programmes 
in order to determine whether it meets the agreed-upon or 
predetermined standards, as mentioned above.

Quality assurance involves a variety of practices, 
among which three mechanisms can be distinguished: 
l Quality audits examine whether an institution or one 

of its sub-units has a system of quality assurance pro-
cedures and determine its adequacy. Audits are per-
formed by individuals not involved in the subjects 
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being examined. Quality audits are the first step in 
the quality assurance procedure.

l Quality assessment involves evaluating the quality of 
HE processes, practices, programmes and services 
using appropriate techniques, mechanisms and activ-
ities. The process of quality assessment takes into 
account the context, the methods used, the levels 
being assessed, the areas of assessment and the stake-
holders’ objectives and priorities. 

l Accreditation is the outcome of a process by which a 
governmental, parastatal or private body (accredita-
tion agency) evaluates the quality of an HE institu-
tion as a whole, or a specific HE programme/course, 
in order to formally recognize it as having met cer-
tain predetermined criteria or standards and award a 
quality label.

accredItatIon for QualIty assurance

Accreditation is the most widely used method of external 
quality assurance. It ensures a specific level of quality 
according to the institution’s mission, the objectives of 
the programme(s) and the expectations of different 
stakeholders, including students and employers. The 
process usually results in the award of a recognition sta-
tus for a limited period.

The following factors have made the adoption of 
accreditation desirable for quality assurance today:
1. The number of HE providers is growing. 
2. HEIs are confronted with an ever more competitive 

world. 
3. As HE providers become increasingly diversified, 

the demand for certified education increases. 
4. A degree awarded by an institution must come with 

a guarantee. Accreditation is one way of providing 
that guarantee.

PurPoses of accreditation 
Accreditation will ensure: (1) quality control (minimum 
standards) in HE; (2) accountability and transparency; 
(3) quality enhancement; and (4) the facilitation of stu-
dent mobility. 

Quality control assures that HE is in line with mini-
mum quality requirements in terms of inputs, processes 
and outcomes. These minimum requirements urgently 
need to be checked in order to protect the interests of 
stakeholders and safeguard national development 
objectives. 

Accreditation is commissioned by a suitable and rec-
ognized agency and encouraged by stakeholders to 
ensure ‘value for money’, that is, accountability through 

evidence of results. The accreditation process provides 
transparency in the functioning of the HE system.

The identification of weaknesses through the accredi-
tation process allows the system to adopt corrective 
measures and improve quality. The competitive spirit 
resulting from accreditation also helps enhance quality.

Finally, in the globalized economy, accreditation is 
important for the mutual recognition of credentials, 
which allows institutional, regional, national and inter-
national mobility among students, depending upon the 
scope of the accreditation.

However, as the interpretation of quality varies based 
on context, the purposes of accreditation for quality 
assurance are also varied. 

tyPes of accreditation
We have identified seven major types of accreditation:

1. Voluntary versus compulsory accreditation
One of the most important distinctions in accreditation is 
whether it is compulsory or voluntary. A compulsory 
accreditation system requires all institutions or pro-
grammes to periodically undergo accreditation. Such 
systems are generally concerned with verifying mini-
mum standards. They are often established for licensing 
purposes or for types of programmes where the stake-
holders have a special interest in quality assurance. 
Teacher training and programmes that prepare students 
for professions that are vital to national development and 
security usually require compulsory accreditation in cer-
tain countries. However, most accreditation systems are 
voluntary. Institutions apply for accreditation for the rea-
sons mentioned above. 

2. Fitness-for-purpose versus standard-based 
approach 

The fitness-for-purpose approach checks whether the 
HEI or programme is achieving its stated purpose (mis-
sion) and verifies whether the purpose itself is accept-
able (fitness of purpose). The fitness-for-purpose 
approach is considered more appropriate for quality 
improvement. However, some argue that in accredita-
tion systems all HEIs must meet certain standards (min-
imum norms) and be held accountable. This takes us to 
the standard-based approach.

In the standard-based approach, very detailed stand-
ards are set for the various aspects of quality of an insti-
tution or programme. All institutions or programmes are 
expected to meet these standards. The evidence gathered 
is assessed in terms of overall patterns rather than each 
specific standard. This means that an institution/ 
programme could be deficient in one area but have off-
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setting strengths in other areas and qualify for accredita-
tion. The standard-based approach ensures that 
minimum standards are being met, which guarantees 
conformance with standards and accountability. In the 
standard-based approach, accreditation systems also 
ensure high-level or good-practice standards, especially 
in situations where institutions or programmes have 
relatively equal levels of quality and/or institutions 
enjoy a high degree of autonomy. 

3. Accreditation by geographical coverage
Quality assurance and accreditation must be contextual-
ized. Therefore, we subdivided this type of accreditation 
into four categories:

a. Accreditation at the subnational level 
b. Accreditation at the national level
c. Accreditation at the regional level 
d. Accreditation at the international level

4. Accreditation by control of higher education
In some countries, accreditation systems have only been 
set up for the private sector. Other countries are now 
questioning whether public institutions should also be 
accountable. Thus, accreditation should be required for 
both public and private providers. 

5. Accreditation by type of higher education 
(university and non-university)

In some countries, accreditation is practised at both uni-
versities and non-university tertiary institutions. Since 
their objectives are different – one is academic and the 
other is often oriented towards employment or applied 
training – the accreditation procedures and criteria may 
be different, and thus different accreditation agencies are 
required. 

6. Accreditation by unit of analysis 
Accreditation may cover a whole institution and its pro-
grammes or a selected set of programmes. The areas of 
focus are different. For institutional accreditation to be 
effective, it cannot ignore academic programmes, just 
as programmatic accreditation cannot ignore whether 
the broader institutional environment is meeting  
its objectives. The two types of accreditation are 
complementary. 

7. Accreditation for distance-learning higher 
education

Distance learning has gained an increasing share of HE 
around the world and its quality has been questioned. 
Thus, a special type of accreditation is required to protect 
the interests of the students and the countries. 

accredItatIon process2

An institution is expected to be generally regarded 
among the academic community and other stakeholders 
as a well-founded, cohesive, self-critical and worthy 
organization that safeguards its mission, academic stand-
ards and commitment to the range of stakeholder inter-
ests. Some voluntary accreditation systems have 
established the precondition that HEIs undergo an eligi-
bility phase. 

According to the International Network for Quality 
Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE), 
the accreditation process starts with the establishment 
of an accreditation agency with nine principles of 
operation: (1) focus on the customer; (2) good leader-
ship; (3) stakeholders’ involvement; (4) focus on indi-
cators of inputs, processes and outcomes; (5) 
evidence-based decision-making; (6) recognizing 
continuous improvement; (7) allowing institutional 
autonomy in academic matters; (8) optimizing bene-
fits to stakeholders; and (9) ensuring follow-up 
improvement actions.

Some voluntary accreditation systems have estab-
lished the precondition that HEIs undergo an eligibility 
phase. Upon successful completion of this phase, they 
are eligible for accreditation. The following are some 
general eligibility criteria for an institution applying for 
accreditation:  
l Established HEIs should already be offering the edu-

cational programmes to be accredited, and new insti-
tutions should be recognized by the relevant authorities 
and should already have been offering educational 
programmes for a specified period of time. 

l Institutions should be able to demonstrate that they 
have considered all available strategic options for aca-
demic development and that they are committed to 
continuing improvement in their academic activities. 

l Institutions should be able to demonstrate that they 
meet the requirements of a quality audit. 

As an integral part of quality assessment, institutions/
programmes should meet the following accreditation 
criteria:3

1. Mission
2. Governance and administration
3. Human resources
4. Educational programmes
5. Academic standards
6. Quality of learning opportunities
7. Quality management and enhancement
8. Research and other scholastic activities
9. Community involvement
10. Consolidated development plans
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verIfIcatIon and decIsIon-makIng

The verification that standards or quality criteria are 
being met depends on both quantitative and qualitative 
data. The two methods most frequently used to verify 
whether an institution or programme meets the above 
accreditation criteria are a self-assessment report (or 
self-study) and a peer review involving a site visit. 

Based on the review team’s report, the agency makes 
the final decision or recommends that a public authority 
make a certain decision. Once the decision has been 
taken and reported, the accreditation agency performs 
certain follow-up tasks.

the management of the accredItatIon 
system

Today, most accreditation systems are initiated by the 
government and serve governmental quality control 
functions. In some countries, for professional disci-
plines, neither the government nor the institutions may 
have any role in accreditation; in this case, the most 
important stakeholders are often professional organiza-
tions. However, accreditation procedures should always 
remain objective and be conducted with autonomy if not 
independence, without interference from the govern-
ment, academic institutions or professional councils. The 
different types of accreditation described above call for 
different types of affiliation mechanisms, which can be 
classified in four groups:
1. The agency may be a government agency – a minis-

try unit – with responsibility for part of the country’s 
HE sector. 

2. The agency may be fully independent of the govern-
ment in terms of its establishment and to a large 
extent in its functioning.

3. The agency may be a buffer body or be established 
under a local buffer organization. 

4. Professional associations can be established without 
the government or HEIs playing any role.

Several points are to be noted here. First, the quality 
of HE is a national concern and the government must 
play a role in the way it is assured by any agency. Sec-
ond, HE is now crossing national borders. In most cases, 
the government has the organizational and logistical 
capability to assure quality through accreditation. Third, 
because HE is included in the General Agreement on 
Trade in Services (GATS) of the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO), the government must negotiate the terms of 
free movement of HE. This does not mean, however, that 
the agency must belong to the government. 

When the purpose of accreditation is an academic or 
professional requirement, the government’s role should 
be merely regulatory, and institutions and agencies 
should play the dominant role.

accountability of the accreditation agency
If an accreditation agency is to be effectively managed, 
it must demonstrate accountability to its stakeholders. 
The ENQA recommends the following accountability 
procedures: 
l A published policy for the quality assurance of the 

agency should be made easily available to the 
stakeholders.

l The agency should demonstrate that: (1) its activi-
ties and results reflect its quality assurance mission 
and goals; (2) it enforces a ‘no-conflict-of-interest’ 
mechanism in the work of its external reviewers; 
(3) if it subcontracts any part of its accreditation 
work, especially the production of materials, it has 
mechanisms to ensure quality; and (4) it has inter-
nal quality assurance procedures, including an 
internal feedback mechanism, an internal reflection 
mechanism and an external feedback mechanism in 
order to inform and underpin its own development 
and improvement.

l A mandatory periodic external review of the agen-
cy’s activities should be conducted by the appropri-
ate authority.

Issues at stake

l The first issue in accreditation is the definition and 
measurement of quality. Quality means different 
things to different stakeholders. It is difficult to rec-
oncile all of them, so the definition of quality is in 
itself a political process. 

l Regardless of the quality model adopted, there are 
many methodological problems involved in measur-
ing quality. Many characteristics of quality are not 
measurable and must be assessed through proxy vari-
ables. Scores on ordinal scales are imprecise, and so 
are opinionated judgments. Under these circum-
stances, it may be unfair to link accreditation to 
financial rewards.

l Data on student learning outcomes are often una-
vailable. Employability statistics and information on 
the social usefulness of an education are difficult to 
collect and compare with intended learning out-
comes. Similar problems are encountered with 
research, other scholastic activities and community 
involvement. Providing accurate information to 
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stakeholders about the accredited status and quality 
of institutions and programmes is a serious meth-
odological challenge.

l The self-assessment component of the accreditation 
process is liable to be biased and uncritical in a com-
petitive world.

l The selection of ‘peers’ to act as external reviewers 
may be influenced by the institutions to be accredited. 

l Despite best efforts, accreditation procedures have 
so far been unable to control corruption in commer-
cial HE.

l Developing countries face serious problems in set-
ting up effective accreditation mechanisms because 
they lack capable human resources and adequate 
financial resources. 

l Accreditation mechanisms may have a hidden 
agenda aimed at keeping new and sometimes capable 
institutions out of the mainstream.

l It is imperative to keep accreditation agencies auton-
omous of the government in order to maintain their 
credibility, but this has not always been easy. Gov-
ernments often try to control agencies formally (by 
sitting on their governing bodies) or informally. 

l Some authors have expressed serious reservations 
about accreditation. For example, Lee Harvey (2004) 
stated that ‘Accreditation is neither neutral nor 
benign; it is not apolitical. Quite the contrary, the 
accreditation route is highly political and is funda-
mentally about a shift of power but a shift concealed 
behind a new public management ideology cloaked 
in consumerist demand and European conformity.’ If 
the shift of power does not assure quality, then 
accreditation becomes a futile exercise. 

l The accountability of accreditation agencies is 
another important issue at stake. ‘Some organiza-
tions that say they accredit are bogus themselves … 
“Quid custodiet ipsos custodes” – who shall guard 
the guardians?’ (Hernes, 2005).

strategy conclusIons 

national accreditation strategies 
l All governments should have a national accredita-

tion policy to facilitate the establishment of accredi-
tation mechanisms for quality assurance of their HE 
systems.

l Governments should share responsibility for accredi-
tation with voluntary and private entities, but it 
should not interfere with academic matters while 
overseeing regulatory aspects. 

l With respect to transnational HE, governments 

should ensure that the programmes exported by for-
eign providers are accredited in their own countries. 
They should use their missions in the providing 
country to verify the credibility of institutions and 
programmes.

l Governments should establish a rigorous monitoring 
system and an effective public information mecha-
nism for transnational providers with respect to their 
impact on national systems, credibility and useful-
ness in protecting the interests of the national aca-
demic community, especially students. 

l Governments should establish an umbrella agency 
to oversee the functioning of accreditation 
agencies.

strategies for accreditation agencies
l Agencies should have explicit, clearly defined goals 

and objectives.
l They should have an established legal basis, receive 

recognition from competent public authorities and 
ensure adequate resources.

l They should maintain autonomous responsibility for 
their operation, conclusions and recommendations so 
that they are not influenced by any third party such as 
HEIs, stakeholders or the government. 

l Agencies should have clearly defined, transparent 
accountability procedures.

l Their design criteria should: (1) redefine the con-
cept of ‘institution’ to include all kinds of providers; 
(2) emphasize course and programme certification 
to facilitate portability of credits and credentials; 
(3) incorporate transnational requirements; (4) 
emphasize evidence of results; (5) allow the devel-
opment of alternative accreditation reviews, for 
example electronic review and rapid-response 
review for rapidly emerging providers; and (6) 
address maintaining quality assurance in a period of 
massive expansion.

l Agencies should redefine the criteria for assessing 
teaching staff to take into account their changing 
roles.

l Agencies’ design criteria should ensure the necessary 
personal contact between teaching staff and students 
in emerging electronic communities where ideas can 
be shared through real support centres and with real 
counsellors for virtual courses. 

l The design criteria should include assessment of both 
affective and cognitive learning. 

l Agencies should establish effective linkages with 
relevant government authorities and institutions.

l Agencies should have an effective public informa-
tion policy for stakeholders.
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strategies for institutions 
l HEIs should develop a policy for accrediting them-

selves and their programmes.
l They should establish mechanisms for assessing 

their programmes and related activities in accord-
ance with the criteria established by the agency, espe-
cially in terms of: (1) mission, goals and objectives; 
(2) quantity and quality of educational programmes; 
(3) academic standards; (4) quality of learning 
opportunities, including staff quality; (5) managerial 
effectiveness; (6) quality enhancement; (7) research 
and other scholarly activities; (8) community 
involvement, including cooperation with industry; 
and (9) future plans.

l They should fully cooperate with the accreditation 
agency by providing everything it needs for a trans-
parent and fair evaluation of their activities for 
accreditation. 

l They should develop an appropriate information sys-
tem for internal use and for use by accreditors. 

l They should have a public information policy to pro-
vide stakeholders (especially potential students) with 
correct and verifiable information.

l They should ensure adequate human and financial 
resources to satisfactorily prepare the self-assessment 
report for accreditation.

l When they are involved in twinning or franchising 
arrangements with transnational HEIs, they should 
critically examine the quality of the partner organiza-
tion to make sure that the programmes meet the 
national accreditation criteria. 

3
hIstorIcal and socIetal roots of 
regulatIon and accredItatIon 
of hIgher educatIon for QualIty 
assurance

Colin Brock4

Universities are nothing if not urbane, and the influence 
on them of the three so-called urban revolutions to date 
has been very significant, as have the ever-changing pat-
terns of political geography – or regulated space. Univer-
sities and HE in general have developed and operated 
within the context of competition for control between 
forces of politics – including religious powers and eco-
nomics – especially in centres of commerce, and societal 
change; especially in terms of class.

Our contemporary jargon of quality assurance and 

accreditation is merely the latest form of syntax to 
describe the desires and needs of competing human 
groups to control one of the most enduring institutions of 
civilization – the university.

the roots of the modern unIversIty In the 
near east and south asIa

The idea of the university derives not only from classical 
Greece and the ancient Arab civilizations of Mesopota-
mia and Egypt, but also from the remarkable flowering 
of Indian scholarship. 

In our ‘politically correct’ terminology we give the 
name ‘quality assurance’ to the control of standards of 
content, delivery and validation. In this respect, there 
would seem to be two main factors influencing such a 
notion as a ‘university’: the values and standards that 
support the pursuit of scholarship, and the interest of the 
early organized religions – such as Hinduism, Buddhism 
and Judaism – in this pursuit. These, together with the 
advent and development of Christianity and Islam, are 
associated with the first broad phase of the settlement of 
human communities known loosely as the first urban 
revolution.

The emergence of a particular form of institutional-
ized higher learning in classical Greece was a response 
to the need for professional management of the civic, 
economic and military affairs of the polis. This added a 
third regulatory strand – the political – to those of schol-
arly standards and religious conventions. In their differ-
ent forms, all these institutions of ‘the East’ exemplified 
the combined interests of the political, religious and 
commercial powers in their particular locations. By con-
trast, the survival of scholarship in ‘the West’ depended 
entirely on the monasteries of the remote fringes.

The key issue to note is that, from the outset, the phe-
nomenon of ‘the university’ has been an essentially 
instrumental one, serving the needs of powerful urban-
based elites – political, religious and commercial. Such 
a practical mission implied regulation of content and 
standards in scholarly practice in the public form of rec-
ognition. The rules and regulations of the early pre- 
Renaissance universities, and the standards required of 
them by their sponsors, be they religious or secular, are 
the seeds of our modern notion of quality assurance.

the renaIssance unIversItIes of europe 
and theIr regulatIon

The Renaissance universities of Europe were not merely 
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the products of the ‘rebirth’ of classical Greco-Roman 
and Christian scholarship, but also the inheritors of a 
long history of higher learning from a range of other civi-
lizations, especially Islam, with its inclusive tradition. 
They were also the products of the ‘second urban revolu-
tion’, itself derived from the relative stability of the early 
medieval period, which enabled the growth of trade and 
the accumulation of wealth in what were in effect 
city-states. 

The patrons of the early Renaissance universities 
were therefore more municipal in scale, but still repre-
sented all three of the vested interests in controlling 
them – religious, political and commercial – which were 
not necessarily mutually exclusive.

The Renaissance university rapidly became a func-
tion of social reproduction, with expansion carefully 
regulated in the service of interests that were not neces-
sarily scholarly. 

By the 12th century, it was necessary for the initial 
components of a proto-university, that is to say, the mas-
ters and their houses/colleges, to appeal to the pope or a 
monarch for the status of studium generale, which in 
effect meant ‘university’, though the term ‘universitas’ 
did not come into use until later. Initially it referred only 
to the scholarly community and not to the whole institu-
tion. This was what we would now call an accreditation 
process.

The relatively open opportunity to become a master, 
and the realization of the emerging middle classes of Ren-
aissance cities that an undergraduate course could enhance 
upward social mobility, led to increased student demand. 
This in turn created an opposition to expansion by some 
scholars, as well as by the elites. Both groups preferred to 
keep the universities as exclusive as possible. This was to 
be an enduring theme over the following centuries, in pur-
suit of which various forms of regulation, accreditation 
and recognition played their part. Another feature of these 
tensions between vested interests was that, although a 
common qualification for university teaching had emerged 
– the licentia ubique docendi – individual universities 
began to work towards autonomy by invoking restrictive 
practices, including non-recognition of qualifications 
gained elsewhere. Sometimes religious or local authorities 
would side with their university in order to maintain the 
multiplier effects of having a student community and also 
to minimize a brain drain.

This was a very significant formative period as far as 
the modern university is concerned, due to the conver-
gence of competing, yet also symbiotic, forces. The 
vested interests, especially the Catholic Church, laid 
competing claims to control by regulation. To what 
extent ‘quality’ came into this is another matter.

polItIcal geography, the rIse of the 
natIon-state and the emergence of the 
french and german unIversIty models

Starting in the 14th century and extending into the 15th, 
there was a significant decline in the rate of university 
foundations. This had much to do with the continued ten-
sions between church and state as new political territo-
ries emerged around the plethora of urban foundations 
and their spheres of influence. 

To some extent, the strong Jesuit involvement in 
education, including universities, effected a degree of 
international character, common standards and pan-
European student migration. However, this was coun-
teracted by a lack of denominational unity and 
increased conflict between church and state as feudal 
monarchies proliferated. Major upheavals such as the 
Great Schism of the late 14th century, the long march 
of the Reconquista throughout the 15th century and 
the Lutheran Reformation from the early 16th century 
all made their mark. 

During the 18th century, the rise of the Prussian state 
became a particularly significant issue for universities as 
a legal code was promulgated in 1794 tying them to the 
state, which controlled educational qualifications and 
appropriated the authority of the churches, both Catholic 
and Protestant. 

Corruption was rife and standards low despite the 
emergence of a few major intellects, such as Isaac New-
ton, in the 17th and 18th centuries. Regulations were 
flouted, standards declined and continued to do so well 
into the 19th century, as these bastions of the establish-
ment classes satisfied the social interests of both political 
and religious elites. 

During the 19th century, the nature of the contexts 
of university development and regulation was strongly 
influenced by the degree of political cohesion, includ-
ing the various relationships between church and 
state. The nearly universal presence and power of the 
Catholic Church in France and its proximity to the 
state created a university tradition of national con-
formity. This was manifest in the statutes of founda-
tion, the regulations and the requirements of standards 
necessary for the awarding of degrees. Universities 
were seen as institutions of the state, with programmes 
designed to meet the perceived manpower needs of the 
bureaucracy. This monolithic approach became known 
as the French model of the university, and it was inter-
nationally influential.

The main rival to this model emerged from Ger-
many. Wilhelm von Humboldt was charged with the 
creation of a completely new university that would 
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revitalize the intellectual dimension of the nation. It 
was a humanistic concept that became the envy of the 
world and had a massive influence on the future not 
only of the German universities, but also of those of 
Britain and the United States throughout the 19th cen-
tury and into the 20th.

Humboldt’s key argument is for the distinction 
between academies and universities. Whereas the 
former he sees as responsible for the improvement and 
standing of German science in the world, the latter he 
sees as fulfilling an important societal role, as they work 
in close collaboration with the state and the practical 
business of citizens (Ertl, 2006). This was to be achieved 
through regular engagement with students and through 
the unity of research and teaching. 

the englIsh unIversIty model and Its 
global outreach

The English model of the university, shamed and stim-
ulated into reform by the rise of the provincial founda-
tions, was characterized by independence from the 
church, strong local support and a light touch from the 
state, which nonetheless retained the power to license 
degrees through the award of a Royal Charter. Indeed, 
the state also took an interest by awarding grants and 
scholarships from the late 19th century onwards, as 
well as by funding new institutions of science and 
technology, some of which eventually became univer-
sities or constituent colleges. But the real entry of the 
state onto centre stage, with a strong intention to  
exercise control over the universities and their subse-
quent development, was with the foundation of the 
University Grants Committee (UGC) in 1919, which 
begat a direct line of increasing state influence, lead-
ing to the quality assurance institutions of the early 
21st century.

The export of the European idea of the university 
occurred through the colonization of large tracts of Latin 
America, Africa and Asia by Spain, France and Britain. 
All three left their own cultural imprints in the form of 
the institutions created. 

For example, the interest of the British govern-
ment and its nascent Board of Education is evident in 
the massive survey conducted by its Office of Special 
Reports on Educational Subjects, published in 1912 
as volume 25 of its output: Universities in the Over-
seas Dominions. This report recorded not only the 
programmes offered but also the statutes and regula-
tions, which indicated in all cases a clear concern 
with standards. 

corporatIsm, accredItatIon and the 
notIon of QualIty assurance: cultural 
colonIalIsm and the amerIcan model

For obvious reasons, the earliest college foundations in 
the United States (US) were based on the English model. 
For up to two centuries in some cases, these colleges 
were strongly influenced by the prestigious institutions 
of the ‘mother country’. As with Europe, so with the 
United States, as the new nation emerged, its political 
geography and cultural foundations moulded the new HE 
sector: the independence of the individual and proliferat-
ing states on the one hand, and of private enterprise on 
the other. Thus began the essential feature of American 
HE, its diversity, which was also linked to the practicali-
ties of establishing new means of economic survival and 
development and incorporating increasingly large and 
diverse immigrant communities.

The emergent US institutions of the late 19th century 
found themselves in a rampantly advancing economic 
context. The US business sector showed a keen interest 
in, and exerted significant influence on, the public school 
developments in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
and this was mirrored in the university sector (Cuban, 
2000). It was not only endowments from successful man-
ufacturers and entrepreneurs that came into these institu-
tions but also the organizational practices of large 
businesses. These, combined with the democratic ideal of 
access to educational opportunity at all levels for all citi-
zens, made for an open and innovative university culture, 
while at the same time maintaining the high ideals and 
standards of scholarship inherited from Europe. These 
were now to be allied with the notion of quality control 
and assurance emanating from the business world.

The fact that in most of the US, and certainly in the 
older east of the country, primary and secondary schooling 
predated the emergence and influence of the universities 
meant that some of the regulatory practices of schools 
influenced the HE sector, and so it was with the evolution 
of the idea and practices of accreditation. This phenome-
non, emerging from the need of a highly diversified and 
decentralized kaleidoscope of schools for some kind of 
self-regulation, together with the target-setting, standards-
oriented notion of quality control emerging from corpo-
rate America, is one of the twin seeds of our 21st century 
concern with standards in a globalizing world.

Despite having reached its century mark, only since 
the 1970s has accreditation received serious attention. 
This is somewhat surprising, given the enthusiastic foun-
dation of a range of accrediting agencies and organiza-
tions during the 20th century. Perhaps it is because 
accreditation was born at a particularly frenetic period of 
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US history as the relatively young nation emerged as the 
most influential in the world, but it was well established 
by the 1930s as a strong feature of a free democratic soci-
ety at the time of the so-called ‘great dictators’ of conti-
nental Europe. Indeed, it is the self-governing and 
self-evaluating character of the accreditation process that 
distinguishes it from the central regulation of the state.

Some of the misunderstanding and even fear of 
accreditation has to do with appropriation and distortion 
of its pure ideals and practices by government and state 
agencies, professional bodies, and colleges and universi-
ties themselves. Given its influence on quality assurance 
in HE, it is worth quoting in full what, according to 
Young (1983), accreditation is, and what it is for.

l The characteristics of accreditation
1. It is predominantly a voluntary, private-sector 

activity and therefore cannot mandate compliance 
or control behaviour except by persuasion and 
peer influence.

2. It is the premier example of self-regulation (as 
opposed to government regulation) in postsec-
ondary education.

3. It focuses primarily on judging educational qual-
ity – an elusive concept – and, given the great 
diversity of postsecondary education in the United 
States, criteria tend to be general and variable.

4. It functions essentially as an evaluative process, 
and institutional self-study is at the heart of the 
process.

5. It provides outside consultation, closely tied to 
the institution’s own research and planning.

l The purposes of accreditation
1. To foster excellence in postsecondary education 

through the development of criteria and guide-
lines for assessing educational effectiveness.

2. To encourage improvement of institutions and 
programmes through continuous self-study and 
planning.

3. To assure other organizations and agencies, the 
education community, and the general public that 
an institution or a particular programme has both 
clearly defined and appropriate objectives, main-
tains conditions under which their achievement 
can reasonably be expected, appears in fact to be 
accomplishing them substantially, and can be 
expected to do so.

4. To provide counsel and assistance to established 
and developing institutions and programmes.

5. To encourage the diversity of US postsecondary 
education and allow institutions to achieve their 
particular objectives and goals.

6. To endeavour to protect institutions against 
encroachments that might jeopardize their educa-
tional effectiveness or academic freedom.

As we can see, the American model of the university 
distilled the academic distinction of the German model 
(though not its single-thesis doctoral mode), the liberal 
and individual focus of the English model, the diversifi-
cation and self-regulation of its own free and democratic 
societal traditions, and the efficiency regimes of corpo-
rate America in terms of targets and quality standards 
into an effective servant of the American public. As the 
20th century progressed, it proceeded through various 
means, especially the global power and outreach of a 
superpower, to infuse the world of HE with notions of 
quality assurance that, by the turn of the millennium, had 
been taken up by many other countries, by regional bod-
ies such as the European Union and most importantly by 
international agencies, especially UNESCO.

the globalIzatIon and 
InternatIonalIzatIon of hIgher educatIon

The past three millennia have seen innumerable changes 
in terms of political, economic, social and cultural con-
texts. Universities have survived because they have been 
essentially instrumental institutions, serving societal, 
cultural and political needs. What is more, they have 
been doing this in the interests of a variety of often com-
peting groups such as governmental, ecclesiastical and 
commercial powers. They have developed skills and 
knowledge that have not been available in sufficient vol-
ume or accessibility in other institutions such as special-
ist academies and dedicated research laboratories. They 
have evolved through a number of national traditions, 
which themselves are always developing, in forms that 
have been loosely termed the French, German, English 
and American models. All have influenced the others to 
various degrees and at different times.

So we may also say that ‘universities are nothing if 
not international’, since throughout at least the past mil-
lennium they have been characterized by massive migra-
tions of students and scholars. In every such migration, 
the regulations and standards of the host institution and 
society were internalized and contributed, on the return 
of the academic travellers, to the enrichment of their 
home institutions and societies. Sometimes such cross-
national influence has been of a coercive nature, such as 
the efforts of occupying powers to influence indigenous 
patterns of education. 

This is not the place to rehearse the pros and cons of 
globalization per se. Nonetheless, a significant part of glo-
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balization is clearly a form of cultural colonialism in which 
universities are implicated, through their contribution to 
the global digital divide. However, as powerful nodes in the 
digital networks of cyberspace (Castells, 1996), they could 
in theory form a resistance to the ongoing battle to control 
them on the part of the vested interests of political and com-
mercial powers. The increased influence of neo-liberal 
market forces manifest themselves in at least two signifi-
cant ways: marketization and privatization. The former has 
led to increased competition within and between both pub-
lic and private sectors of HE, with state authorities seeking 
to regulate quasi-markets. This can be seen in many coun-
tries around the world, and is emerging strongly in the rap-
idly developing new global economies. 

The issue of privatization is related to that of marketi-
zation and competition, but is distinctive and especially 
significant in developing countries, where the state lacks 
the ability to provide for adequate capacity to meet 
increasing demand. Consequently, there has been a mas-
sive increase in the establishment of private universities 
and other HEIs.

It is to the issue of control that we finally return. Is the 
battle to regulate the universities and other forms of HE – 
public or private – through the notion of quality assurance 
essentially the latest phase of the competition between 
vested interests to control what has now become a global 
knowledge industry? Or will it adopt the more benign 
approach of accreditation in its pure form – that of a proc-
ess of self-regulation within agreed guidelines? What is 
certain is that we are now dealing with a phenomenon of 
global proportions, and only a respected global body can 
be expected to lead the way. This is important not only in 
the interest of the clienteles of universities all over the 
world, but also of the universities themselves. The histori-
cal roots of the quality of their work have been preserved 
by their continued societal role as agents of instrumental-
ity through both teaching and research. Will they be 
weakened by the quality assurance industry as it has now 
become, or will it be their saviour?

4
InstItutIonal and polItIcal 
challenges of accredItatIon at 
the InternatIonal level

Hans J.A. van Ginkel and Marco Antonio 
Rodrígues Días5

Accreditation has become a major issue for higher edu-
cation (HE) over the past few years. The reasons are well 

known: the development of new technologies, progress 
in distance and virtual education, the multiplication of 
new providers, attempts to generalize the transformation 
of education into a commodity, the internationalization 
of HE and, as a consequence of all these factors, the need 
for trustworthy systems to ensure the quality and rele-
vance of institutions and programmes. Measures at the 
national, regional and international levels are presented 
as being justified in order to ensure quality and protect 
countries and students from ‘bad educational products’ 
and from fraudulent providers of educational services.

Accreditation systems are also considered instru-
ments for allowing HE to face transformations in the 
economy, society and civilization, which can, in many 
ways, be considered more important than the changes 
that occurred during the industrial revolution. The cor-
nerstone of this evolution is knowledge. The creation of 
knowledge and the way it is handled are crucial for both 
developed and developing countries.

Society has become increasingly knowledge-based, 
and this evolution has favoured a shift in values. Solidar-
ity tends to disappear. Competition is paramount. Social, 
spiritual and collective values risk being replaced by 
commercial, materialistic and individual values and 
behaviour. 

Since it is in this context that accreditation started to 
be treated as a pressing matter, it is not difficult to under-
stand that there are many reasons why important basic 
questions are being raised on this subject. We must 
increasingly make clear exactly what we want to achieve. 
Accreditation for what? For what qualities? What kinds 
of qualities do we really want? Who will be the gatekeep-
ers of the system? What will their criteria be? Questions 
of this type must be specified and answered before any 
serious decisions can be made.

The implications of the concepts of accreditation and 
of adopted methods in this field are not neutral and will 
produce consequences not only at the economic and 
financial levels but also, and particularly, in the cultural 
and political life of institutions and nations. Many ana-
lysts believe that these methods frequently reflect a con-
cept of world society in which people in developing 
countries are seen as passive receivers rather than as 
active partners.

a multIdImensIonal concept

Since the consensus developed at the 1998 World Con-
ference on Higher Education (WCHE), accreditation 
procedures, in addition to internal and external evalua-
tion, have been added more intensively at the interna-
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tional level to the methods used to achieve quality and 
relevance. New controversies and divergences emerged 
immediately, this time on standards to be used as bench-
marks for defining and identifying the quality of higher 
education institutions (HEIs) and programmes. In addi-
tion, the concept was not always very clear. 

Accreditation should be seen as the method for evalu-
ating the quality and relevance of an HEI or a specific 
programme, allowing for recognition within an existing 
(specified) system of HE.

The participants in the WCHE in 1998 predominantly 
favoured what Gudmund Hernes and Michaela Martin 
(2005) called ‘fitness for purpose’, as opposed to the 
‘standard-based approach’. In the fitness-for-purpose 
approach, an accreditation system should provide ele-
ments to analyse the quality of an institution’s perform-
ance and relevance in accomplishing its missions. In the 
standard-based approach, detailed standards, frequently 
following foreign experience, are used to define the qual-
ity of an institution or programme. 

According to the concept resulting from discussions 
at the WCHE, HE must serve society’s needs and devel-
opment goals and base its long-term orientation on soci-
etal aims and requirements, including respect for cultures 
and environmental protection. 

In the field of HE, the application of the Washington 
Consensus more intensively brought about proposals, 
such as encouraging a reduction in state participation in 
social expenses; decreasing the volume of public invest-
ments in HE; stimulating the development of private 
education as an equity instrument; giving priority to 
commercial aspects rather than to educational considera-
tions; and accepting HE as a commercial good regulated 
according to principles established by the World Trade 
Organization (WTO).

In the developed world, but also in some emerging 
countries, a process of schizophrenia is affecting a sig-
nificant number of public HEIs. Internally, in the coun-
tries where they are based, they need to be considered as 
public institutions delivering public goods, but at the 
international level, in particular in their relationship with 
the institutions of the developing world, they serve as 
providers of commercial services and give absolute pri-
ority to profits, instead of acting in a spirit of solidarity 
by sharing knowledge. Instead of cooperation, the 
watchword is competition. 

The certification of quality has now become more 
complex and involves more directly values that are 
not of an academic nature. The value and strength of 
HE resides in its worldwide diversity. The quality and 
relevance of HEIs, together with their programmes 
and diplomas, cannot be judged in terms of given 

models, however perfect they may seem. They must 
ultimately be assessed within a particular context, and 
at a given time. Quality cannot be derived from a uni-
versal model, and it cannot emerge only from theory 
and abstraction or, following present attempts towards 
commercialization, have responding to market inter-
ests as the main criteria. Quality is the result of a 
series of actions responding to precise social needs at 
a very specific moment. 

It is not without reason that UNESCO’s Regional 
Conventions on the Recognition of Studies, Diplomas 
and Degrees call the wealth and diversity of national 
systems of HE a key asset that must be preserved and 
further promoted. The regional conventions were real-
istic but progressive instruments. If they are able to 
keep their commitments to respecting the cultural 
diversity of countries and systems, they provide a better 
point of departure than rigid and strict agreements with 
no room for concertation, or guides elaborated essen-
tially on the basis of the experiences and models of the 
developed world. 

defInItIons of QualIty

Here we face the main difficulty concerning accredita-
tion. What, precisely, is quality? There are no clear defi-
nitions either of quality or of the related concept of 
excellence, and there is a lot of subjectivism in this area. 
Definitions are frequently ‘tautologies’ or they describe 
a situation related to a given time and space. In fact, the 
apparent objectivity of many statements and presenta-
tions on methods for achieving quality is unable to solve 
this basic question. And this is not new. 

The participants in the WCHE indicated the necessary 
elements for integrating the whole concept of quality. In 
this sense, they also followed the descriptive line and 
referred to quality as a multidimensional concept 
embracing all of HE’s main functions and activities. 
However, they did not stop at a descriptive attitude. 
Instead, they went further, linking the concepts of quality 
and relevance in a pragmatic and realistic way. They 
debated and made recommendations, which until now 
have not attracted the deserved attention of experts and 
officials responsible for policies in HEIs.

Among these suggestions, there is a recommenda-
tion that HEIs, together with the public and civil soci-
ety, should define (or redefine) their missions. All 
stakeholders in HE should be called upon to partici-
pate in this exercise. Clear missions, initially defined 
in an autonomous way by all segments of the univer-
sity and then approved by the society that the institu-
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tions are supposed to serve, can be used as a flag for 
them. They should also serve as targets to be attained, 
and they can create the conditions to make appropriate 
evaluations, comparing what the institutions actually 
achieve with what society as a whole expects from 
them during a particular period in their history. In 
other words, this mechanism could better establish 
standards and create an element of comparability 
adapted to each institution and in accordance with the 
autonomously defined missions. 

This approach differs from the common patterns that 
stimulate HEIs to look for external models, expecting 
them to adapt to patterns that frequently do not have any 
connection with the cultural sources of the institution or 
the needs of the society to which it is linked. This is the 
great challenge today in the adoption of evaluation and 
accreditation systems.

It is obvious that if a broad discussion is undertaken 
with all segments of society, the debate will become 
more open and members of the academic community, 
even before taking decisions on the model of universities 
they want, will participate in specific debates in order to 
build a better society in the country, the region and the 
entire world.

major InItIatIves

Why are international organizations so interested in this 
question? Many things are happening at the same time, 
and it is often difficult to understand the interactions 
between elements that seem to be unconnected but which 
have, in fact, some common bases and targets. It is useful 
to mention three processes that have made a considerable 
impact on the subject we are examining, and which are 
clearly interconnected:
1. The Bologna Declaration and its rapid evolution. 

International organizations have apparently decided 
to transform this process into a model for the entire 
world.

2. The definition of guidelines for the establishment of 
an international system of accreditation, as well as its 
impacts on existing instruments and the position of 
university associations.

3. The WTO’s presence and influence in the field of HE, 
particularly in accreditation matters.

the bologna declaration
The Bologna Declaration is aimed at reforming the Euro-
pean HE system in a consistent way. Its final goal is to 
create a single, more competitive European system. It is 
not an international treaty, it does not constitute a law, 

and it does not have the format of traditional regulatory 
instruments such as declarations, recommendations or 
conventions, but it is nevertheless being applied all over 
Europe and, through cooperation mechanisms, its influ-
ence has extended to other regions. Among the structural 
changes that have obtained broad consensus, or at least 
significant acceptance – which now seems to exist in 
Europe – are the following:
l The adoption of a system of easily readable and com-

parable degrees.
l The adoption of a system based on two main cycles, 

undergraduate and graduate, or of a basic three-cycle 
system (3 + 2 + 4), corresponding to a bachelor’s 
degree, a master’s degree and a doctoral programme.

l The establishment of a system of credits that can be 
obtained not only through traditional courses but also 
through contexts outside of HE.

l The promotion of mobility for students, teachers, 
researchers and administrative staff.

l The promotion of European dimensions in HE.
l The promotion of European cooperation in quality 

assurance. 
It is important to note that the promotion of cooperation 
in quality assurance is one of the key factors for strength-
ening convergence among institutions all over Europe. 

But one of the main obstacles to the implementation 
of the Bologna Process is how to establish a conver-
gence based on the North American model, but respect-
ing, as far as the content is concerned and according to 
the wishes of European universities, cultural diversity 
and the relevance of the missions of HE institutions 
within Europe? 

The risks of adopting not only a structure and organi-
zational methods based on the North American model, 
but also contents designed to suit different cultural con-
texts, has not yet been sufficiently analysed. And there is 
a real risk of coming back to a system of equivalence 
based exclusively on the North American model, instead 
of a system of recognition where differences are 
respected. 

Equally relevant is the need to develop a Europe of 
citizens, based on humanist attitudes and tolerance. This 
prospect is not clearly highlighted in the actions Europe 
is undertaking to create a common academic area. 

Integration and harmonization with the world of 
work are other essential elements in the strategy to 
modernize the European systems. If this is not done, 
universities will train people who will surely be con-
demned to unemployment, the level of which is already 
excessively high in many European countries, as in 
other parts of the world, where precariousness has 
become a pandemic. 
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An HE diploma is still considered essential in the 
acquisition of skills for the modern world. But HEIs 
cannot train people only for today’s needs. Pro-
grammes of continuing education should be devel-
oped, but students should learn to learn, learn to be, 
and learn to take initiative, in addition to learning to 
live together. To be able to develop personalities with 
these skills, HEIs should play the role of the observa-
tory, studying their societies, analysing their evolution 
and working with prospects.

guidelines and international system of 
accreditation
In 1995, an organization with the suggestive name of 
the Global Alliance for Transnational Education 
(GATE) was created to deal with transborder educa-
tion. This alliance elaborated a set of principles for 
transnational education, collaborated with the Serv-
ices Division of the WTO and launched a GATE certi-
fication process. It is clear that in spite of the 
participation of some institutions, including some 
from a few receivers’ countries, GATE was considered 
the property of an international enterprise, which sud-
denly was in the position of providing educational 
products and certifying the quality of the same prod-
ucts. Conflict between the different roles GATE was 
trying to play was predictable. It could not work in 
this manner, and it eventually ‘imploded’.

The idea of once again launching a set of principles 
for transnational education can be examined by analys-
ing an important process launched internationally in 
2001, with great determination and efficiency, appar-
ently with a view to creating suitable conditions for set-
ting up an international system of accreditation or, at 
least, to creating a framework for agencies dealing with 
the accreditation process. The OECD is once again 
actively involved in this process, and discussions have 
also begun within UNESCO. The final objective is to 
solve many problems, but some important challenges 
are hidden.

During the 2005 UNESCO General Conference, the 
member states acknowledged the existence of a docu-
ment on ‘guidelines for quality provision in cross-border 
higher education’ but did not endorse it. The document 
was later adopted, without any restrictions, by the OECD 
in December 2005. In this document, the authors’ views 
on the situation of HE in a period of transnational educa-
tion are clear.

A number of critical comments presented during the 
elaboration of this document were taken into considera-
tion. Criticism originating in certain regions was also 
used in drawing up the text. It acknowledges the impor-

tant role of non-governmental organizations, such as HE 
associations, student organizations, recognition and  
credential-evaluation bodies, and professional bodies in 
strengthening international cooperation for quality  
provision in cross-border HE. 

The document, in many aspects, became ‘politically 
correct’. However, it does not highlight the importance 
of relevance and the social commitment of universities. 
Reference to relevance is slight and appears to be a kind 
of formality aimed at answering criticism from receiver 
countries in advance; furthermore, the document is 
clearly Eurocentric (following UNESCO’s tradition, this 
concept of Europe includes the United States, Canada 
and Israel). 

Quality assurance and accreditation bodies are invited 
to apply the principles reflected in current international 
documents to cross-border HE. Higher education institu-
tions delivering cross-border HE are recommended to 
‘where relevant, use codes of good practice such as the 
UNESCO/Council of Europe Code of Good Practices in 
the Provision of Transnational Education and other rel-
evant codes’.

The International Association of Universities 
(IAU) and 36 other regional and national associations 
decided to publish another document (Sharing Quality 
Higher Education Across Borders: A Statement on 
Behalf of Higher Education Institutions Worldwide), 
which was not presented in opposition to the first one, 
but clearly tried to highlight the importance of rele-
vance for HE. And it made a difference! The document 
took a position against the limits of trade frameworks 
in the field of HE, which ‘may have unintended con-
sequences that can be harmful to the missions’ and 
seemed to reflect more accurately the position of aca-
demic institutions. 

In the process of establishing an international system 
of accreditation, some risks are evident even if they are 
not discussed:
1. The traditional methodology for approving interna-

tional regulatory instruments was not followed. Offi-
cially, the document, duly noted by UNESCO and 
approved by the OECD, is not binding, but in practi-
cal terms, its implementation actions are taken as if it 
were an official regulatory instrument. 

2. Important elements for the development of solidarity-
based cooperation systems were not highlighted. No 
clear information is given about who will be in charge 
of accreditation in an international system. Positive 
recommendations are addressed to organizations of 
quality evaluation and accreditation (for example 
they are encouraged to respect cultural diversity), but 
in this case, too, it is not clear who will coordinate the 
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process, and according to what criteria. The docu-
ment was clearly improved during its elaboration,  
but the final goal of the process still appears to be to 
consolidate the foundation of an international accred-
itation system.

3. Regions were actively encouraged to revise 
UNESCO’s regional conventions on the recognition 
of studies and diplomas, but this approach risked 
being Eurocentric because the regulation models 
under discussion were elaborated exclusively under 
the Council of Europe/UNESCO Convention (Lis-
bon, 1997), reflecting the decisions taken by Euro-
pean countries. Of course, the content of these 
conventions should be analysed in light of the 
present realities and an effort must be made, for 
example, to develop concrete and trustworthy meth-
odologies for assessing knowledge obtained outside 
the educational system, in particular though the 
world of work.

One important element that the application commit-
tees of the conventions on the recognition of diplomas 
may not have been able to implement was the arrange-
ment related to preparation for the world of work, with 
recognition of the value of knowledge and experience 
acquired outside of schools, particularly through self-
learning and professional activities. The promotion of 
lifelong education, the democratization of education, and 
the adoption and application of an educational policy 
should take structural, economic and technological 
developments into account, as well as the social changes 
and cultural contexts of each country. 

Universities should be modern and have good admin-
istrative performance. Although enterprises normally 
aim at earning profits, HEIs should exist for much wider 
purposes, including humanitarian efforts. In addition, 
given the importance of workers and the need for links 
with the whole society, the world of work cannot be seen 
from a narrow point of view. Taking into account the 
present state of the economy, cooperation with private 
and public companies is necessary, but it should not run 
against the long-term objectives of HE and must be 
guided exclusively according to the short-term and float-
ing market interests. Failing this, the institutions will no 
longer be relevant and cannot be considered high-quality 
institutions. And if standards are based only on the 
present needs of industry and of trade, they will engender 
bad results in the long term. 

If the conventions are to be reformed, it should be 
noted that, since the 1970s, observations on the imple-
mentation of the conventions have revealed that the 
application committees do not meet more than once 
every two years. Universities and their associations do 

not belong to these committees or are invited to partici-
pate in the meetings only as observers. Their absence in 
this case condemns the application committees to com-
plete inefficiency. Their participation as full members is 
indispensable.

imPact of the Wto and the gats 
Today, one cannot study evaluation and accreditation at 
the international level without referring to the GATS. It 
raises some questions of principle. Instead of being a 
right, established by law, of the citizens of states, HE has 
been redefined as – and is being actively transformed 
into – a commodity or, to put it another way, an interna-
tional service to be bought and sold through any interna-
tional supplier. 

The changes in the concept of HE, and the questions 
raised, have had specific consequences for all institutions 
and countries involved in the programme exchange proc-
ess. Since then, it has been an important issue for both 
governments and universities to know whether individ-
ual countries still have the right and, indeed, the oppor-
tunity and capability to regulate the operating licences of 
institutions and to recognize studies and diplomas issued 
by cross-border providers. These questions are political, 
economic and legal, and the situation is unclear. 

Many universities and their associations in various 
parts of the world have realized that, if these clauses are 
implemented strictly, one immediate consequence would 
be that all signatory countries of the GATS might be 
obliged to recognize, certify and accredit the diplomas of 
all other members of the GATS. The texts are ambigu-
ous, but interpretations of this nature are possible. This 
explains, at least partially, the current interest of so many 
countries, experts and organizations in the subject of 
accreditation. 

Many representatives of the academic world have 
also expressed concern that the GATS could cause the 
erosion of HE funds and subsidies, as well as a govern-
ment’s capacity to regulate the quality of HE and to 
ensure that HEIs contribute to the sound development of 
the country – in teaching and beyond, through their 
research and services to society.

At first, this agreement was ignored by the academic 
community and HEIs. In February 2002, at the World 
Social Forum in Porto Alegre, the participants in the 
working day on ‘Science and Technology: An Instrument 
for Peace in the 21st Century’ decided to propose a glo-
bal pact guaranteeing the consolidation of the principles 
of action approved at the WCHE in 1998, and the exclu-
sion of HE from the GATS.

Students’ and teachers’ organizations and other aca-
demic associations also expressed their disagreement 
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with the proposals issued on the basis of the GATS regu-
lations. It was also during this period that representatives 
of some governments and universities started to believe 
that the GATS was inevitable and that, given this situa-
tion, there was a need to adapt to the new reality by estab-
lishing standards so that various educational services 
could be considered similar enough to compete on the 
world market. 

Certain analysts and members of governments tried to 
interpret the GATS rules, supporting the idea that the 
public education sector is not covered and that WTO 
member states have the right to make no commitment on 
this subject. 

The reality is more complex. Declarations of this 
nature are well-intentioned, but often somewhat naive, 
and at best the result of wishful thinking. The text seems 
clear and any interpretation in favour of exclusion 
remains subject to possible conflicting interpretations. 
The fact that private universities exist in a country is 
enough to allow anyone to say that there is competition. 
The same can occur if public universities play a com-
mercial role by selling some products.

Concerning accreditation, there are provisions in the 
GATS that ‘recognition should be based on multilater-
ally agreed criteria’. Suggestions are made to member 
states, in appropriate cases, to work in cooperation with 
relevant intergovernmental and non-governmental 
organizations towards establishing and adopting com-
mon international standards and criteria for recognition 
and common international standards of practice for rel-
evant service trades and professions. 

The final texts of UNESCO’s regulatory instruments 
on the recognition of HE studies and diplomas were the 
result of difficult negotiations. These texts are based on 
an idea of cooperation among equals, where solidarity 
works and the transfer and sharing of knowledge is an 
important element. 

educatIon as a publIc servIce

This reality, this environment, this framework brings us 
to discuss the importance of maintaining HE as a public 
service, a public good; an effort based on three princi-
ples: equality, continuity and availability. 

Equality means that all must have the right of access 
to the public service, without discrimination. Continuity 
or permanence means that the public service must per-
manently meet the needs of the citizens, and here the 
notion of relevance is more than implicit.

The notion of adaptability (responsiveness) means 
that the public service must be ‘reactive’ and evolve on 

the basis of general interest changes, either technological 
or social. It can and it must, therefore, be updated, fol-
lowing the evolution of the society, but without abandon-
ing its basic characteristics, which are crucial to 
guaranteeing equality and permanence.

In short, for a service to be considered public, it must 
first of all be provided on an equal basis, it must be con-
tinuous and permanent, and it must not be subject to any 
kind of discrimination, including of a commercial or 
financial nature. This applies to all education and cer-
tainly also to HE. 

This subject was discussed in December 2005, in Bar-
celona, at a meeting of Nobel Laureates. On this occa-
sion, the participants noted that in Europe, now, the trend 
is to speak of ‘general interest services’ rather than ‘pub-
lic services’. ‘General interest services’ refers to the 
activities of a service, whether commercial in nature or 
not, that are considered of general interest by the public 
authorities and therefore subject to public service obliga-
tions. However, this evolution of concepts is not always 
clear. This is happening at a time when a new expression 
has been coined: instead of ‘public services’ or ‘services 
of general interest’, reference is now being made to 
‘services of general economic interest’. This clearly rep-
resents a deviation from the path and seems to privilege 
the notion that the market is capable of solving educa-
tional problems, and that individual interests should take 
precedence over social interests

We strongly believe that the outcomes of the 1998 
WCHE reflect well the opinions of both political and 
academic experts in the field of HE. It will, indeed, serve 
the future of humankind when all efforts to enhance the 
quality, relevance, accessibility and internationalization 
of HE worldwide are based on the outcomes of the 
WCHE and respect the values of diversity, creativity and 
innovative approaches. Only then can HE truly contrib-
ute, in all countries, to a better future for all.

5
the InternatIonal polItIcs of 
QualIty assurance and 
accredItatIon: from legal 
Instruments to communItIes  
of practIce

Stamenka Uvali ́c-Trumbi ́c 6 

Universities have retained their dimension of critical 
thinking and research. The notions of university 
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autonomy and academic freedom are still fiercely 
defended pillars of the mission of universities and are 
enshrined in the Magna Charta Universitatum. How-
ever, politics have remained integral to developments 
in higher education (HE). Indeed, as we enter the 
knowledge society at the beginning of the 21st cen-
tury, HE is attracting even greater political interest. A 
growing focus on the quality of education has been 
central to this political interest. 

The 1998 Paris World Conference on Higher Educa-
tion (WCHE) provided a comprehensive forum for pol-
icy debate. It was acknowledged that governments alone 
could no longer manage the most radical change and 
renewal of HE that they had ever been required to under-
take. Five years later, the WCHE + 5 in Paris indicated 
that such changes in HE went well beyond even the far-
reaching expectations of 1998. 

Higher education is increasingly acknowledged as 
an element of sustainable development, and lifelong 
learning has become a product of societal changes. 
New or alternative providers of HE, such as those 
enhanced by ICTs, branch campuses, franchises, corpo-
rate universities, and IT academies, have created a new 
paradigm in HE. 

Over the past few decades, private higher education 
institutions (HEIs) have steadily multiplied, creating 
what some researchers call ‘a global revolution’. Pub-
licly funded HEIs can no longer respond to the demand 
for places as they face budget cuts. 

These new trends and the dilemmas posed by the 
growing commercialization of HE have focused atten-
tion on the quality and portability of HE qualifications. 
This is now one of the central issues to be addressed by 
policymakers at the national level.

In this context, there is growing tension between per-
ceiving the quality of HE solely as an issue for sovereign 
nation-states and the increasing calls for, and attempts at, 
international accreditation schemes.

defInIng QualIty: do we know what we are 
talkIng about?

There are many definitions of quality, none of which are 
especially satisfactory. A myriad of definitions have been 
put forth by different networks and agencies, but a 
number of discrepancies appear. The 1998 WCHE 
defined quality in HE as a multidimensional concept that 
encompasses teaching, research, staffing students, facili-
ties and so forth. It drew attention to the importance of 
both internal self-evaluation and external review and rec-
ommended the establishment of independent national 

bodies and comparative standards of quality. It also 
underlined respect for institutional, national and regional 
contexts, in order to take into account diversity and avoid 
uniformity without losing the international dimension.

The most sceptical approach, however, is found in the 
CEPES glossary developed by Vlasceanu et al. in 2004. 
This points to the existence of a ‘linguistic baroque 
world’ in the field of quality assurance. The text refers to 
the ‘paradox of density’ and borrows an argument that is 
seemingly appropriate to the field of quality assurance: 
the more ‘crowded’ a given academic/scientific domain 
is, the less creativity one will find in it and the more con-
fusion and repetition will be present. 

For the purposes of this paper, ‘quality assurance’ will 
refer to the ‘ongoing, continuous process of evaluating 
the quality of a higher education system, institutions or 
programmes’. ‘Accreditation’ will be taken to mean the 
process by which a governmental, non-governmental or 
private body evaluates the quality of either an HEI as a 
whole or a specific educational programme in order to 
formally recognize it.

constructIng europe: the regIonal 
polItIcs of QualIty

Regional conventions have existed since the late 1970s, 
in the form of six normative instruments for regulating 
the mutual recognition of HE studies and degrees in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (1975), the Arab and Euro-
pean states bordering on the Mediterranean (Mediterra-
nean Convention) (1976), the Arab States (1978), Europe 
(1979), Africa (1981), and Asia and the Pacific (1983). 

The process of European unification will have a sig-
nificant spin-off in HE, through a unique pan-European 
reform process initiated by the Bologna Declaration in 
1999. This reform process will impact structural and 
other developments in the harmonization of HE in 
Europe and affect the creation of the European Higher 
Education Area (EHEA). It will also have echoes in the 
rest of the world, through the ‘external dimension of 
Bologna’. 

One outcome of constructing Europe was the 
strengthening of regional cooperation in this field. In 
1992, an agreement was reached through an exchange of 
letters between the Secretary-General of the Council of 
Europe and the Director-General of UNESCO. This 
agreement entailed realigning and strengthening the 
European scene by embarking on a joint convention 
between the two organizations. 

Through this joint convention, a step was made 
towards overcoming a two-track Europe. UNESCO 
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again played its role in providing new opportunities for 
less privileged countries, known as ‘countries in transi-
tion’, in which it had high and long-standing visibility.

The initiative of the two organizations was crowned 
by success through the adoption of the 1997 Council of 
Europe/UNESCO Convention on the Recognition of 
Qualifications in the European Region (Lisbon Recogni-
tion Convention, LRC). This declaration represented 
another step towards European integration in HE, and 
was the direct predecessor of the Bologna Process. 

The LRC is an example of a ‘new generation’ of rec-
ognition conventions. It includes the principle that ‘rec-
ognition should be granted unless substantial differences 
can be shown’. Tools for transparency are included and 
add value through a more pragmatic approach. The LRC 
also emphasizes the crucial importance of reliable and 
accessible information and networking. 

The LRC will inspire revisions of other UNESCO 
regional conventions, which are also faced with the chal-
lenges of new developments in HE. Despite the fact that 
the objective of a universal convention was not reached, 
interregional dialogue has been significantly enhanced 
on issues of common interest such as the assessment of 
credentials through distance learning, the crucial impor-
tance of quality assurance and accreditation in HE, 
access to reliable and transparent information, and 
assessment of prior learning in a lifelong learning 
perspective. 

The LRC underlines the significance of quality 
assessment and its relevance in recognizing foreign qual-
ifications. It strengthens the link between quality assur-
ance and qualifications recognition on the basis that the 
assessment of an individual qualification does not exist 
in a vacuum but is firmly embedded in the education sys-
tem, the HE institution and/or the study programme from 
which the qualification stems (Bergan, 2003).

Quality assurance and accreditation in an 
international PersPective
l The Bologna Process
The link between quality assurance and qualifications 
recognition will further be strengthened through the 
1999 Bologna Declaration. The process has led to 
reforms of HE systems all over Europe. Strengthening 
quality assurance, the recognition of degrees and the 
introduction of national frameworks for qualifications 
will be the priority areas for the Bologna Process. Hence, 
the LRC-generated process of linking qualifications rec-
ognition to quality assurance has been further advanced.

l The Global Alliance for Transnational Education
A parallel attempt at a global scheme was developing 

alongside the regional restructuring in Europe. This was 
a US-based initiative called the Global Alliance for Tran-
snational Education (GATE). It was an attempt to create 
a global accrediting enterprise and export quality assur-
ance and accreditation to countries that lacked the 
required capacity. The objective was to develop accredi-
tation procedures for providers of transnational HE pro-
grammes. Although still in existence, GATE no longer 
plays a role in international accreditation.

l The International Network for Quality Assurance 
Agencies in Higher Education

The International Network for Quality Assurance 
Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE) was estab-
lished in 1991 in Hong Kong. The main purpose of this 
network is to collect and disseminate information on 
current and developing theory and practice in the 
assessment, improvement and maintenance of quality 
in HE. With members from more than 120 agencies in 
67 countries in 2006, INQAAHE potentially has a sig-
nificant role to play. Its role is even more important in 
an era of interdependence and growing interest in cross-
border HE.

Regional networks for quality assurance, such as 
the Asia-Pacific Quality Network (APQN) in Asia and 
the Pacific, the Iberoamerican Network for Quality 
Assessment and Assurance in Higher Education 
(RIACES) in Latin America, and the Caribbean Area 
Network for Quality Assurance in Tertiary Education 
(CANQATE), have emerged and are being consoli-
dated with World Bank support to take their place 
alongside the ENQA network in Europe and an Arab 
association for quality assurance.

l The World Quality Register
An attempt at creating a worldwide quality register, 
based on the meta-accreditation of agencies, sought 
the support of the International Association of Univer-
sity Presidents (IAUP), INQAAHE and UNESCO in 
the late 1990s. UNESCO fiercely opposed this 
scheme, as it found the model politically unaccepta-
ble. After a series of discussions in different forums, 
the initiative was somehow watered down. A world 
quality register may well develop in the future. How-
ever, its lack of success to date provides yet another 
example of how complex international initiatives can 
be, unless a democratic process is well established to 
ensure that the diverse stakeholders participate and 
have ownership.

l The CHEA international commission
The Council for Higher Education Accreditation 

97802302_33379_07_part4.1.indd   169 29/05/2009   16:47



 170 HIGHER EDUCATION AT A TIME OF TRANSFORMATION

(CHEA), established in 1997, is a US-based associa-
tion of 3000 degree-granting colleges and universi-
ties. It recognizes 60 institutional and programme 
accrediting organizations. It reached a landmark in 
international development by setting up an Interna-
tional Commission of some 20 members that would 
meet on a yearly basis. Such meetings would be linked 
to CHEA’s annual conferences. CHEA is ‘a national 
advocate and institutional voice for self-regulation of 
academic quality through accreditation’. CHEA gen-
erated significant policy debates around the most typi-
cal issues in quality assurance and accreditation, 
including the world quality register and the General 
Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), degree mills 
and bogus institutions, for-profit providers, quality 
assurance in distance education, rankings of universi-
ties, and so on.

l Sharing Quality Higher Education Across Borders
The document ‘Sharing Quality Higher Education 
Across Borders: A Statement on Behalf of Higher Edu-
cation Institutions Worldwide’ was prepared by the 
International Association of Universities (IAU), the 
Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada 
(AUCC), the American Council on Education (ACE) 
and CHEA. 

This statement is referred to in the UNESCO/OECD 
Guidelines as the voice of the institutions, which are one 
of the key stakeholder groups identified by the Guide-
lines. The statement constitutes a significant comple-
mentary text to the Guidelines.

constructIng the knowledge socIety: 
QualIty assurance and accredItatIon 
revIsIted

As the 21st century dawned, globalization became the 
buzzword in HE. It was seen as a form of greater interde-
pendence, but was also contrasted with internationaliza-
tion. Many now question the survival of the university as 
the traditional institution that has existed since the Mid-
dle Ages. The growing perception of HE as a market 
threatens the traditional values of HE, such as: HE as a 
public good and a public responsibility; and merit-based 
HE as one of the basic human rights.

Other growing concerns are: the changing role of the 
nation-state in HE as it loses its monopoly over HE pol-
icy; and the quest for social inclusion in the context of 
the increasing commercialization of HE. 

All these issues place quality and evaluation in HE – 
through quality assurance mechanisms and accredita-

tion – at the heart of national endeavours and regulation. 
This has occurred in the context of reinforced claims for 
national sovereignty and has generated heated political 
debate.

International organizations are beginning to position 
themselves in the intense worldwide debate about the 
GATS. In addition, the World Bank launched its new 
strategy: ‘Constructing Knowledge Societies: New Chal-
lenges for Tertiary Education’ (2002). It stresses that 
tertiary education contributes to building up a country’s 
capacity to participate in an increasingly knowledge-
based world economy. 

The UNESCO Global Forum on International Quality 
Assurance, Accreditation and the Recognition of Quali-
fications was launched in October 2002 in Paris. The 
Global Forum was conceived as a response to the ethical 
challenges and dilemmas facing HE in an era of globali-
zation. Its mission was to provide a platform for exchange 
between different partners and to initiate debate on the 
social, political, economic and cultural aspects underpin-
ning globalization and HE. 

The Forum ended with unanimous support for the 
proposed Action Plan. The participants agreed that 
there was a need to build bridges between education 
and trade in HE services. They also agreed that 
UNESCO, the World Trade Organization (WTO) and 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) could act as complementary 
organizations, providing a joint forum on both the cul-
tural and commercial aspects of trade in HE. Existing 
instruments such as the regional conventions could 
adapt to the new challenges, while basing themselves 
on values put forward in the WCHE Declaration. It was 
stressed that two factors were needed to support policy: 
research on the concept of the global public good; and 
empirical evidence of the impact of borderless HE on 
widening access to HE.

The launch of the Global Forum was characterized in 
some media as the establishment of a ‘global accredita-
tion agency’. This was a gross misinterpretation. In addi-
tion, some stakeholders misunderstood the forum’s 
mission and objectives. 

The UNESCO and OECD secretariats started work-
ing together at an accelerated pace after the establish-
ment of a Drafting Group charged with drawing up the 
Guidelines for Quality Provision in Higher Education. 
The great novelty for OECD was the inclusion in the 
Drafting Group of stakeholders from civil society. This 
had never been done before within the OECD, nor had a 
recommendation ever been prepared with another 
organization.

There were mixed feelings within UNESCO about the 
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partnership with OECD and UNESCO’s overall 
approach to globalization and HE. To make UNESCO’s 
position clear, an Education Sector Position Paper, 
Higher Education in a Globalized Society, was prepared. 
It stated UNESCO’s position as follows: 

Higher education in a globalized society should assure 
equity of access and respect cultural diversity as well 
as national sovereignty. In addition, UNESCO is 
committed to assuring the quality of global provision 
of higher education in an increasingly diverse higher 
education arena and raising the awareness of 
stakeholders, especially students, on emerging issues 
in this field. This position aims to establish the 
conditions under which the globalization of higher 
education benefits all. 

guIdelInes for QualIty provIsIon In cross-
border hIgher educatIon: Is a global 
agreement on QualIty possIble?

The Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border 
Higher Education were finally approved by the 33rd ses-
sion of the UNESCO General Conference (Paris, Octo-
ber 2005) and the Council of the OECD (Prague, 
December 2005). Their primary objectives are to sup-
port and encourage international cooperation and under-
standing in quality assurance in general; to protect 
students and other stakeholders from disreputable pro-
viders; and to encourage the development of quality 
cross-border HE that meets human, social, economic 
and cultural needs.

They are based on a set of principles, which start with 
the recognition of national sovereignty over quality 
assurance and the diversity of systems that this produces 
around the world. One of their major features is that they 
enhance responsibility for partnerships, sharing, dia-
logue and mutual trust and respect between sending and 
receiving countries, thus assuring quality and relevance 
in cross-border HE.

The Guidelines encourage collaboration and 
exchange both internally between the six stakeholders 
targeted by the Guidelines, and externally between the 
sending and receiving countries.

the way forward: subsIdIarIty and 
partnershIps

The Guidelines are also increasingly used as a reference 

point for quality in distance education and e-learning, 
which are the most evident forms of cross-border HE.

The Guidelines, as a set of principles, as a code of 
good practice, and as a voluntary, non-binding instru-
ment, seem to have generated and encouraged a com-
munity of practitioners. 

Two principles that appear to have been crucial to the 
acceptance of the Guidelines can be adopted for other 
endeavours of a similarly sensitive character. These prin-
ciples are subsidiarity and partnerships.

How does subsidiarity apply to quality assurance? 
The principle of subsidiarity holds that decisions 
should be made at the lowest appropriate level. Even 
in this era of internationalization and globalization, 
the key focus of quality assurance must be at the 
national level, as each country has the right to legis-
late for HE in its territory and has powers of enforce-
ment. However, the increasing phenomenon of 
cross-border education requires effective coordination 
between governments in carrying out their responsi-
bilities for quality assurance. 

This brings us to the second principle, that of partner-
ships. Four ingredients of success are revealed by an 
examination of the process of preparing the UNESCO/
OECD Guidelines:
l Clarity about the status of the document being 

developed
l Iterative preparation of early drafts using a variety of 

experts
l Genuine consultation with stakeholders
l Commitment by participants to use the Guidelines 

when completed.

There is an essential need for partnerships, and this again 
makes politics a driver of quality, hopefully in ways that 
foster the sustainability of HE systems in the developing 
world. This brings us back to the beginning of this paper. 
Although a universal convention on the recognition of 
qualifications in HE was not attained, a community of 
practice has been created that may reach the same objec-
tives in a more dynamic manner. Legally binding instru-
ments in quality assurance might appear to furnish a 
reassuring framework of certainty in a changing world. 
However, creating communities of practice around 
evolving guidelines is likely to create more international 
acceptance for developing the culture of quality on 
which credible HE ultimately depends. If backed by 
stronger partnerships by the donor community and politi-
cal commitment by national governments and decision-
makers, it may respond better to the same objectives and 
yield longer-term results.
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6
league tables as polIcy 
Instruments: the polItIcal 
economy of accountabIlIty In 
tertIary educatIon

Jamil Salmi and Alenoush Saroyan7

Over the past 20 years, universities that had traditionally 
enjoyed considerable autonomy are now being chal-
lenged to become more accountable for their perform-
ance and their use of public resources. Demands for 
increased accountability of tertiary education institutions 
have come from different stakeholders such as govern-
ments wary of rising costs, employers in need of compe-
tent graduates, and students and the public at large eager 
for information about the quality of education and labour 
market prospects. 

Cyclical reviews, external evaluation by peers, accred-
itation, inspection, audits, performance contracts based 
on predetermined indicators, benchmarking, and research 
assessments are among the most common forms of 
accountability. Some are initiated by the institutions 
themselves; some are imposed on tertiary education insti-
tutions externally by funding bodies, quality assurance 
agencies, committees of presidents and vice-chancellors, 
or by stakeholders at large. Institutional rankings by 
means of league tables are one example of the latter. 

League tables, also referred to as institutional rank-
ings or report cards, are constructed by using objective 
and/or subjective data obtained from institutions or from 
the public domain, resulting in a ‘quality measure’ 
assigned to the unit of comparison relative to its competi-
tors. For the most part, the unit consists of tertiary educa-
tion institutions, which are usually universities. However, 
these rankings sometimes focus on a specific subject area 
or programme shared by all institutions. 

The range of indicators used in league tables is 
intended to measure how the system is set up (input vari-
ables), the way it functions, its internal efficiency (proc-
ess variables), and its productivity and impact (output 
variables) relative to the performance of other universi-
ties and programmes. Various media and other agencies 
that conduct comparative rankings place different levels 
of emphasis on the variables selected for comparison, 
and this is most apparent in the weighting they accord to 
the indicators. Some rankings are done within a class of 
universities, allowing institutions, each having a unique 
mission and orientation, to compete on a level playing 

field. Others are done in an across-the-board fashion, and 
yet others compare only specific programmes rather than 
whole institutions. 

The expansion of league tables and ranking exercises 
has not gone unnoticed by the various stakeholders, and 
the reaction they elicit is rarely benign. Such rankings are 
often dismissed by their many critics as irrelevant exer-
cises fraught with data and methodological flaws, boy-
cotted by universities angry at the results, and used by 
political opponents as a convenient way to criticize gov-
ernments. One thing they do not do, however, is leave 
people unmoved. With leagues tables becoming some-
thing of a growth industry, even in the developing world, 
their accuracy, relevance and usefulness have become 
issues of concern.

a typology of rankIngs and related 
accountabIlIty mechanIsms

In a recent comprehensive review of league tables, 
Usher and Savino (2006) trace the origin of media-ini-
tiated comparisons of universities to 1981 and to Bob 
Morse at U.S. News and World Report. However, the 
ranking of tertiary institutions by the news media seems 
to have been initiated some three decades earlier by 
Chesly Manly of the Chicago Tribune. The first ranking 
of tertiary institutions by academics or educational 
organizations occurred even before that, at the turn of 
the last century. 

The systematic use of league tables as a widespread 
phenomenon, however, has a history of less than a dec-
ade. It would not be far-fetched to associate the prolifera-
tion in league tables with the massification, or 
unprecedented increase in enrolments, that is taking 
place in higher education (HE) around the world. In addi-
tion, the flood of cross-border private and distance pro-
viders, the trend towards internationalization of tertiary 
education, and the related increase in stakeholder 
demand for greater accountability, transparency and effi-
ciency have all contributed to increased incentives for 
ways to quantify quality. Even the potential of economic 
gain for the producers of rankings has been suggested as 
a reason for this proliferation. 

A different way to look at patterns of growth is to 
consider their regional concentration. Most league tables 
are prepared and published by newspapers and maga-
zines. However, they can also be initiated by government 
agencies such as the Ministry of Higher Education or the 
University Grants Council, by independent organiza-
tions, by universities or professional associations, or by 
accreditation agencies. 
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TABLE 7

Ranking systems worldwide (2008)8 

Region National and international ranking systems

Eastern Europe and Central Asia Kazakhstan (A, B), Poland (C), Slovakia (B), Romania (B, B/C), Russia (B), Ukraine (B/C) 

East Asia and the Pacific Australia (B), China (B, C, IB), Hong Kong (C), Japan (B, C), South Korea (C), Malaysia (A), 
New Zealand (A), Taiwan (B, IB), Thailand (A)

Latin America and the Caribbean Argentina (D), Brazil (A), Chile (C,D), Mexico (B), Peru (B)

Middle East and North Africa Tunisia (A)

North America Canada (B, C, B/C), United States (C, IC)

South Asia India (C, D), Pakistan (A)

Sub-Saharan Africa Nigeria (A)

Western Europe Germany9 (B/C, C, RB), Italy (C), Netherlands (A, RB), Portugal (C), Spain (B, C, IB, IC),10 
Sweden (C), Switzerland (B/C), United Kingdom (A, B, IC)

Notes: 
a = ranking prepared by government agency (ministry of higher education, higher education commission, university grants council, and so on).
b = ranking prepared by independent organization/professional association/university/ preparatory school.
c = ranking prepared and published by newspaper/magazine.
d = ranking prepared by accreditation agency.
i = international ranking (ia, ib, ic and id linking the international dimension to the type of institution conducting the ranking). 
r = regional ranking (ra, rb, rc and rd linking the regional dimension to the type of institution conducting the ranking). 

The proliferation of this activity is not evenly 
extended across regions and countries (see Table 7). In 
the Middle East and North Africa, in Central Asia, and in 
sub-Saharan Africa, with the exception of Nigeria, 
league tables are still non-existent. In contrast, they have 
become increasingly prevalent in industrial countries. 

The consequence of league table rankings varies 
depending on the authority conducting the exercise. In 
some cases, such as with magazine rankings, it can influ-
ence public opinion. In other cases, rankings can be deemed 
as one step in the accreditation process. Finally, rankings of 
research outputs have a direct impact on the level of gov-
ernment funding flowing to concerned institutions. 

characteristics of league tables
League tables share several common characteristics. The 
first is that they include a set of indicators or clusters of 
indicators as proxies of quality. The most simplified clas-
sification of categories of indicators allows for input, 
process and output indicators. The more reputable league 
tables will typically include multiple measures for each 
dimension. 

A second characteristic of league tables is that a 
weighted score is accorded to each set or cluster of indi-
cators. The weightings vary across league tables and are 
more a reflection of the view of the publisher of the table 
rather than being grounded theoretically (Clarke, 2002). 
There is general consensus that this is an arbitrary and 
subjective element and is a fundamental flaw in the 
methodology of league tables (Brooks, 2005; Provan and 
Abercromby, 2000). 

A third characteristic pertains to the unit of compari-

son, which can be the whole institution or a particular 
programme. The international league tables consider the 
institution as the unit of comparison and do not discrimi-
nate between institutions of different sizes or types. At 
the national level, some league tables rank institutions in 
their category. The comparison of institutions that have 
different missions and resources has been flagged as a 
methodological flaw and inappropriate (Eccles, 2002) as 
well as a socially irresponsible (Hodges, 2002) undertak-
ing. The practice also inadvertently disadvantages 
smaller institutions and those that are not research-inten-
sive and are thus less likely to get high scores on indica-
tors related to research and reputation. 

A fourth characteristic is the considerable reliance of 
league tables on the peer review process for generating 
data. Academic peers and administrators as well as 
employers are asked to rank institutions based on their 
view of the institution’s or the programme’s reputation. 
League tables also use other types of data including sur-
veys and published data made available by governments, 
citation indices, patent offices, and esteemed institutions 
such as the Nobel Academy. 

With these characteristics in common, league tables 
share important similarities to other approaches to insti-
tutional evaluation, such as accreditation. Many of the 
indicators that probe into institutional resources, such as 
faculty and student data and completion and retention 
rates, are common to both. Similarly, the heavy reliance 
on the peer review process is a shared attribute. 

Exercises such as rankings and accreditation proce-
dures are significantly different, however, in that accredi-
tation processes typically place greater emphasis on 
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programmes and measure institutional performance 
against delineated, absolute standards and criteria. Per-
formance in league tables, on the other hand, is a relative 
matter as institutions or programmes are compared to 
one another based on a set of criteria and the result is an 
ordering by rank. Accreditation and institutional rank-
ings/league tables are also different in the degree of 
emphasis they place on reputation and research output.

a thIn lIne between love and hate

One thing is certain: rankings do not leave institutions 
and stakeholders indifferent. If their publication is eagerly 
anticipated by students, they are often dreaded by univer-
sity administrators. International rankings generate pride 
and anger; the press and political parties are eager to use 
them as weapons against the government. At times, fierce 
controversies have erupted around league tables and 
rankings, leading even to boycotts or lawsuits. 

Opponents question every element of the rankings, 
from the very principle of participating in an exercise 
seen as a typical product of an ‘Anglo-Saxon’ culture 
obsessed with competitiveness or as an intolerable 
infringement on the universities’ independence, to a sys-
tematic criticism of flawed methodologies, including the 
conceptual design of the surveys, the choice of indica-
tors, the relative weight attached to each indicator, and 
the databases on which the rankings are based. The 
results are often dismissed as irrelevant or wrong. In 
many – if not most – cases, the criticism has come from 
institutions dissatisfied with their position in the rank-
ings. Ironically, universities with good results, especially 
those trying to attract overseas students, increasingly use 
the rankings as advertisement arguments.

and the wInner Is …

Is the ranking exercise a fair game with unbiased rules 
for all institutions? It only takes a close look at the top 
100 institutions on two international rankings carried out 
in 2005, the SJTU and the THES, to discern that this is 
not the case. There are several common features shared 
among high-ranking institutions that raise serious doubts 
about the validity of international league tables. 

The first is that successful institutions in both league 
tables are located in countries where English is either the 
official language or the language of instruction. 

The second is that most institutions ranked in the top 
100 in the two international rankings are located in coun-
tries that conduct national rankings of their own institu-

tions, such as the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Canada, Australia, Japan and China. It is reasonable to 
deduce that familiarity with rankings and a well-devel-
oped capacity to compile and report data can provide 
institutions with an edge in international league tables. 

A third is the research capacity of the institution sup-
ported by research funding and endowments and direct 
and indirect national investment earmarked for higher 
education R&D expenditure. 

Clearly, international rankings favour research-inten-
sive universities at the cost of excluding excellent institu-
tions that are primarily undergraduate institutions and 
even those that are classified as comprehensive despite 
having extensive research activities and a wide range of 
programmes at the graduate level. Similarly, the process 
favours elite private institutions. Countries where institu-
tions secure a large proportion of their funding from pri-
vate sources also stand out in international rankings. 

The points highlighted above raise serious questions 
about the validity of the impact of league tables on 
national and institutional policies, depending on the 
value that countries or institutions place on international 
or national rankings. 

do league tables measure QualIty?

The correlation between the indicators used in league 
tables and indicators of educational quality remains an 
illusive one for several reasons. Most significantly, there 
is no commonly accepted static definition of quality that 
would fit all institutions, regardless of type and mission. 

Another reason is that there is little theoretical or 
empirical justification to link the typical range of catego-
ries of indicators used in league tables – for example 
reputation, faculty research productivity, student experi-
ences and outcomes – with quality. 

Moreover, the methodologies used to generate an 
aggregate and global score based on indicators that have 
completely different scales are theoretically flawed, 
excessively simplistic, and ‘in mathematical terms … 
indefensible’ (Turner, 2005). 

There is also concern about how the plethora of indica-
tors are chosen and whether they are valid and reliable in 
addition to being comprehensive in terms of measuring 
quality (Brooks, 2005; Clarke, 2002; Dill and Soo, 2005).

Finally, findings are often inconsistent with regard to 
whether league tables are attempting to measure the same 
construct. Another measure of inconsistency is the yield 
of rankings across various tables. It is also enlightening to 
compare the results of accreditation and rankings in coun-
tries where data are available for that purpose. 
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can rankIngs be used In a constructIve 
way?

l At the government level: rankings as a proxy for 
quality assurance mechanisms

In countries without established evaluation or accredita-
tion mechanisms, rankings can be used effectively to 
monitor and enhance quality. It is important to stress that 
governments cannot expect universities and other tertiary 
education institutions to work towards improving the 
quality and relevance of their programmes unless they 
enjoy sufficient autonomy so as to be able to introduce 
significant reforms to their syllabuses and teaching on 
their own initiative. Having access to additional resources 
to support these reforms, including the ability to fund the 
recruitment of top professors/researchers from within the 
country or from overseas is also essential. 

l Utilization by tertiary education institutions: 
rankings as a benchmarking tool

In spite of the controversial nature of rankings, there 
seems to be a persistent desire on the part of universities 
to assert their international rank by the position they 
clinch on league tables. Universities in emerging econo-
mies are equally eager to become ‘world class’ universi-
ties, and they usually define their goal as being recognized 
among the top universities in international rankings.

Rankings are increasingly used by institutions for 
goal-setting purposes. If rankings prompt a retrospective 
analysis of institutional performance, leading to setting 
goals to support institutional and national visions, then 
they can be considered as having had a positive impact 
towards improvement.

One of the major risks of relying on ranking results is 
when the exercise becomes the goal itself instead of serv-
ing as a measure of progress towards achieving quality. 
It would be to the advantage of academic institutions to 
take a proactive role in identifying indicators that are true 
measures of quality education. Academics, after all, pos-
sess the expertise and know-how to arrive at evidence-
based conclusions. Institutions also have a role in this 
regard: they need to assume a leadership role in collabo-
rating with media, governments, and other agencies that 
initiate rankings so as to ensure that the vision of quality 
used in rankings is grounded both theoretically and 
empirically, is comprehensive, and is mutual across 
stakeholders. 

Within universities, the departments and academic 
units are in the best position to identify the peers with 
whom they choose to benchmark their own performance. 
If institutions want to be recognized as high-performing, 
they must also be able to provide the resources to their 

units in order to enable them to benchmark with their 
strongest peers. By being explicit about their mission, 
honest about their performance, and transparent about 
the way in which they use their resources, institutions 
and academic units can be much more effective in deliv-
ering what the popular media set out to do by disseminat-
ing league tables widely. 

l When the public applies pressure
Often criticized for using rankings as a gimmick to 

boost sales, the press can, however, play a genuinely 
proactive role in education by making relevant informa-
tion available to the public.

One of the principal merits of rankings is that they 
stimulate a public discussion of critical issues affecting 
the tertiary education system that are often ignored either 
for lack of a broader perspective or out of reluctance to 
challenge established practices or vested interests. 

conclusIon: the way forward 

The world seems to be obsessed with rankings in every 
walk of life. It is not surprising, then, that, at the present, 
tertiary education is characterized by increased global 
competition for students, and that the number of league 
tables of universities has grown rapidly in recent years. 
Governments and the public at large are ever more pre-
occupied with the relative performance of tertiary educa-
tion institutions and with achieving the best perceived 
value as consumers of education. 

Many analysts consider ranking across countries 
meaningless given the huge differences in essential char-
acteristics of tertiary systems and their respective social 
and cultural contexts. 

Notwithstanding their controversial nature and meth-
odological shortcomings, university rankings have 
become widespread and are unlikely to disappear. Pos-
sible reactions, in the face of this rapidly expanding phe-
nomenon, are to ignore, dismiss or boycott any form of 
ranking. Another, less extreme response is one that seeks 
to analyse and understand the significance and limita-
tions of ranking exercises. 

Based on this discussion, the following general recom-
mendations can contribute to making the ranking exercise 
beneficial to institutions, governments, students, parents 
and the public at large, as was its original intent.

Be clear about what the ranking actually measures. Not-
withstanding the ambiguities surrounding the construct 
of quality, the organizations, government bodies or 
media that rank tertiary education institutions should be 
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explicit about their definition of quality. They should 
also specify what is it they measure or do not measure, 
the purpose of their ranking, and the audiences for whom 
they are performing the ranking. The validity, reliability 
and comprehensiveness of selected indicators can be bet-
ter discerned in light of this information and taking into 
account the scope of the academic tasks and the types of 
institutions being assessed. Furthermore, they should 
make the raw data on the basis of which they determine 
the ranking widely available and the calculation process 
transparent so that the rankings they derive can be veri-
fied independently.

Use a range of indicators and multiple measures rather 
than a single, weighted ranking. League tables should 
use a wide range of indicators. Greater emphasis should 
be placed on output and outcome indicators to ensure 
that every dimension of quality is factored into the 
evaluation. Multiple sets of indicators will yield multi-
ple scores rather than a global score, thus bringing to 
light both strengths and weaknesses. The inconsistency 
between ranking results of different league tables and 
the absence of significant differences between institu-
tions despite wide spreads in their relative positions 
suggest that rank-ordering entire institutions is 
meaningless. 

Compare similar programmes or institutions. Because 
of methodological limitations, the smaller the unit of 
comparison, the more meaningful the ranking. Ranking 
programmes is therefore far preferable to ranking insti-
tutions. And if it is absolutely necessary to rank institu-
tions, care must be exercised to compare similar 
institutions. This means going beyond looking at insti-
tutions that are similar in name and making sure that 
they are also similar in mission, organization and pro-
gramme focus. 

At the institutional level, use rankings for strategic plan-
ning and quality improvement purposes. Tertiary educa-
tion institutions that look at detailed ranking data for 
benchmarking purposes, whether within a single country 
or across countries and over time, can use the results to 
inform their strategic thinking and planning. Areas of 
weakness and strength can thus be identified and correc-
tive actions defined. 

At the government level, use rankings to stimulate a cul-
ture of quality. In countries that do not yet have a well-
established evaluation and/or accreditation system, 
rankings can be used as a proxy for quality. To this end, 
it is important to adopt a robust methodology. Involving 

the tertiary education institutions themselves in the defi-
nition of the methodology is important in order to create 
a sense of ownership and common purpose. 

Use rankings as one of the instruments available to 
inform students, families and employers and fuel public 
debates. Rankings that rely on multiple indicators 
rather than a single weighted measure can provide use-
ful information about programmes to prospective stu-
dents as well as to employers in search of graduates 
with appropriate professional and academic qualifica-
tions. But rather than being considered as the ultimate 
measure of quality and/or relevance, rankings should 
be complemented by information on accreditation and 
labour market outcome data collected through surveys 
of employers and tracer surveys. Finally, the results of 
league tables can also serve to generate a national 
debate about long-term strategic priorities and policies 
for tertiary education.

7
the governance of 
accredItatIon

Mala Singh11

Investigations and trends in the field of higher educa-
tion (HE) evaluation are pointing to a clear shift away 
from softer, collegially managed forms of external 
quality assurance and towards accreditation, in which 
governments and other external stakeholders have 
much greater interest, involvement and influence. In 
many HE systems, accreditation has become the hege-
monic form of evaluation. 

This trend towards accreditation has been given a 
huge impetus by:
l The demands of regional mobility and convergence 

in HE.
l The increasing diversity of new provider types and 

delivery modes as well as new kinds of cross-border 
provision. 

l The growing power of stakeholder and ‘consumer’ 
demand for clear and accessible information on HE 
quality. 

l Greater variations in HE quality and the accompany-
ing demand for some form of ‘minimum standards’ 
both within and beyond national borders. 

The composition, functions, powers and key partners 
of governing structures may require new attention in a 
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context where stakeholder interests are more insistent, 
where governments have a direct stake in accreditation 
outcomes in respect of making funding and planning 
decisions in HE, and where the strategic steering of 
accreditation is no longer only about quality improve-
ment but must also take on board questions regarding the 
broader social accountability of accreditation. This has 
led to a search for ‘standards’, ‘guidelines’ and ‘good 
practices’ that could form the basis for agency credibility, 
cooperation and mutual recognition arrangements 
among agencies, comparability in relation to the conduct 
of quality assurance, and eventually formal and official 
recognition of quality agencies.

The role of governance in steering agencies towards 
the achievement of such standards and in monitoring 
them is likely to become a test of the more explicit forms 
of accountability required of quality assurance bodies in 
many countries.

The development of standards and guidelines points 
to a greater formalization of requirements for the opera-
tions and overall performance of quality assurance and 
accreditation agencies, which is premised on making the 
work of accreditation more accountable and transparent 
and identifying minimum standards and/or a good prac-
tice platform for agency work. 

settIng the scene

The governance of accreditation captures well the amal-
gam of powers, values, policy priorities, stakeholder 
demands, and formal and informal relationships that 
have to be managed within an accreditation system and 
that determine the nature and outcomes of the govern-
ance arrangement.

In the history of quality assurance, the evaluation of 
HE and its subsystems has had different and changing 
designations, meanings and emphases in different coun-
tries and regions, depending on their contextual purposes 
and chosen objects. Changing designations and mean-
ings has implications for how governance structures 
have to reinterpret and exercise their responsibilities. 

The mandates, ownership and composition of accred-
iting bodies are, as can be expected, crucial determinants 
of governance philosophies, approaches and priorities. 
Given the severity of accreditation consequences in 
some contexts, much more is at stake for governing bod-
ies in ensuring the efficiency and credibility of accredita-
tion than where only improvement recommendations 
have to be made, as in audit and assessment.

There is an added challenge for governance where the 
objects of accreditation include both institutions and pro-

grammes. Different expertise profiles may be required 
for effective governance decision-making depending on 
the objects of accreditation, with implications for the size 
and work modalities of the governance structure. 

However, empirical information and analytical litera-
ture on governance issues within quality assurance, and 
especially in relation to accreditation, are minimal. More 
qualitative research is needed into the key debates and 
contestations within governing bodies, and the strategies 
and approaches used to manage the work and the power 
relations, as well as to balance sometimes conflicting 
stakeholder demands. 

The standards and guidelines contain a variety of 
principles, values and operational stipulations for the 
work of agencies. They are likely to impact not only the 
governance decisions of existing agencies but also those 
that are in the early set-up phase, since international 
benchmarking and quality assurance capacity develop-
ment by international organizations like UNESCO are on 
the increase in many regions of the world. 

This cluster of governance issues has to be addressed 
within the context of two seemingly contradictory 
trends in the commitments and intentions of national 
accreditation systems: on the one hand, some take into 
account the specificities of historical and context-
related imperatives for making evaluation judgments; 
on the other hand, some accept an almost global con-
vergence of discourses, methodological approaches and 
criterion requirements in assuring quality based not on 
context, but rather on similar accountability demands 
and/or imitation of what is seen as ‘good’ practice in 
evaluation systems.

The demands of accountability and credibility, and 
of efficiency and effectiveness, must be addressed 
within accreditation governance systems, both in coun-
tries where quality assurance arrangements are well 
established but are undergoing changes in approach and 
in those where such arrangements are new or are only 
just emerging.

dImensIons of good governance of 
accredItatIon

Some of the core descriptors of accountability and cred-
ibility, efficiency and effectiveness in the governance of 
accreditation can be clustered into the following areas:

accountability/transParency
l The conception, rationale and purposes of accredita-

tion must be clearly set out and communicated. 
l The relationship between accreditation as a regula-
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tory instrument and other steering instruments must 
be clear to stakeholders, as must the relationship 
between compliance and quality improvement and 
the weight of each in the accreditation system.

l The policies and procedures for accreditation, cri-
teria for decision-making, role-players in decision-
making, and the steps in the decision-making process 
for accreditation should be clearly set out and com-
municated to relevant stakeholders.

l Information about the activities and achievements of 
the agency should be available to stakeholders and in 
the public domain in the form of annual reports and 
other publications.

l Information about accreditation outcomes should be 
in the public domain. 

l The agency’s board should ensure that the agency 
quality assures its own work and has an ethos of con-
tinuous improvement in all its mandate areas. 

l There should be regular review of accreditation poli-
cies and procedures, including attention to their 
alignment with the values and goals of HE and those 
of the agency itself. 

l The outcomes of any external evaluation of the work 
of the agency should be in the public domain and 
acted upon as required.

l Information on serving board members, their institu-
tional or organizational affiliations, and their qualifi-
cations should be available in the public domain.

legitimacy/credibility
l The affiliation, ‘ownership’ and hierarchy of the 

agency must be clear.
l The locus of the final ‘signing off’ authority for 

accreditation policy, procedures and outcomes should 
be the board.

l Board member conduct should advance the stipu-
lated goals and purposes of the agency.

l The autonomy and independence of the agency from 
direct stakeholder interests must be clear.

ParticiPation/rePresentation
l The governing body should be composed of an 

appropriate mix of suitably knowledgeable and expe-
rienced participants from HE, international experts, 
students, staff unions, governments, and stakehold-
ers from the business/employer world and from other 
non-governmental and community sectors. 

l The criteria for appointment to the board and infor-
mation on who makes the appointments and stipula-
tions for the duration of the appointment should be 
made public.

l The powers, functions and responsibilities of the rep-
resentatives/members should be clearly spelled out.

l The development and revision of policies should 
include expert and stakeholder consultation and 
involvement.

fairness
l The board should provide institutions with the oppor-

tunity to respond to draft accreditation recommenda-
tions before judgments are finalized. Institutions 
should also have the opportunity to comment on pro-
posed review team members apropos of possible 
conflicts of interest or any other pertinent reason.

l There should be a system and mechanisms for com-
plaints to be lodged about the agency and for appeals 
to be made against its decisions. 

l There should be strategies and mechanisms in place to 
enable the board to ensure and monitor the consistency 
of accreditation processes, outcomes and reports.

l The board should ensure that it is satisfied that the 
training and briefing of review panellists and sub-
committee members include clear guidelines on the 
requirements of fairness and objectivity in accredita-
tion processes and judgments.

efficiency and effectiveness
l There should be a functioning board that actively dis-

charges its mandate through regular planning, stra-
tegic direction-setting, oversight of implementation, 
tracking of impact, and engagement with issues per-
taining to the ongoing development of HE. 

l The board should not become unduly involved in oper-
ational matters, but it should oversee them by develop-
ing, approving and monitoring the policies, systems, 
regulations and procedures for accreditation.

l The board should ensure that the staff size, skills pro-
file and operational capacity of the agency are in 
keeping with its mandate and the scope of its work. 

l The board must ensure that sufficient funds are avail-
able to carry out the work of the agency.

l The board should have an effective communication 
and information dissemination policy and strategies 
for enhancing public access to, and understanding of, 
relevant accreditation information.

ethical conduct/integrity
l The board should have policies in place for address-

ing conflicts of interest.
l The board should have policies and strategies for 

ensuring the autonomy and independence of the 
board and the work of the agency.

l The board should regularly approve and monitor the 

97802302_33379_07_part4.1.indd   178 29/05/2009   16:47



 SYNTHESIS OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE WORLD 2007 – GLOBAL ISSUES 179

budget, finances and spending patterns of the 
organization.

strategic decision-making
l The board should be reasonably well informed about 

global and national trends and developments in HE 
and be able to relate accreditation objectives to HE 
goals.

l The board members and its subcommittee members 
should have good knowledge of the organization’s 
accreditation system, as well as new developments 
and trends in accreditation.

l The board should ensure that an appropriate balance 
is maintained in accreditation judgments between 
input, process and output factors, depending on con-
textual requirements.

l The board should ensure that appropriate forms and 
levels of capacity development are undertaken in 
order to facilitate the achievement of accreditation 
objectives.

l The board should ensure that the agency forges stra-
tegic partnerships with relevant partner organiza-
tions and agencies, both within the country and 
internationally.

transformation/social change
l The conception of HE quality accountability used by 

the board should be multidimensional – it should be 
premised on a conception of quality and the ‘public 
good’ that gives the same consideration to educa-
tional and social justice issues as to economic 
imperatives. 

l The board should operate with a conception of qual-
ity that is comprehensive enough to include social 
justice issues in addition to more technically defined 
criteria. 

l The board should take into account the social respon-
siveness of institutions and programmes in its 
accreditation judgments.

resPonsiveness/innovation
l The board should take new developments in HE into 

account in its accreditation policies and procedures.
l The board should take periodic stock of its method-

ologies and approaches in the constant search for 
innovative ways of discharging its accreditation 
responsibility.

l The board should ensure that measures are in place 
to produce and disseminate research on HE based on 
information and analyses from accreditation proc-
esses and findings; to track the impact of the agency’s 

work; and to respond timeously and appropriately to 
clear trends in need of attention.

l The board should ensure that the criteria and pro-
cedures that it uses for accreditation are receptive to, 
and encourage, diversity and innovation within insti-
tutions and programmes.

governance-related crIterIa and 
standards In accredItatIon systems

Whether and how accreditation systems in different HE 
contexts have given attention to governance arrange-
ments is important. This issue may require some attention 
in the form of criteria and standards for appropriate and 
effective governance as a basis for the achievement of 
quality at the institutional and programme levels, and as 
a necessary requirement for attaining recognition status. 

Although there are differences in the choices of cri-
teria and their levels of prioritization in the systems of 
different countries, as well as differences in relation to 
criterion requirements for institutions and programmes, 
there appears to be convergence around certain criterion 
areas in many accreditation systems. 

It is clear from the above that, even where they are not 
explicitly stated as requirements, issues of governance, 
leadership and management are directly or indirectly 
implicated in ensuring effective compliance with many 
criteria at the level of choices and decisions. In some 
systems, however, governance standards are explicitly 
included in the set of criterion requirements against 
which institutions and programmes are evaluated and 
recognition status is awarded. 

What is also clear is that accreditation systems either 
include criteria and standards that take functioning and 
effective governance arrangements as an unarticulated 
premise for successfully meeting all criterion require-
ments, or they take some of the governance requirements 
as implicit or self-evident while stipulating others 
directly and explicitly.  

There is no doubt that even where governance criteria 
are not stipulated among the accreditation criteria and 
standards, effective compliance with other criteria pertain-
ing to issues ranging from the achievement of the mission 
and goals of institutions and programmes to allocating suf-
ficient resources and monitoring quality requires attention 
to governance arrangements that are credible, workable 
and working at the appropriate levels. 

However, if assuring quality effectively is increasingly 
viewed as something that must be connected to, and part 
of, institutional strategic planning, resource allocation 
and high-level monitoring processes, then including gov-
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ernance arrangements in accreditation scrutiny is almost 
inevitable. This move may, however, heighten existing 
concerns about the intrusion of quality assurance and 
accreditation into the sphere of institutional autonomy 
and academic freedom, and must be approached with due 
sensitivity to real dangers in this respect.

challenges facIng the governance of 
accredItatIon

Involvement in accreditation is no longer limited to aca-
demic practitioners; conceptions of quality have been 
widened to include social and economic dimensions 
beyond academic definitions alone; the uses of quality 
assurance have extended beyond quality improvement; 
and changes in modes and localities of provision require 
the reconceptualization of effective oversight. 

Transnational provision, for example, requires 
accreditation-related governance structures, especially 
in sending countries, to take into account how nation-
ally determined accreditation objectives can be 
achieved and how nationally determined standards can 
be met outside of the national jurisdictional area of the 
accreditation agency. However, we are not yet at a point 
where national priorities in accreditation are an entirely 
secondary consideration. This means that governing 
bodies will continue to be challenged by the need to 
address possibly divergent goals relating to academic 
priorities, national political and economic goals, and 
transnational imperatives in their accreditation systems 
and outcomes.

Another accreditation challenge pertains to the way in 
which accreditation accountability is given expression in 
the composition of governing boards. The composition, 
functioning and reporting lines of governing boards 
influence the balance of power in ways that could impact 
accreditation criteria, accreditation judgments on what 
constitutes compliance, and the consequences of the 
findings. 

At the level of governance, the power of academic 
practitioners is now exercised in a shared domain at best 
or is becoming secondary to that of other stakeholders. 
Their role within accreditation governance structures 
becomes even more critical in asserting the importance 
of educational values and upholding the quality improve-
ment dimension of accreditation within an expanded and 
more socially defined set of accreditation goals and pur-
poses. Effective governance in accreditation can thus be 
described as an ongoing mediation of different stake-
holder interests in order to produce socially relevant edu-
cational outcomes.

8
academIc fraud, accredItatIon 
and QualIty assurance:  
learnIng from the past and 
challenges for the future

Jacques Hallak and Muriel Poisson12

Three major trends affect the demand for higher educa-
tion (HE) today: the global growth of student enrolment 
figures, the redistribution of student enrolment among 
regions and the increased traffic of students from country 
to country. These trends pose major challenges for trans-
parency and accountability in HE management.

l The increased competition among students and 
institutions

The increased competition among students and between 
institutions is today a worldwide phenomenon. Unless 
well regulated and controlled, this pressure increases the 
risk of academic fraud and cheating by students. Compe-
tition in the area of research can also have detrimental 
effects. For example, higher education institutions 
(HEIs), as producers of research, are now particularly 
susceptible to plagiarism. As they are also consumers of 
research, they are also more vulnerable to the manipula-
tion of research results.

l The more dominant gate-keeping function of 
universities

A university degree is gradually becoming a prerequisite 
for an increasing number of occupations. Certification is 
now indispensable for most positions of power, author-
ity and prestige in modern societies. This puts immense 
responsibility in the hands of HEIs and, at the same 
time, opens enormous opportunities for corrupt prac-
tices. Furthermore, universities are playing a greater 
role as examining bodies. This is due to various reasons, 
in particular the expansion in education and the conse-
quent need to provide ever more competitive sorting 
mechanisms to control access to high-prestige occupa-
tions. Universities are seen de facto as meritocratic insti-
tutions that can be trusted to provide fair and impartial 
testing. However, when their testing mechanisms break 
down or are subject to corrupt practices, their image is 
significantly weakened. 

l The emergence of new HE providers 
The emergence of new providers of HE has contributed 
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to the diversification of the HE market. For the HE mar-
ket to operate effectively and fairly within this context, 
there is a strong need for certified information about 
what is being offered by each institution and the actual 
value in terms of learning achievements, skill develop-
ment and qualification. However, there is a twofold 
obstacle to achieving this: not all stakeholders agree to 
respect the need for accreditation, and even accredited 
entities and programmes do not always provide services 
of similar quality.

l The diversification of HE markets
Advances in ICTs have assisted in the development of 
new ways of delivering HE and demonstrated the possi-
bility of enhancing the quality and quantity of learning. 
Due to the mushrooming of new degree programmes and 
private institutions, sometimes with a high likelihood of 
the delivery of fake services and certifications, there is 
also a growing need for the recognition of certificates, 
diplomas, courses, training programmes and institutions. 
This need is being translated into more demand for qual-
ity assurance and accreditation from institutions and 
delivery mechanisms.

l The demand for professional governance of HE
Despite imponderables, it is likely that demand for 
access to education by an ever-widening segment of the 
population will continue overall. As institutions become 
larger and more complex, there will also be increasing 
pressure for a greater level of professional administra-
tion. At the same time, traditional forms of governance 
will come under increasing pressure to reform, as they 
will become inefficient in institutions that are growing 
larger and more bureaucratic. Moreover, the demand 
for more transparency and accountability in the man-
agement of resources will also increase.

academIc fraud and QualIty assurance: 
key Issues

Corruption occurs at all levels in universities. There, 
widespread misconduct affects university examinations, 
the conferring of academic credentials, the procurement 
of goods and services, and the licensing and accreditation 
of institutions. It is also now accepted that academic fraud 
and corrupt practices involve a variety of stakeholders. 
Entities in charge of quality assurance and accreditation 
are also susceptible to corrupt practices, which is even 
more worrisome. Within this context, and given the com-
plexity and diversity of the trends described above, it is 

extremely difficult to produce a comprehensive list of all 
opportunities for academic fraud. 

academic fraud and corruPtion in traditional 
forms of he
Academic fraud and corruption in traditional forms of 
HE take various forms, namely agreements between stu-
dents and faculty members or administrators. However, 
examinations are the key area for a variety of malprac-
tices. This can take place before, during or after exams. 
Some examples of these malpractices follow.

before the examination

l Expensive tutorial sessions to applicants as a condi-
tion for entry.

l Leakage of content of exam papers by officials.
l Preparation for the actual topics of an examination 

before it takes place.

during the examination 

l Impersonation.
l Smuggling in cheating material.
l External assistance (use of cellular phones).
l Plagiarism.
l Copying and collusion among candidates.
l Irregularities during the examination process.
l Intimidation of supervisory staff.
l Improper assignment of candidates by officials to 

targeted centres.
l Use of ghost centres (fictitious exam centres allow-

ing candidates to be unsupervised or assisted).
l Purchase of finished term papers (‘paper mills’).
l Substitution of scripts.

after the examination (admission to universities)

l Scoring malpractices.
l Bribery of the academic authorities responsible for 

admissions and/or for awarding scholarships.
l Falsification of data files and result sheets.
l Illegal change of fee paying and non-fee paying 

quotas.
l Sale of seats to students whose test scores do not 

qualify them.
l Issuance of false credentials and fake diplomas (for 

example via ‘diploma mills’).
l Manipulation of curricula vitae in order to find job or 

get a raise.

Many malpractices are also found in the area of research, 
academic journals and publications, such as plagiarism, 
fabrication or falsification of data, distortions or manipula-

97802302_33379_07_part4.1.indd   181 29/05/2009   16:47



 182 HIGHER EDUCATION AT A TIME OF TRANSFORMATION

tions of research results, manipulation of statistics, biases 
and conflicts of interest among reviewers, and so on. 

corruPtion in neW forms of he
In recent years, extensive developments in ICTs have 
immensely widened the scope for fraud in academia and, 
at the same time, introduced innovative new methods  
of malpractice. The internet (including all forms of 
e-learning) is now arguably the leading vehicle for 
fraudulent practices. Among other things, it has facili-
tated the sale of essays, term papers and fake degrees, at 
times even from reputable colleges and institutions. 

The transnational education boom has also contrib-
uted to the emergence of new opportunities for fraud, as 
illustrated by the examples listed below.

management of overseas students

l Overseas students being offered financial incentives 
to enrol.

l Applicants being given false hope or promised 
admittance on the spot.

l Applicants not eligible for admissions unduly 
charged a variety of fees.

l Applicants using fake credentials to gain admittance.
l Applicants being charged by education agents to 

falsify documents that will qualify them for univer-
sity entry.

l Indiscriminate recruitment of foreign students as a 
means of chasing money (that is, the acceptance of 
fake diplomas, lack of language skills, and so on).

l Bogus institutions that do not deliver the services 
they advertise.

l Lowering of academic standards for overseas 
students.

l Overseas students being allowed to repeat courses 
several times, even when they have no prospect of 
passing.

franchising of overseas courses

l Corrupt officers making money from the issuance of 
licences and franchise rights and the collection of 
fees/bribes from those wanting franchises.

l Reducing the number of failing students by marking 
up those at risk of failing and turning a blind eye to 
plagiarism. 

corruPtion in Quality assurance and 
accreditation mechanisms
Accreditation and certification processes worldwide are 
increasingly being undermined by fraud. More specific 
forms of malpractice in quality assurance and accredita-
tion include: 

l Payment of bribes to obtain successful certification 
or accreditation.

l Distortion in the application of accreditation 
criteria.

l Accreditation processes based on non-transparent 
criteria.

l HE providers circumventing accreditation pro-
cedures through franchising schemes or by introduc-
ing courses in segments of the education system 
where accreditation is not compulsory.

l Establishing schools for the sole purpose of making 
a profit by lying about their accreditation status, thus 
preventing their students from taking national licens-
ing exams.

l Non-accredited institutions falsely issuing accredited 
degrees.

l Creation of fraudulent or bogus accreditation agen-
cies (‘accreditation mills’).

differences based on context
Because opportunities for corruption may depend on the 
model in place, certain distinctions may arise based on 
the context. A distinction should therefore be made 
between the following two models: quality assurance 
and accreditation regulated and controlled by central 
public bodies, and quality assurance and accreditation 
regulated and controlled by non-governmental bodies.

l Quality assurance and accreditation regulated and 
controlled by central public bodies 

This is the prevailing model in many societies. In this 
case, quality assurance mechanisms are often confined to 
the educational activities of institutions within national 
boundaries and are not always consistent nationwide. 
Moreover, the monopoly power exerted by public bodies 
and the regular occurrence of collusion of interests open 
doors for a variety of corrupt practices. 

l Quality assurance and accreditation regulated and 
controlled by non-governmental bodies 

With the HE market now becoming liberalized, this is the 
model currently in vogue. In principle, this model offers 
low risks of collusion and conflict of interest between the 
bodies in charge of accreditation and the beneficiaries of 
its service. But de-linking the bodies in charge of quality 
assurance and accreditation from HEIs does not address 
the other manifold causes of corruption and academic 
fraud, such as illegitimate regulatory bodies; the partial 
or inconsistent scope of quality assurance and accredita-
tion, leaving room for managers to misuse procedures; 
non-compliance of HEIs with quality assurance pro-
cedures, and so on. 
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academIc fraud and QualIty assurance: 
guIdIng prIncIples

Given the enormous complexity of the problems, the 
variety of opportunities for academic fraud, and the 
importance of contextual and societal factors, univer-
sally applicable solutions cannot be provided to address 
these challenges. Each country, and each institution, 
must be properly diagnosed and the appropriate stra-
tegies to meet the challenges must be identified. How-
ever, from the experience gained worldwide in this area, 
three guiding principles could be proposed for design-
ing strategies.

l Principle 1: Quality assurance policies should 
contribute to a virtuous cycle (and not a vicious one)

In most cases, quality assurance supports accreditation 
and accredited institutions are fraud-free. By addressing 
the issues based on the type of provider, what needs to be 
provided, the mode, media and location of the delivery 
system, and the curricula and teaching content, internal 
and external quality assurance arrangements provide the 
key elements for accreditation and reduce or eliminate 
opportunities for academic fraud. Put differently, accred-
ited institutions assume that quality assurance addresses, 
and contributes to, combating academic fraud. This is the 
virtuous cycle. Under these circumstances, quality assur-
ance and accreditation are central approaches for com-
bating fraud for both new and existing forms of HE. 

However, a vicious cycle can occur when the chal-
lenges of quality assurance are not properly addressed 
and the quality assurance process offers opportunities for 
corruption. Worst of all, this occurs when the team in 
charge of quality assurance manipulates data and the 
accrediting mechanism is based on dishonest grounds. 
An unaccredited institution, however, is not necessarily 
a diploma mill. 

l Principle 2: Sound policies should consider the 
wide dissemination of the social, financial and 
ethical costs of fraud

The costs of fraud are generally either ignored or over-
looked by HE stakeholders. However, in order to mobi-
lize authorities and the public at large against fraud, there 
is a need to raise their awareness about the huge social, 
financial and ethical implications it can have. The differ-
ent categories of stakeholders affected by different types 
of fraud include the following: the honest clients who are 
the victims of fraud, the employers who are victims of 
unqualified employees using fake credentials, and the 
citizens who as taxpayers subsidize HE. 

Within this context, the ethical cost of fraud should be 

taken very seriously, as its consequences are potentially 
devastating. 

l Principle 3: Policies should be comprehensive and 
target not only academic fraud but also other 
corrupt practices 

Corrupt practices are known to affect all kinds of expen-
ditures. It can take the form of misuse of physical and 
human resources and accompany the outsourcing of 
activities. Like at other levels of education, corrupt prac-
tices can develop when financing mechanisms offer 
opportunities for misbehaviour. 

This is why government authorities usually regulate 
the operation of HEIs and require that external audits be 
conducted on a regular basis. At the same time, when 
regulators include areas with monopoly power, and even 
more so, when collusion of interests occurs in regulating 
bodies and HEIs, corruption can become rampant or 
even pandemic. Regulators themselves may need to be 
regulated. 

addressIng the challenges: sIx lInes of 
actIon

l Line 1: Regulating the market with transparent 
criteria

This means that clear admission criteria and procedures 
must be set. It also means that clear assessment guide-
lines and transparent standards and processes for quality 
assurance and accrediting bodies must be developed. Of 
course, the issue is not only setting up transparent criteria 
and procedures, but also ensuring that they have actually 
been enforced. 

More specifically, it is necessary to combat fraud in 
exams by adopting autonomous and rigorous control 
mechanisms; by integrating statistical devices to detect 
anomalies in the results of exams; and by replacing tra-
ditional exams with standardized achievement tests with 
reduced risks of subjective treatment of the scoring of 
the results. For example, some former Soviet countries 
have established reliable, transparent mechanisms for 
administering exams for graduation at the end of HE 
studies: Ukraine, for instance, has created a standard-
ized national exam, and Kyrgyzstan has set up a unified 
testing systems.

l Line 2: Reducing the risk of conflicts of interest
An efficient means of reducing the risk of conflicts of 
interest among agents in charge of certification and 
accreditation is to establish autonomous professional 
bodies with fair representation of stakeholders. Another 
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important approach is to de-link bodies in charge of cer-
tification and accreditation. 

However, in some societies, institutional control 
tends to take the form of political repression. As a 
result, universities in these countries put up enormous 
resistance to quality assurance and accreditation by out-
side bodies. The real dilemma is that countries with a 
lack of social control may fuel corruption by demand-
ing accreditation and pressing for more accountability, 
and countries with more established democratic tradi-
tions may limit the autonomy and thus distort the 
behaviour of academic institutions so as to serve the 
public opinion agenda. 

To be effective, an accountability system should 
clearly state the rules and procedures associated with 
managing the education system, provide a mechanism 
for monitoring compliance, specify the consequences of 
non-compliance, and be consistently enforced.

l Line 3: Developing standards and codes of practice 
of academic integrity

Another important component of a strategy to fight aca-
demic fraud is the design and adoption of professional, 
ethical and honour codes of conduct for both students 
and teachers. More specifically, in a context of interna-
tionalization and even more so of the globalization of 
HE, special guidelines and codes of practice are required 
for the recruitment and support of overseas students. 

l Line 4: Using more effective and transparent 
management tools

More effective and transparent management tools are 
needed for both traditional and new forms of HE, and for 
the mechanisms and bodies in charge of quality assur-
ance and accreditations. The more systematic use of 
ICTs, for instance, offers the potential to detect fraud, 
check for plagiarism and increase the costs of corrupt 
practices in examination processes and in access to the 
labour market for HE graduates. 

l Line 5: Facilitating public access to information
Reliable, user-friendly information systems are needed 
in HE and accrediting institutions. In the context of inter-
nationalization and the globalization of HE, access to 
international reference databases on accredited HEIs and 
courses needs to be facilitated. In addition, information 
on reliability, quality and standards could be made avail-
able to applicants interested in overseas courses. Finally, 
systems to penalize institutions that provide unreliable or 
false information could be established.

l Line 6: Establishing and using awareness 
indicators or ‘red flags’

These indicators could help various stakeholders with 
different levels of responsibility, including accrediting 
institutions, entities in charge of quality assurance, 
presidents and rectors of universities, department direc-
tors, academics, managers of e-training companies, 
funding and sponsoring agencies, students, and users of 
HE graduates. 

future trends, lessons learned and 
conclusIons

The persistent growth in the demand for HE services, 
coupled with the variety of agencies involved in the 
market, may sustain the pressure for more distorted 
practices. Fortunately, and as a direct consequence, a 
trend towards more transparency, accountability and 
ethics is simultaneously on the rise. At the same time, 
recent trends show that the nature of certification and 
accreditation is changing. Greater emphasis is being 
placed on the results and skills obtained by students 
rather than on the processes or means involved. In this 
context, the notion of ‘accountability’ of accrediting 
institutions and quality assurance systems might change 
and there may be a significant movement towards more 
transparency.

Furthermore, complementary action trends are 
already addressing the challenge of adapting existing 
quality assurance and accreditation mechanisms to the 
development and diversification of demand. According 
to the principle of subsidiarity, a cascade of mechanisms 
and entities sharing different degrees of responsibility 
for certification are thus expected to progressively 
develop at different levels.

Observers say that a comprehensive international 
quality assurance system is unlikely to develop in the 
near future as a substitute for national policies and pro-
cedures because of inertia, national resistance and the 
practical difficulties of imposing coordination and rules 
of the game on an uneven galaxy of providers. At the 
same time, some arguments suggest that, because of glo-
balization, it is likely that strong pressure will encourage 
the concentration of the ‘market of HE providers’.

This may have important consequences for transpar-
ency and accountability issues. Indeed, depending on the 
segment of the HE sector concerned, opportunities for 
corruption may remain high or grow in the future – and 
so will the need to address them.
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9
cross-border hIgher 
educatIon: Issues and 
ImplIcatIons for QualIty 
assurance and accredItatIon

Jane Knight13

Internationalization is of one the forces that is having a 
profound effect on higher education (HE). One of the key 
elements of internationalization is academic mobility/
cross-border education. While the international mobility 
of students and scholars represents long-standing forms 
of academic mobility, it has only been over the past two 
decades that greater emphasis has been placed on the 
movement of educational programmes, higher education 
institutions (HEIs) and new commercial providers across 
national borders.

The growth and changes in cross-border programmes 
and provider mobility are remarkable. There are new 
types of providers, new collaborative partnerships, new 
modes of delivery, and new types of awards and qualifi-
cations that have been granted. 

new developments In cross-border 
educatIon

There is a serious lack of solid data on the volume and 
type of cross-border programmes and provider mobil-
ity. Institutions and national education systems have 
invested a lot of effort in gathering reliable data on stu-
dent mobility, but it is only in the past five years that 
countries and international organizations have started 
to track programme and provider mobility. The paucity 
of information on programme mobility creates an  
undesirable environment of speculation, confusion and 
frequent misinformation. This can have negative con-
sequences in terms of people’s confidence in the quality 
and dependability of the delivery of cross-border  
education and impedes the analysis needed to under-
pin solid policy and regulatory frameworks, especially 
for accreditation.

During this period, a maelstrom of new types of part-
nerships has developed through franchising, twinning 
and articulation programmes between foreign HEIs and 
local HEIs and private companies. The receiving coun-
tries have learned a great deal from their foreign partners 
and are currently being more proactive and strategic in 

exporting their own programmes and providers to neigh-
bouring countries. 

Australia is the leader in terms of having up-to-date 
and fairly comprehensive data. This is definitely a step 
forward, but what is urgently needed is a set of interna-
tionally accepted definitions and indicators to assist with 
the collection of data related to cross-border programmes 
and provider mobility. 

dIversIty In types of provIders

The increase in worldwide demand for HE has resulted 
in a diversity of providers delivering education across 
borders. The providers are classified into two categories: 
(1) traditional HEIs, and (2) ‘new or alternative provid-
ers’, which primarily focus on teaching and the delivery 
of education services, usually on a commercial basis.

In cross-border education, recognition/registration is 
critical to ensuring the legitimacy of the institution and 
the qualifications provided. Most traditional universities 
are bona fide institutions that comply with domestic and 
foreign regulations. However, there has also been an 
increase in rogue or low-quality providers who are not 
recognized by bona fide accreditation/licensing bodies in 
either the sending or the receiving countries. ‘Rogue pro-
viders’ are often accredited by self-accrediting groups or 
by agencies that sell accreditation. These are often no 
more than web-based companies that sell certificates 
based on ‘life experiences’ and are not delivering any 
education programmes. 

new modes and models of delIvery

Programmes moving across borders
Cross-border mobility of programmes can be described 
as the movement of individual education/training courses 
and programmes across national borders through face-
to-face or distance learning models or a combination 
thereof. Credits towards a qualification can be awarded 
by the provider in the sending foreign country, by an 
affiliated domestic partner, or jointly. Different types of 
programmes moving across borders are as follows: 
l Franchises
l Twinning
l Joint/double degree
l Articulation
l Validation
l Virtual/distance
It is clear that a key factor in programme mobility is who 
awards the course credits or ultimate credential for the 
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programme. As programme mobility proliferates, there 
will undoubtedly be further changes to national, regional 
and even international regulatory frameworks. Of critical 
importance is whether the qualification is recognized for 
employment or further study in the receiving country and 
in other countries as well. The perceived legitimacy and 
recognition of the qualification, at home and abroad, are 
fundamental issues yet to be resolved. 

Given that several modes for programme mobility 
involve partnerships, there are questions regarding who 
owns the intellectual property rights to course design and 
materials. While the movement of programmes across 
borders has been taking place for many years, it is clear 
that the new types of providers, partnerships, and award-
ing and delivery of qualifications are challenging 
national and international policies and regulatory frame-
works, especially in terms of accreditation. 

Providers (institutions and comPanies) moving 
across borders
Cross-border mobility of providers can be described as 
the physical or virtual movement of an education pro-
vider across a national border to establish a presence so 
as to offer education/training programmes and/or serv-
ices to students and other clients. The difference between 
programme and provider mobility is one of scope and 
scale in terms of the programmes/services offered and 
the local presence by the foreign provider. 

Different forms of cross-border provider mobility are 
as follows: 
l Branch campus
l Independent institution
l Acquisition/merger
l Study centre/teaching site
l Affiliation/networks

QualIty assurance and accredItatIon 
Issues and ImplIcatIons 

registration of cross-border Providers in 
receiving countries 
Many countries do not have regulatory systems in place 
to register out-of-country providers. Several reasons 
account for this, including lack of capacity or political 
will. If foreign providers are not registered or recog-
nized, it is difficult to monitor their performance. If an 
institution/provider is not registered as part of a national 
system, the usual practice is that regulatory frameworks 
for quality assurance or accreditation do not apply. This 
is the situation in many countries in the world and 
hence foreign providers (both bona fide and rogue) do 

not have to comply with the national regulations of the 
receiving countries. 

Often there are bilateral cultural/academic agree-
ments in place to facilitate and monitor the foreign pres-
ence of education providers. However, the fact that 
education services are now part of bilateral and multilat-
eral trade agreements introduces new regulations and 
questions. A key question facing national governments, 
as well as international organizations, is to what extent 
the introduction of new national regulations to license, 
recognize or accredit cross-border providers will be 
interpreted as a raising of barriers to trade and therefore 
require modification to comply with new trade policies. 
All in all, the issue of regulating and licensing providers 
that deliver education across borders needs further atten-
tion from national education policymakers.

Quality assurance and accreditation of cross-
border education
It must be noted that in the past decade, increased impor-
tance has certainly been given to quality assurance and 
accreditation at the institutional and national levels. The 
increase in cross-border education offered by traditional 
institutions and new private commercial providers has 
introduced a new challenge (and gap) in the field of accred-
itation. Historically, national quality assurance agencies 
have generally not focused their efforts on assessing the 
quality of imported and exported programmes, with some 
notable exceptions. The key question now facing the sector 
is how to deal with the increase in cross-border education 
by traditional HEIs and, more importantly, the new private 
commercial providers who are not normally part of nation-
ally based accreditation and quality assurance schemes. 

As the discussion moves forward, it will be of strategic 
and substantive importance to recognize the roles and 
responsibilities of all players involved in accreditation 
and quality assurance in ensuring the quality of cross-
border education. Much is at risk if rogue providers or 
fraudulent qualifications become closely linked to cross-
border education. It will be important to work in a col-
laborative and complementary fashion to build a system 
that ensures the quality and integrity of cross-border  
education and maintains society’s confidence in HE.

diversity and commercialization of accrediting 
bodies
The increased awareness of the need for quality assur-
ance and/or accreditation has led to several new develop-
ments in accreditation, some of which are helping the 
task of domestic and international recognition of qualifi-
cations, and some of which are only serving to hinder 
and complicate matters. 
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Market forces are making the profile and reputation of 
institutions/providers and their courses more and more 
important. The desire for accreditation status is leading 
to the commercialization of the field of quality assur-
ance/accreditation, as programmes and providers strive 
to gain as many ‘accreditation’ accolades as possible in 
order to increase their competitiveness and perceived 
international legitimacy. The challenge is how to distin-
guish between bona fide and rogue accrediting bodies, 
especially when neither the cross-border provider nor the 
accrediting body is nationally based or recognized as 
part of a national HE system.

At the same time, there are networks of institutions 
and new organizations that are self-appointed and engage 
in the accreditation of their members. These are positive 
developments when seen through the lens of trying to 
improve the quality of the academic offer. However, 
there is some concern that they are not totally objective 
in their assessments and may be more interested in gen-
erating income than in improving quality. It is particu-
larly worrisome for cross-border provision as attention 
to national policy objectives and cultural orientation is 
often neglected. 

Another development that is worrisome is the grow-
ing number of accreditation mills. These organizations 
are neither recognized nor legitimate, and they more or 
less ‘sell’ accreditation status without any independent 
assessment. Different education stakeholders, especially 
students, employers and the public, need to be aware of 
these accreditation (and degree) mills, which are often no 
more than a web address and are therefore usually out-
side the jurisdiction of national regulatory systems.

Due to the increase in self-appointed accrediting bod-
ies and accreditation mills, the establishment of a regis-
try of bona fide accrediting bodies may be the necessary 
next step. It is no longer enough to have recognized HE 
providers listed in a national database; it is now impor-
tant that there should be a registry of approved accredit-
ing bodies. 

The education sector has mixed views on the appro-
priateness of the establishment of quality standards for 
education by those working outside the sector; some see 
merit to this idea and others see problems. At the same 
time, there are divergent opinions on the desirability and 
value of any international standards or criteria for 
accreditation, as this might jeopardize the sovereignty of 
systems at the national level or contribute to standardiza-
tion without necessarily improving quality standards. 
This issue is complex and there are many different actors 
and stakeholders involved. 

It is also important to acknowledge that there is a 
great deal of cross-border mobility of students, teachers 

and programmes through non-commercial initiatives. 
Therefore, international trade in education services is not 
the only factor driving the urgency of the need to address 
international quality recognition and accreditation. 

recognition of Qualifications 
The credibility of HE programmes and qualifications is 
extremely important for students, their employers, the 
public at large, and of course the academic community 
itself. It is critical that the qualifications awarded by 
cross-border providers are legitimate and will be recog-
nized for employment or further studies both at home 
and abroad. This is a major challenge facing the national 
and international HE sector in light of new cross-border 
providers and programmes. 

UNESCO has long acknowledged the need for an 
international system to facilitate and ensure recognition 
of academic and professional qualifications. At the 
present time, there is discussion on how these UNESCO 
conventions could be used as instruments to complement 
trade agreements and assure students, employers and the 
public that there are systems in place to recognize aca-
demic and professional qualifications. 

new natIonal, regIonal and InternatIonal 
InItIatIves for accredItatIon and QualIty 
assurance of cross-border educatIon

codes of conduct in Practice
Codes of conduct for cross-border/transnational educa-
tion have been developed by several national university 
associations, quality agencies and government depart-
ments. They are usually a set of principles to guide the 
practice of delivering programmes across borders and for 
establishing partnerships with foreign providers. They 
are intended for public and private HEIs but have rele-
vance for other non-traditional providers as well. The 
codes differ in substance and perspective. However, they 
are similar in spirit and purpose, which is to ensure qual-
ity in cross-border academic provision. These codes are 
not enforceable; they serve strictly as guidelines. 

QualIty assurance and accredItatIon 
regulatory frameworks can help to 
mInImIze rIsks and maxImIze benefIts

l For sending countries
The primary reasons are to ensure that students and for-
eign partner institutions are protected from low-quality 
and rogue providers, that they have a relevant and high-
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quality education experience, and that the qualifications 
are recognized for further study and employment 
purposes. 

Sending countries cannot afford to put their domestic 
and international reputation at risk by delivering low-
quality academic programmes in another country or hav-
ing academic programmes close down before all students 
have completed their studies. Another more macroeco-
nomic rationale that drives a country’s investment and 
interest in cross-border education is the opportunity it 
brings with it for strategic political, economic and tech-
nological alliances. 

l For receiving countries
Risks can include an increase in low-quality or rogue 
providers, unsustainable foreign provision of HE if profit 
margins are low, foreign qualifications that are not rec-
ognized either by domestic employers or for further 
study, elitism in terms of those who can afford cross-
border education and the overuse of English as the lan-
guage of instruction. Thus, it is critical that receiving 
countries are clear about the objectives and expected 
benefits of cross-border provision and that registration, 
quality assurance and accreditation processes are in 
place to ensure high-quality provision that will contrib-
ute to national policy objectives.

conclusIons

The growth in the volume, scope and dimensions of 
cross-border education has the potential to provide 
increased access, and to promote the innovation and 
responsiveness of HE, but it also brings new challenges 
and unexpected consequences. There are the realities that 
unrecognized and rogue cross-border providers are 
active; that much of the latest cross-border education 
provision is being driven by commercial interests and 
gain; and that mechanisms to recognize qualifications 
and ensure quality of the academic course/programme 
are still not in place in many countries. It is important to 
acknowledge the huge potential of cross-border educa-
tion but not at the expense of academic quality and 
integrity.

10
an InternatIonal accredItatIon 
space

Judith S. Eaton14

how do we defIne ‘accredItatIon’, ‘QualIty 
assurance’ and ‘QualIty Improvement’? 

Accreditation, quality assurance and quality improve-
ment all refer to processes through which we learn about 
the performance, effectiveness and the achievements of 
higher education institutions (HEIs). These processes are 
complex and carried out in various ways. 

why do we need to address an 
InternatIonal accredItatIon space? 

Increased demand for higher education (HE) and the 
expansion of HE capacity throughout the world have gen-
erated enormous concern for academic quality. As a result, 
additional investment in accreditation, quality assurance 
and quality improvement has become essential.

At the international level, student mobility across bor-
ders is increasing and multinational corporations employ 
more and more individuals from around the world. As 
HE becomes universal and international, so must 
accreditation. 

who are the major actors In an 
InternatIonal accredItatIon space?

l HEIs
l Accreditation and quality assurance bodies 
l National governments 
l Professional bodies 
l Student bodies 
l Multinationals 

what has been done to date to develop an 
InternatIonal accredItatIon space?

During the past 15 years, the major actors in accreditation 
have done a great deal to call attention to the need for 
accreditation capacity in an international setting. They 
have developed many of the effective accreditation prac-
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tices that are currently in use in different countries; estab-
lished an ongoing international dialogue; encouraged 
regional initiatives and international undertakings where 
appropriate; and sustained research into accreditation and 
quality assurance practices. They have also made consid-
erable progress in grappling with the quality dimension of 
the universalization and internationalization of HE. 

current major Issues surroundIng an 
InternatIonal accredItatIon space

Four issues have emerged as current major considera-
tions when addressing an international accreditation 
space. These are accreditation in the service of: 

1. Access and student mobility
Increased international mobility has meant that students 
need reliable information about the quality of institutions 
from a range of countries, including information about 
recognition of qualifications and transfer of credit. 

2. Transparency and accountability for quality 
Information exchange is one fundamental challenge for 
accreditation and quality assurance. The language of HE 
and accreditation is historically country-bound. 

3. Emerging technology and distance learning 
Distance learning has challenged national governmental 
authority over HE and significantly expanded private HE 
(especially that offered by the for-profit sector). Distance 
learning also opens up opportunities for dubious provid-
ers of both HE and accreditation – degree mills and 
accreditation mills. 

4. The role of the market in HE, including the 
for-profit sector

The issue here is what role the market should play in 
relation to the quality of HE, and the responsibility that 
this places on an international accreditation space.

The major argument for relying on the market is that 
competition for students will drive quality, as long as the 
trade arena is fair and equitable. The argument against 
relying on the market to drive quality is that the market 
alone will not support ‘non-commercial’ activities, such 
as the role of HE in serving the public interest. 

desIred characterIstIcs of an 
InternatIonal accredItatIon space

This configuration of the background, actors and issues 

related to an international accreditation space is often 
accompanied by a discussion of its desired characteris-
tics. Three are mentioned frequently. The space needs to: 

l Sustain confidence in HE quality
This means providing students who pursue HE across 
borders with reliable signals about the legitimacy of 
HEIs and the worth of an HE experience. 

l Encourage convergence of expectations about 
quality

The issue here is not to standardize expectations of qual-
ity, but to establish a range of acceptable quality, given 
the various types of institutions and students across 
many countries. It is about establishing legitimacy, not 
uniformity.

l Assure that HE in an international setting serves 
the public good

One of the key characteristics of HE within countries is 
its long and successful service to the public good. 
Accreditation has traditionally reinforced this commit-
ment. In a similar manner, an international accreditation 
space needs to encourage commitment to the interna-
tional public good. 

models for an InternatIonal 
accredItatIon space: addressIng the Issues 
and sustaInIng the desIred 
characterIstIcs 

Five models are presented here to highlight alternative 
ways of thinking about managing an international 
accreditation space. All five configurations can address 
the above issues and the desired characteristics. Each 
configuration responds to the current issues somewhat 
differently. These models raise additional issues about 
coordination and shared expectations of quality. 

an international model
In an international model, multinational organizations 
committed to a uniform approach to academic quality can 
drive an international accreditation space. Responsibility 
and authority would be vested at an international level, 
characterized by commitment to a single set of interna-
tional accreditation standards and a single list of accred-
ited HEIs. The standards would supersede national, 
regional or institutional judgments about quality.

a nation-based model
In a nation-based model, individual countries working 
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together can drive an international accreditation space. 
This can be achieved by relying heavily on country-to-
country agreements and other, perhaps informal, arrange-
ments about shared expectations of quality. The 
nation-based model differs from the international model 
in that it relies on agreements about an array of different 
national quality standards – in contrast to the uniform 
standards of the international approach. 

a regional model of accreditation bodies
In a regional model, voluntary arrangements among 
accreditation or quality assurance agencies would drive 
the international accreditation space. These arrange-
ments would perhaps be based on geographic proxim-
ity. Some type of coordinating body could be needed 
here as well. 

an institutional model
In an institutional model, colleges and universities would 
sustain the responsibility and authority of an interna-
tional accreditation space. In many ways, this model 
most closely approximates a continuation of current 
quality assurance practice, especially in the United 
States. The institutions would sustain means of working 
together, perhaps through their membership associa-
tions, or by creating accreditation bodies or other colle-
gial arrangements with regard to quality.

a market model
In a market model, responsibility and authority for man-
aging an international accreditation space might reside in 
trade agreements. It would be as if the current GATS 
negotiations drove an international accreditation space. 
Here accreditation could be governed by the GATS deci-
sions related to regulating cross-border exchange of peo-
ple, institutions, programmes and services. Competition 
among HE providers would drive quality and would be 
accompanied by regulation to ensure consumer protec-
tion. Poor-quality institutions would not be able to com-
pete and would fall by the wayside.

where do we go from here?

First, it is unlikely that any of the models described 
above would prevail in a pure form. Second, these are 
only a small selection of the models that might be devel-
oped to manage an international accreditation space. 

Third, any models that might be developed can offer both 
advantages and disadvantages with regard to the current 
issues and the desired characteristics of an international 
accreditation space. 

For example, the international model is likely to yield 
the greatest uniformity of quality in an international 
accreditation space. However, the model limits the ability 
of institutions to respond creatively to the issues, as all 
institutions are subject to the same accreditation standards. 
Both the nation-based and regional models are less cen-
tralized and call for some coordination of decision-making 
and standards in the international accreditation space. The 
institutional model provides the greatest opportunity for 
institutional diversity in the international accreditation 
space, but limits uniformity. The market model raises 
questions about whether an international accreditation 
space can effectively serve the public good. 

What we may see in the future are elements of all 
these models simultaneously engaged in managing an 
international accreditation space. The various models 
illustrate alternative ways of managing an international 
accreditation space. Furthermore, they highlight addi-
tional considerations of quality that will need to be 
addressed: 
l There is no common language of accreditation and 

quality assurance. We need agreement on basic con-
cepts and terms. 

l There is a good deal of discussion about the three 
desired characteristics of an international accredita-
tion space. However, there is still a need to develop a 
more formal consensus that these characteristics con-
stitute a foundation of values for this space.

l The international accreditation space is not yet a 
fully formed, self-conscious community, something 
that is recognizable and encourages a sense of iden-
tity among the major actors.

l The ‘current major issues’ that need to be addressed 
in the international accreditation space will change 
over time. We need mechanisms to focus on change, 
that identify and act on emerging issues. 

An international accreditation space is slowly emerging 
from the work of the major actors in accreditation, qual-
ity assurance and quality improvement. We need more 
discussions about balancing uniformity and diversity, 
maintaining standards, developing a community and 
shared values and anticipating change. There is much 
work to be done.
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IntroductIon 

This paper looks at what is at stake in accreditation and 
quality assurance in the various regions around the world 
and summarizes the main ideas of the regional percep-
tions from the original Report. The authors of these 
regional perspectives were: Peter Okebukola and Juma 
Shabani (sub-Saharan Africa), Abdel Bagi A.G. Babiker 
(Arab States), Antony Stella (Asia-Pacific), Francisco 
Michavila and Silvia Zamorano (Europe), Elaine El-
Khawas (United States and Canada) and José Dias 
Sobrinho (Latin America and the Caribbean). Other main 
sources for this chapter are ‘Overview of Regional Per-
spectives on Accreditation in Today’s World’, from the 
original Report, written by the GUNI Secretariat, dealing 
with the context of massive expansion, the increasing 
role of the private sector and cross-border higher educa-
tion. This analysis is followed up by an assessment of the 
situation with respect to the role of accreditation in qual-
ity assurance, the challenges faced, the future directions 
envisaged and the issues at stake, and some concluding 
remarks for the regions based on the contributions of 
regional authors. The paper concludes with a set of 
recommendations. 

regIonal expansIon In hIgher educatIon: 
the role of the prIvate sector and cross-
border hIgher educatIon

Worldwide expansion in higher education has been mas-
sive during the past decade. Developing countries have 
had to face this challenge more critically than the devel-
oped ones, with consequences for quality. The role of the 
private sector in different forms (for example for-profit, 

non-profit, denominational, philanthropic, publicly sup-
ported and self-financed) has implications for the control 
and assurance of relevance and quality for both devel-
oped and developing countries in different regions. 
Accreditation for quality assurance is also necessary for 
imported cross-border higher education from abroad 
through onsite and online arrangements. Quality assur-
ance through different mechanisms becomes an impor-
tant social commitment for institutions of higher 
education. The practice of accreditation is therefore 
called for. 

Total enrolment in the world jumped from approxi-
mately 72 million in 1994 to 132 million with a gross 
enrolment ratio (GER) of 24% in 2004, representing an 
83% increase in enrolment in a decade.1 The increase in 
enrolment has been widely disparate: the highest increase 
was in the Arab States, with an average annual growth 
rate of approximately 12.83%, followed by South and 
West Asia, with an average annual growth rate of 9%. 
East Asia and the Pacific and sub-Saharan Africa enjoyed 
an average annual growth rate of 8.9% each. Central and 
Eastern Europe had an average annual growth rate of 
6.6%, followed by Latin America and the Caribbean with 
6.1%. North America, Western Europe and Central Asia 
experienced the slowest growth at 1.68 and 1.10%, 
respectively. While it is easy to understand that the low 
increase in North America and Western Europe is due to 
the fact that these regions have achieved saturated mass 
participation, that of Central Asia is not so straightfor-
ward. Here, enrolment has decreased in several countries 
since the breakup of the former Soviet Union. 

The growth in enrolment in the various regions has 
been shared mainly by, on the one hand, the private sec-
tor and, on the other, cross-border higher education pro-
vided by foreign countries, especially to developing 

IV.2   RegIonal PeRsPectIVes
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countries. The most important providers are the United 
States with 572,509 students, the United Kingdom with 
300,056, Germany with 260,314, France with 237,587, 
Australia with 160,520, Japan with 107,030 and Russia 
with 75,786 students from abroad in 2004. While the role 
of the private sector is measured as the percentage of 
enrolment in this sector with respect to total enrolment, 
the net flow rate (that is, the number of inbound students 
coming from abroad minus the number of outbound stu-
dents going abroad, divided by total enrolment expressed 
as a percentage) shows the relative dependence on (when 
negative) or relative independence from (when positive) 
foreign higher education. Expansion, the role of the pri-
vate sector and the net flow rate are indicators that have 
clear implications for quality, and accreditation can help 
dependent countries not only to negotiate for quality but 
also to improve upon it. 

In the following sections, following the UNESCO 
classification of regions, we briefly discuss how these 
factors affect each region. Where possible, North Amer-
ica and Europe are treated separately because of their 
specific roles in accreditation for quality assurance. 
Again, where possible, the United States and Canada are 
treated separately.

Sub-Saharan africa
With a regional average annual growth rate of 9% over 
the last decade, Africa still has a very low rate of partici-
pation in higher education: 5% in 2004. Both the growth 
rate and the participation rate vary significantly among 
the region’s countries, ranging from 0.43% in Gambia to 
24.9% in the Comoros and from 1% in Angola to 17% in 
Mauritius, respectively. The low participation rate and 
the desire for higher education will lead to continued fast 
growth. The role of the private sector ranges from 8% in 
Madagascar and Congo to 43% in Rwanda. The private 
sector in Africa is growing fast and in various forms.

Except South Africa, all other countries reporting 
have more outbound students than inbound. In relative 
terms, Africa is the region that most depends on cross-
border higher education. The small countries depend 
mostly on cross-border higher education. All these fac-
tors call for increased interest in maintaining and improv-
ing the quality of higher education in the region with an 
increased role of accreditation for quality assurance.

arab StateS 
This region had the highest growth rate among all the 
regions of the world with an annual average rate of 
12.8%, again with a large range, from a mere 1.6% in 
Qatar to 41% in Morocco. At 21%, the average participa-
tion rate demonstrates the potential to maintain the same 

level of growth to meet the social demand for higher 
education. 

On the whole, the role of the private sector is, in rela-
tive terms, smaller in the Arab States than in Africa, rang-
ing from 5% in Morocco to 49% in Lebanon. This 
indicator has shown an increasing trend. 

As for cross-border higher education, in this region 
five out of 20 countries reported more inbound students 
than outbound. The region’s dependence on cross-border 
higher education is, in relative terms, smaller than that of 
Africa.

aSia-Pacific
The size of this region, the diversity of the systems and 
their development patterns, and the availability of data 
have prompted us to divide the Asia-Pacific region into 
three subregions: Central Asia, East Asia and the Pacific, 
and South and West Asia. These are analysed below. 

central aSia 

With 1.88 million enrolments in 2004, Central Asia had 
the slowest growth during the period: an annual average 
growth rate of just 1.1%. It had a GER of 25% in 2004. 
It is striking to note that, in a world of massification of 
higher education, three countries in this subregion 
(Azerbaijan, Georgia and Uzbekistan) lost enrolment 
during the period. The increase in enrolment in other 
countries was very low compared with that of countries 
in other regions. The countries in this subregion suffered 
the most in enrolment after the breakup of the former 
Soviet Union.

This subregion had the slowest growth rate in the 
world due to the transition in the political system and the 
sudden decrease in the state’s role. At 25%, the participa-
tion rate is on average higher than that of the other sub-
regions, yet it indicates great potential for expansion. 
The subregion had, however, a very high rate of growth 
in the private sector. The role of cross-border higher edu-
cation was less pronounced, with Russia being the larg-
est exporter. 

eaSt aSia and the Pacific

In 2004, there were 38.9 million students in the subre-
gion of East Asia and the Pacific. Of these, 19.4 million 
were in just one country, China, which has the largest 
higher education sector of any country in the world.

This subregion enjoyed a growth rate of 9% over the 
decade, with an average participation rate of 23%. The 
growth varied wildly, ranging from 0.5% in Japan to 
18.3% in Vietnam. This subregion also has great poten-
tial to expand its higher education sector as the role of the 
private sector increases. As for cross-border higher edu-
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cation, China is again the world’s largest importer. Close 
to 30% of the world’s cross-border enrolment originates 
from this subregion. 

The size and variety of cross-border higher education, 
and the enlarged role of the private sector, are cause for 
concern with respect to quality.

South and WeSt aSia 

The average annual growth rate of the South and West 
Asia subregion over the decade was 9%, ranging from 
0.92% in Afghanistan, a country going through sociopo-
litical turmoil, to 16.17% in Iran. Although data on the 
private share were scant, a growing role was seen in 
Bangladesh, Pakistan and India. In cross-border higher 
education, this region is very special. It has the highest 
ratio of outbound/inbound students – even higher than 
that of sub-Saharan Africa. In other words, this subre-
gion had the highest ‘trade deficit’ in higher education in 
relative terms. 

While the fast expansion and the increasing role of the 
private sector require quality assurance for in-country 
programmes, the phenomenon of dependency creates the 
rationale for an accreditation system for imported pro-
grammes as well.

euroPe and north america
For the same reasons as those given for the Asia-Pacific 
region, this vast region is analysed, as aggregated by 
UNESCO, in three subregions: Central and Eastern 
Europe, North America, and Western Europe (the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area), as follows.

central and eaStern euroPe

With a total enrolment of 18.5 million in 2004, the Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe subregion has a ‘mass higher 
education’ system with an average GER of 54%. The 
average annual growth rate of enrolment was 6.6%, with 
annual growth rates for particular countries ranging from 
1.2% in Bulgaria with a GER of 41% to 11.7% in Hun-
gary with a GER of 52%. 

The role of the private sector in this subregion is a new 
phenomenon that in most countries started only after the 
breakup of the former Soviet Union. The private sector 
enrolment of 12 out of 20 reporting countries ranges from 
1% in Slovakia to 83% in Estonia. The trend is definitely 
upward, which raises concerns about quality.

As for cross-border higher education, the region is, in 
absolute terms, the third-largest importer of higher edu-
cation, after East Asia and the Pacific and North America 
and Western Europe. Despite the influence of geographi-
cal affinity and the similarity of the educational systems 
in cross-border higher education in the region, quality 

does remain a concern due to rapid changes in structure, 
content and methods aimed at making them relevant. 

north america and WeStern euroPe

Since separate UNESCO statistics are not available, 
these two subregions, North America and Western 
Europe, are treated as a single entity.

The world’s richest region had a total enrolment of 
32.9 million in 2004 and an average GER of 70%, the 
highest of any region. This region consequently had the 
lowest average growth rate during the period: 1.6%. The 
growth rate ranged from 0.11% in the Netherlands with 
a GER of 58% to 14.2% in Israel with a GER of 57%. 
Seventeen of the 24 countries had achieved mass higher 
education in 2004, with two more only slightly behind at 
49% (Austria) and 47% (Switzerland). There are small 
countries/territories with very low participation rates, but 
the region’s overall potential for further enrolment 
growth is low.

In this region, the share of private sector enrolment 
ranges from 1% in Cyprus to 100% in the United King-
dom, the Netherlands and Liechtenstein, followed by 
Israel at 84%.

This region is the second-largest in absolute terms in 
importing higher education from abroad (after East Asia 
and the Pacific) and is also the largest exporter of higher 
education, with the United States in the lead. Although 
North America already has an established accreditation 
system, the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) is 
in the process of developing a system of accreditation for 
quality assurance. 

latin america and the caribbean
With 28 countries reporting, the region of Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean, with a total enrolment of 14.6 
million in 2004, had an average GER of 28% with wide 
variations among countries. The average growth rate of 
enrolment for the region was 6.17%, also with wide vari-
ation among countries. The countrywide statistics show 
that the region has great potential for enrolment growth.

The region’s private sector enrolment share is quite 
significant and appears to be increasing, so attention to 
quality assurance will be needed. 

As for cross-border higher education, most countries 
in this region import higher education and only two are 
net exporters. 

The massive expansion without matching resources, 
the increasing role of the private sector in the various 
forms mentioned above, and the role of foreign countries 
in higher education systems (that is, cross-border higher 
education) are, in all regions, raising interest in establish-
ing quality assurance mechanisms at both the national 
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and regional levels. The next section highlights a survey 
conducted by the GUNI Secretariat on the quality assur-
ance mechanisms in place in the various regions. This is 
followed by an analysis of the perceptions of the role of 
accreditation in quality assurance, as recorded by the 
GUNI Secretariat through a Delphi poll. 

QualIty assurance mechanIsms and the 
role of accredItatIon: experIence and 
perspectIves In the varIous regIons 

In May 2006, a survey was carried out on the accredita-
tion mechanisms used for quality assurance around the 
world, with the aim of determining which mechanism 
was the most widely used. Information covering 181 
countries and regions was gathered from official govern-
ment websites, publications, national and international 
reports, and UNESCO reports. The aim of the survey 
was to provide a global analysis of quality assurance, and 
although exhaustive research was carried out using all 
available means, the information could probably be 
improved and updated. The Appendix for Part IV.2 
shows the results for each region and type of 
accreditation. 

In the survey, the quality assurance mechanisms were 
classified as follows (Table 8):
1. Programme accreditation: countries where accredita-

tion is carried out on programmes.
2. Institutional accreditation: countries where accredi-

tation is carried out on institutions.
3. Both types of accreditation: countries with both insti-

tutional and programme accreditation.

4. Currently setting up an accreditation system: coun-
tries that are in the process of setting up an accredita-
tion system.

5. Quality assessment: countries where quality assur-
ance is carried out through assessment.

6. Non-formal system: countries with an unofficial 
accreditation system.

7. Information unavailable: countries where no accredi-
tation takes place or for which no information was 
found.

The table in the Appendix for Part IV.2 shows that 
both institutional accreditation and programme accredi-
tation are predominant in the United States and in almost 
all Latin American and Caribbean countries. Both of 
these types of accreditation are also used in the Nordic 
countries (Norway, Sweden and Finland), in the Eastern 
European countries (Bulgaria, Romania and Poland), in 
some African countries such as Nigeria, South Africa and 
Sudan, in the Arab States, and in Australia and India. In 
Russia and some African countries, such as Ethiopia and 
Tanzania, institutional accreditation is predominant. In 
Canada, programme accreditation is predominant.

Accreditation procedures are being introduced in 
China, some Arab countries such as Saudi Arabia and 
Algeria, some sub-Saharan African countries such as 
Mozambique and Zimbabwe, European countries such 
as Spain and Italy, and Latin American countries such as 
Uruguay and Honduras. 

By grouping the results of the survey together by 
region (using the regions defined by UNESCO, as 
above), the information and current trends can be sum-
marized quantitatively. The results for each region are 
given below.

TAbLE 8

Quality assurance and accreditation in different regions of the world

Institutional Programme Both In process
Quality 

assessment
Non-formal Non-official

Total 
reporting

R
eg

io
n

Africa 7 1 4 6 1 4 21 44

Arab States 1 0 4 10 0 0 5 20

Asia and the Pacific 0 1 13 11 2 0 9 36

Europe and North 
America

7 4 20 5 7 2 1 46

Latin America and 
the Caribbean

3 1 14 8 2 0 7 35

Subtotal 18 7 55 40 12 6 43   –

Total 80 40 12 6 43 181
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africa
As shown in Table 8, of the 44 African countries that 
provided data on the role of accreditation in quality 
assurance, only four had systems in place for both insti-
tutional and programme accreditation, seven had institu-
tional accreditation systems, and only one country used 
programme accreditation. Seven countries were in the 
process of setting up an accreditation system, one coun-
try had some kind of assessment mechanism, and four 
countries had unofficial assessment procedures. Twenty-
one countries provided no information on quality assur-
ance. Nevertheless, more and more countries are 
introducing quality assurance mechanisms into higher 
education: over the next ten years it is expected that most 
countries in the region will have well-established quality 
assurance agencies.2

Even in the absence of national systems of quality 
assurance, a significant number of higher education insti-
tutions (HEIs) in the region have adopted or are in the 
process of adopting some kind of quality assurance.

Okebukola and Shabani (2007) identify the following 
national challenges in the region: 
l The absence of a national quality assurance system. 
l The limited funding for quality assurance activities.
l The lack of an accreditation framework for open and 

distance learning programmes. 
l The need for accreditation of cross-border higher 

education. 
l The multiplicity of accreditation bodies. 
l The need for accuracy in the ongoing revision of 

minimum academic standards. 
l The outdated minimum standards used for 

accreditation. 
l The fraudulent practices used in some assessment 

processes. 
Future actions to overcome these challenges include 
promoting national quality control systems and develop-
ing regional systems that bring together national capaci-
ties to create stronger organizations. One such regional 
example is the quality assurance framework provided by 
the Southern African Development Community (SADC). 
The Framework for Action of the Nairobi 2006 Confer-
ence3 recommends, for future action, the adoption of the 
European Bologna Process as a model for regional col-
laboration in quality assurance and accreditation for 
Africa. The Association of African Universities is also 
seeking to encourage the setting up of a mechanism of 
regional collaboration in exchanging information about 
national procedures of accreditation. The Framework 
also recommends that national quality assurance agen-
cies and ministries of education should step up interna-
tional promotion of UNESCO-OECD guidelines 

customized for local use in order to protect national 
interests. Many countries are now making efforts to 
establish national agencies for the quality assurance of 
their higher education systems based on good practices. 

To eliminate fraud in accreditation, the Framework 
recommends five simultaneous measures for accredita-
tion in all universities: threatening or imposing sanc-
tions, setting up intelligence units for detecting fraud (as 
in Nigeria), engaging only full professors with proven 
integrity as accreditors and, finally, issuing strict warn-
ings to creditors about condoning fraudulent behaviour. 

The authors list the following as selected issues at 
stake in quality assurance and accreditation in Africa:
l Fiscal impact of economic growth due to accredited 

graduates.
l Job creation by better-trained students. 
l Direct foreign investment through enhanced national 

prestige. 
l Additional income through improved proprietor 

funding. 
l Improved academic facilities. 
l Attraction of foreign grants.
l Income from foreign students attracted by accredited 

programmes. 
l Evolution of an institutional culture of quality and 

promotion of institutional competition and academic 
excellence. 

In conclusion, the authors emphasize the diversity of 
degrees and institutions, which leads to a variety of qual-
ity assurance mechanisms in Africa in terms of type, 
method, mandate, organizational structure and control. 
However, they also emphasize the need to increase 
regional collaboration in harmonizing the procedures. 
The authors assert that, in order to robustly address the 
problem of the quality of the graduates from its HEIs, 
Africa must keep its quality assurance agenda alive.

arab StateS
Of the 20 Arab States that provided data, four had an 
institutional and programme accreditation system, one 
had an institutional accreditation system, ten were about 
to introduce an accreditation system, and the remaining 
five provided no data.

Concern for quality in higher education has become 
widespread in the Arab States among institutions and 
decision-makers alike. This has led to two recent initia-
tives to establish regional agencies: the Arab States 
Quality Assurance Network and the NGO the Arab Soci-
ety for Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Education 
(ASQUAE). 

Nevertheless, there are several challenges related to 
quality assurance and accreditation in the region. Most 
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existing national frameworks lack the basic condition of 
a proper external quality assurance and accreditation 
agency. Some existing agencies claim to be independent 
when in fact they are not, and there appear to be very few 
guarantees that the judgments they pass in their reports 
are not influenced by others. The activities carried out by 
the current quality assurance agencies are mostly limited 
to inspecting, supervising and issuing permits to new 
institutions, and recognizing awards, especially those 
granted by private HEIs, a sector that is growing but still 
does not account for the majority of enrolments. In other 
cases, despite written mission statements and sets of 
objectives, there is still no systematic approach to 
achieving those objectives, nor is there a clear policy for 
translating the mission statements of those quality assur-
ance agencies into systematic action, possibly because 
they have only recently been created and still lack expe-
rience. Babiker (2007) highlights another great challenge 
to strengthening the relationship between HEIs and qual-
ity assurance agencies. According to the author, this rela-
tionship is vague and is not clearly formulated. 
Furthermore, standards – if indeed they exist – have been 
formulated without input from interest groups. There is 
a long road ahead for this region. In addition, the rise of 
private and cross-border higher education on the one 
hand and online, virtual and distance learning modes on 
the other poses a serious challenge for quality assurance 
and accreditation in the region.

Future actions to meet these challenges include three 
regional framework initiatives  to raise awareness about 
quality assurance of higher education in the Arab States 
and the importance of the process for the future develop-
ment of the region. The first is the Association of Arab 
Universities, supported by UNESCO and ALECSO. The 
second is the Arab States Quality Assurance Network, an 
initiative for the establishment of a regional organization 
for national quality assurance and accreditation frame-
works. The third is the implementation of the quality 
assurance mechanism for higher education adopted by a 
recently established NGO called the Arab Society for 
Quality Assurance in Education (ASQAE). Many Arab 
States have either established or are in the process of 
finalizing the establishment of a body to provide evalua-
tion and accreditation at the national level. 

The issues at stake are: 
l Continuing debate on the role and form of quality 

and quality assurance.
l Conceptual differences among institutions and 

between national and regional bodies with respect to 
accreditation and the need to meet the increasing 
demand for measures and mechanisms for quality 
assurance, urged on by globalization and interna-

tional agreements on quality assurance, as well as the 
ISO 9000.

l The lack of the basic condition of proper external 
quality assurance or accreditation in the existing 
national frameworks. 

In conclusion, although the current sociopolitical situa-
tion in the Arab States does not allow public accountabil-
ity and transparency at the national level, at the 
institutional and regional levels there are certainly some 
examples of good performance and experiences that 
could indicate progress in this field. 

aSia-Pacific
Asia-Pacific is a vast, diverse region covering 65 indus-
trialized and developing countries with similarities and 
differences in their quality assurance mechanisms. 
Accreditation of institutions and programmes is the pre-
dominant form of quality assurance in the region, having 
been implemented by 13 countries. Only one country has 
introduced programme accreditation on its own, and no 
country has introduced only institutional accreditation. 
Further, eleven countries are currently implementing an 
accreditation process, and just two countries focus their 
activity on quality assessment. Only nine countries pro-
vided no data.

In Asia-Pacific, the quality assurance process is 
intended to be an exercise in partnership that emphasizes 
(1) the participatory role of the HEIs, (2) self-improve-
ment, (3) the institution as a whole, and (4) transparency. 

There are two very clear trends in the region. First, 
there is growing interest in the quality of national higher 
education systems, resulting in a wide range of quality 
assurance practices to adapt to the national context. Sec-
ond, countries in the region are recognizing the fact that 
national frameworks are inadequate for dealing with 
educational services provided across national borders 
and believe they must explore comparability and conver-
gence in quality assurance practices.

The quality assurance mechanisms in the region face 
the following challenges: 
l The internationalization of HEIs. 
l The perceived benefits accrued from cross-border 

higher education.
l The increase in rogue providers.
l The difficulties faced by genuine quality providers.
l The need for sensitivity to the national contexts.
l The blurred nature of the importer–exporter divide 

among providers.
l The need to understand that quality assurance is 

much more than regulation.
Future actions to face the challenges are based on the 

following principles: 
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l Given their central role in society, HEIs should con-
tinue to aim for improvement.

l The link between indirect funding and incentives 
should not affect basic funding. 

l Although there are units of assessment, institutions 
should still be considered as a single body.

l Clients are inclusive. 
l There should be a data communication strategy that 

provides more public information.
l The quality assurance process should be made into a 

collaborative exercise in which the participation of 
HEIs involves more than simply preparing a self-
assessment report. 

There is a growing awareness among the quality assur-
ance agencies of the region that, whenever possible, 
they should recognize each other’s decisions and that, 
if possible, this recognition should be mutual among 
the agencies. In other words, in the future there will be 
no quality barriers to the full mobility of students across 
the region. 

The following are the issues at stake: 
l Quality assurance in the region has a tendency to 

move from enhancement to regulation.
l Copying takes place between dissimilar and 

unproven systems. 
l Accreditation systems are weakened beyond national 

borders due to external variables.
l HEIs suffer from an assessment overload in the qual-

ity assurance of cross-border higher education. 
l Accreditation has been criticized as getting out of 

control. 
l HEIs perceive that accreditation has a high cost.
l The balance of power among accrediting agencies, 

governments and HEIs is ambiguous. 
In conclusion, with respect to the operations of the tradi-
tional providers, the quality assurance frameworks of the 
Asia-Pacific region are reasonably well developed. The 
challenge is to ensure the quality of cross-border educa-
tion, a significant phenomenon in this region.4

euroPe and north america
In Europe and North America, the trend is very similar to 
that seen in Asia-Pacific. Of 46 countries, 20 carry out 
institutional and programme accreditation, 7 carry out 
institutional accreditation only, and just 4 carry out pro-
gramme accreditation only. Seven countries, all Euro-
pean, undertake quality assessment processes, and five 
are currently setting up an accreditation system.

euroPe

The main characteristic of accreditation systems in 
Europe is the long tradition of ensuring quality.

Michavila and Zamorano (2007) point out that impor-
tant steps have been taken in Europe to harmonize qual-
ity assurance procedures. The European Higher 
Education Area (EHEA) requires coordination between 
national higher education systems in this area, given the 
wide range of procedures and criteria for action in the 
different countries. The Bologna Process is playing an 
important role in achieving these goals through agencies 
of accreditation, such as the European Network for Qual-
ity Assurance (ENQA) and the European Consortium for 
Accreditation (ECA), as well as several key stakeholders 
such as the European University Association (EUA), the 
European Association of Institutions in Higher Educa-
tion (EURASHE) and the National Union of Students in 
Europe (ESIB). Nearly all countries in the EHEA have 
initiated quality assurance processes based on the 
ENQA’s criteria. 

The challenge facing higher education quality assur-
ance in Europe is ‘the harmonization of the architecture 
of the European higher education system’ to enhance 
‘quality, mobility, diversity and competitiveness’, the 
concerns expressed in the Sorbonne Declaration. The low 
levels of regional cooperation between European quality 
agencies is perceived as a weakness in moving forward to 
define common criteria for assessment processes and the 
participation of students in these processes.

Actions to face the challenge led to the Sorbonne 
Declaration of 1998, followed by the Bologna Declara-
tion of 1999, which provided the basis for the creation 
of the EHEA, followed by the Lisbon Agenda of 2000. 
Two years later, it was agreed that the ENQA and the 
national quality assessment agencies (where they exist) 
should create a common framework for quality assur-
ance and share ‘good practices’. Quality assurance, the 
organization of education in two levels, and the recogni-
tion of diplomas and study periods have become central 
to the changes that are envisaged as present and future 
actions. The European Commission promoted the idea 
of creating a European register of quality assurance and 
accreditation. The Commission stated that member 
states would have national authority to accredit institu-
tions and that they should make the procedure transpar-
ent, efficient, and based on rigour and mutual trust so 
that an organized and recognized system may be created 
across Europe. 

The issues at stake are:
l Coordination of the wide range of procedures and 

standards of conduct in place in the various 
countries. 

l Agreement on the definition of common assessment 
and accreditation standards.

l Participation of students in the processes. 
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l The credibility of the standards and guidelines of 
quality assurance.

l Obligatory maintenance of the autonomous status of 
universities.

l Mutual cooperation. 
In conclusion, with all of these measures and declara-
tions, Europe will make significant progress in establish-
ing and implementing quality assurance systems.

the united StateS and canada 

The United States and Canada have very different edu-
cation systems, but both have significant experience in 
quality assurance. Despite their different focuses, both 
countries have developed models based on multiple flex-
ible mechanisms that are not managed centrally. In both 
countries, many of the accreditation and quality assur-
ance mechanisms are based on voluntary involvement in 
committees and site-visiting teams. Furthermore, in both 
countries, the professional associations of specialist 
fields are the authorities that define and implement the 
higher education accreditation models in those fields. 
Nevertheless, there are significant differences between 
the two systems. 

In Canada, the government plays a significant role in 
ensuring quality, mainly through the provinces and ter-
ritories. In the United States, many states play a small 
role in ensuring quality. The United States places great 
emphasis on institutional accreditation, without neglect-
ing programme accreditation, while Canada focuses on 
programmes for both accreditation and review. Recently, 
the US and Canadian governments have undertaken par-
allel initiatives to increase the efficiency and accounta-
bility of universities, and have developed performance 
indicators. 

The challenges facing quality assurance in the United 
States and Canada are: 
l Developing online learning.
l Increasing the number of for-profit tertiary 

institutions.
l The prospect of increased demand for cross-border 

education.
In addition, rising costs, graduate unemployment and 
continued inequities in access have affected accreditation 
and quality assurance mechanisms in both countries. The 
accreditation agencies have also faced serious external 
calls to assure that programmes offer ‘value for money’. 

To respond to these challenges, future directions 
focus on establishing new structures or measures to 
ensure the integrity of tertiary-level degrees. These 
include: in Canada, establishment of boards to review 
proposals from foreign and for-profit institutions, and in 
the United States, new policy guidelines by the govern-

ment and regional accrediting agencies and new federal 
legislation. A proposal to create a new National Accredi-
tation Foundation charged with the quality assurance of 
all tertiary education institutions is also envisaged. To 
meet the other challenges, both countries are introducing 
new criteria for accreditation which will include effi-
ciency (for costs), employability and equity.

The following issues are at stake:
l Approaches with no central direction due to decen-

tralized systems, state-level approval processes and 
accreditation by non-governmental organizations. 

l The acceptance by the academe of quality assurance 
offered by non-governmental organizations. 

l Meeting schedules and guidelines despite the volun-
tary nature of accreditation. 

l The requirement of very detailed assessments of stu-
dent and institutional performance.

In conclusion, the United States and Canada have inter-
esting approaches to the issue of how to organize and 
implement quality assurance mechanisms in tertiary edu-
cation. Both have developed models based on multiple, 
overlapping mechanisms and both have demonstrated 
that multiple structures have some notable strengths, 
including the support they provide for building a culture 
of quality assurance within academic institutions. 

latin america and the caribbean
Data were obtained from 35 countries. Fourteen of those 
countries carried out both institutional and programme 
accreditation, four carried out only institutional accredi-
tation, and just one carried out only programme accredi-
tation. Eight countries were currently introducing 
accreditation mechanisms and two had quality assess-
ment mechanisms without adequate accreditation. Five 
countries provided no data.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, national agen-
cies of accreditation for quality assurance have been 
established in Mexico, Chile, Argentina, Colombia, 
various Central American countries, and many other 
countries of the region. Both institutional and pro-
gramme accreditation are common in the region. A main 
objective of these processes is to ensure the quality of 
the enormous growth of higher education – public and 
private – and to regulate the explosion of private higher 
education. There are common general procedures and 
characteristics in the evaluation and accreditation proc-
esses. Self-assessment is seen not just as the basis and 
foundation of accreditation, but more importantly as a 
strategy for academic and institutional improvement. 
The cooperative networks and projects that bring the 
various Latin American countries closer together are an 
important strategy for strengthening the region. Accred-
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itation in Latin America and the Caribbean may be cre-
ating its own language, criteria and practices. Joint 
efforts for regional and subregional integration between 
different countries within the framework of collabora-
tion projects and programmes are a very distinctive 
characteristic of this region.

Nevertheless, some big challenges and problems still 
lie ahead in Latin American and Caribbean HEIs and in 
their respective evaluation and accreditation organiza-
tions. These include: 
l Initiating reflection, public debate and practices to 

ensure quality. 
l Promoting collaboration to establish education and 

knowledge as public assets that cannot be negotiated 
for private benefit. 

l Strengthening higher education not only as a factor 
of economic progress but also as an area for dialogue 
and intellectual, moral and artistic development. 

l The integration of nations in Latin America and the 
Caribbean.

Recommended future actions are as follows. Institu-
tional assessment should take all aspects into account 
and ensure broad participation; systems should promote 
effective interaction between self-regulation, regula-
tion, and internal and external assessments; an overall 
vision should be ensured with respect to objectives, pro-
cedures, instruments and actors; both quantitative and 
qualitative factors should be valued; assessment should 
be ongoing; the mechanism should provide adequate 
guidance to assessors; it should provide adequate infor-
mation; it should value solidarity and cooperation 
among institutions rather than competition; it should 
question the social responsibility and commitment of 
institutions; and finally, it must not move autonomy 
from the universities towards accreditation organiza-
tions. Assessment and accreditation should be much 
more than just inspection and control; it is for quality 
improvement in all possible aspects.

Contradictory interests, political difficulties, and 
uncertainties are the main issues at stake as the system 
moves in the desired future directions mentioned above. 
Other issues at stake are: 
l Lack of previous experience among academic units 

in self-assessment. 
l Resistance to assessment from the academic sector.
l Distrust due to a lack of transparency. 
l Lack of adequate resources.
l Lack of accurate and useful information.
l Dominance of bureaucracy and politicization. 
l Lack of understanding of the criteria and standards 

established by the accreditation agencies. 
In conclusion, the main factors behind the concern for 

quality assurance and transformation of higher education 
in the region are as follows: quantitative expansion in 
student enrolments and institutions, growth in the private 
sector, ethical concerns, diversification of functions, 
changes in the labour market, educational services from 
abroad, and new types of providers. These factors have 
led countries to set up assessment and accreditation sys-
tems. However, as explained above, there is much to be 
done in this regard in order to attain an effective quality 
assurance and accreditation mechanism. 

overall conclusIon

This paper has covered the global interest in quality 
assurance mechanisms and explained how accreditation 
has become more prevalent than other options.

Nevertheless, we must take into account that quality 
cannot be derived from a single, universal model, cannot 
emerge only from theory and abstraction, and cannot be 
based on market interests. Quality is the result of a series 
of actions responding to precise social needs at a very 
specific moment. It is important to fully understand these 
principles when choosing to adopt any quality assurance 
mechanism.

Valuing quality based on certain specific models, 
however perfect they may seem, may be detrimental, 
rather than beneficial, to quality in education if those 
models were not designed for the right moment in time. 
If, as we have seen, accreditation is the most widely used 
mechanism, then all processes, indicators and criteria 
should be designed for a specific context and time. 
Clearly, what works in the United States will not neces-
sarily give positive results in India. This is why there are 
so many risks in the new international trends in 
accreditation.

When they are merely mechanisms for conformity 
with external regulations that have not even been 
designed properly, quality assurance processes end up 
inhibiting autonomy. If they are not processes of reflec-
tion and dialogue shared by society, they become 
reduced to bureaucratic procedures. Since the concepts 
were not defined in a collaborative way, they will not be 
easily taken on board and will not achieve the stated 
objectives.

The quality of higher education is a national concern, 
and the government must play a role in the way it deems 
most appropriate. The degree of the role may differ 
depending on the discipline and type of accreditation. 
When the purpose of accreditation is an academic or pro-
fessional requirement, the government’s role should be 
merely regulatory. 
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Quality assurance mechanisms should be much more 
than just inspection and control processes; they should 
be processes for communication and the building of rela-
tions that make it possible to achieve quality and the 
resulting public recognition. 

We have noted that in Africa the primary reasons for 
promoting quality assurance for accreditation are to 
ensure public confidence in the quality of higher educa-
tion and to guarantee that the standards of awards in 
higher education are being safeguarded and enhanced.

The external evaluation and internal assessments con-
ducted within the framework of the French-speaking 
university agency, the African and Malagasy Council for 
Higher Education (CAMES), have contributed signifi-
cantly to improving the quality and relevance of 
programmes.5 

In the African context, accreditation practices that are 
transparent, participatory and based on open dialogue, 
constructive criticism and useful feedback on the part of 
the accrediting agency and peer evaluators have great 
potential for quality improvement. Such practices have 
even greater potential if they lead to the identification 
and remediation of deficiencies. In Nigeria, it has been 
confirmed that the benefits of accreditation far outweigh 
the costs.6

In the Arab States, although no available sources of 
evidence (such as publications, websites or other sources 
of information) have shown a trend towards public 
accountability in the case of national bodies, at the insti-
tutional and regional levels there are examples of good 
performance and experiences that could indicate progress 
in this field. The mission of the recently established 
ASQAE is to enhance and promote a culture of quality in 
education in the Arab region by providing technical 
advice on quality assurance, setting training standards, 
building capacities, networking, and disseminating 
information.7 The qualitative and quantitative indicators 
proposed for accreditation in Oman go further in improv-
ing accreditation procedures not only for the Arab region 
but for all other regions of the world. These indicators 
cover the effectiveness of the mission statement at the 
institutional level, as well as the areas of setting stand-
ards for teaching and learning, student and administra-
tive services, learning resources, facilities and 
equipment, financial management and planning, staffing 
and employment procedures, research, and good prac-
tices in developing community relations.8

In the Asia-Pacific region, the common element that 

connects the highly diverse accreditation practices – 
namely, concern for quality – points to a set of favoured 
characteristics that include the following:
l Maintaining a central focus on the objective of HEIs’ 

self-improvement. 
l Indirect funding links whose incentives do not affect 

basic funding. 
l Units of assessment that do not undermine the impor-

tance of considering the institution as a whole. 
l An inclusive clientele reporting strategy that pro-

vides more public information.
l Making the quality assurance process an exercise in 

partnership that expands the participatory role of 
HEIs beyond the preparation of the self-study report.

In the EHEA, universities are still in the process of 
reflecting on the quality assurance of their education pro-
grammes in order to achieve European harmonization. A 
joint initiative has emerged to ensure quality through 
descriptors developed by consensus and validated by the 
countries involved in this effort to improve.

In North America, both Canada and the United States 
have interesting approaches to the issue of how to organ-
ize and implement quality assurance mechanisms for 
accreditation. Despite the many differences in their 
approaches, both have developed models based on mul-
tiple overlapping mechanisms with no central direction. 
This multiple structure has some notable strengths, 
including the support it can provide for building a culture 
of quality assurance within academic institutions, 
enhanced by adequate resource provision.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, it is important to 
make sure that assessment is not reduced to controlling 
and that it does not remove autonomy and intellectual 
freedom, but rather that it becomes an instrument for 
increasing awareness of problems, promoting the mean-
ings of practices, and creating new possibilities for 
construction. 

Quality is built by society, and therefore requires 
much reflection, dialogue and collective effort. Assess-
ment and accreditation processes must evaluate criteria 
on the basis of relevance, democratization, social fair-
ness, local and regional development including environ-
mental considerations, and creating areas for public 
discussion. Higher education must play a central role in 
national projects and strategies, and to do so it must dem-
onstrate its quality and relevance. Accreditation is one of 
the main means of achieving this goal.
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Accreditation in the World: Countries and Types

No. Country/region Type of accreditation 

1 Afghanistan Information not available

2 Albania both

3 Algeria In process

4 Angola Information not available

5 Argentina both

6 Armenia Information not available

7 Aruba Information not available

8 Australia both

9 Austria both

10 Azerbaijan Non-formal

11 bahamas Quality assessment

12 bahrain Information not available

13 bangladesh Quality assessment

14 barbados Quality assessment

15 belarus Quality assessment

16 belgium Quality assessment

17 belize In process

18 benin Quality assessment

19 bermuda Information not available

20 bhutan Quality assessment

21 bolivia both

22 botswana Information not available

23 brazil both

24 brunei Information not available

25 bulgaria both

26 burkina Faso Information not available

27 burundi Information not available

28 Cambodia both

29 Cameroon Institutional

30 Canada Programme

31 Cape Verde Information not available

32 Central African Republic Information not available

33 Chad Information not available

34 Chile both

35 China In process

36 Colombia both

37 Comoros Information not available

38 Congo Non-formal

39 Costa Rica both

40 Croatia Institutional

41 Cuba both

42 Cyprus Programmatic

43 Czech Republic Programme

44 Democratic Republic of the Congo In process

45 Denmark both

46 Djibouti Information not available

Accreditation in the World: Countries and Types

No. Country/region Type of accreditation 

47 Dominica Information not available

48 Dominican Republic Institutional

49 East Timor Information not available

50 Ecuador Institutional

51 Egypt Institutional

52 El Salvador Institutional

53 Eritrea Information not available

54 Estonia both

55 Ethiopia Institutional

56 Fiji Information not available

57 Finland both

58 France Quality assessment

59 Gabon Information not available

60 Gambia Information not available

61 Georgia In process

62 Germany Programme

63 Ghana Institutional

64 Granada Information not available

65 Greece In process

66 Guatemala In process

67 Guinea Information not available

68 Guinea Equatorial Information not available

69 Guinea-bissau Information not available

70 Guyana In process

71 Haiti both

72 Honduras In process

73 Hungary both

74 Iceland Quality assessment

75 India both

76 Indonesia both

77 Iran Information not available

78 Iraq Information not available

79 Ireland both

80 Israel Institutional

81 Italy In process

82 Ivory Coast Information not available

83 Jamaica both

84 Japan both

85 Jordan both

86 Kazakhstan Institutional

87 Kenya both

88 Kuwait both

89 Kyrgyzstan both

90 Laos In process

91 Latvia both

92 Lebanon In process
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Accreditation in the World: Countries and Types

No. Country/region Type of accreditation 

93 Lesotho Information not available

94 Liberia Institutional

95 Libya Information not available

96 Lithuania Quality assessment

97 Luxembourg Quality assessment

98 Macedonia both

99 Madagascar In process

100 Malawi In process

101 Malaysia In process

102 Maldives In process

103 Mali Institutional

104 Malta Non-formal

105 Martinique Information not available

106 Mauritania In process

107 Mauritius Institutional

108 Mexico both

109 Moldova Institutional

110 Mongolia both

111 Morocco In process

112 Mozambique In process

113 Myanmar Information not available

114 Namibia Programmatic

115 Nepal Information not available

116 Netherlands both

117 Netherlands Antilles Information not available

118 New Zealand both

119 Nicaragua In process

120 Niger Information not available

121 Nigeria both

122 North Korea Information not available

123 Norway both

124 Oman In process

125 Pakistan both

126 Panama In process

127 Papua New Guinea Programme

128 Paraguay Programme

129 Peru both

130 Philippines both

131 Poland both

132 Portugal In process

133 Puerto Rico both

134 Qatar In process

135 Romania both

136 Russian Federation Institutional

137 Rwanda Non-formal

138 Saint Lucia Information not available

Accreditation in the World: Countries and Types

No. Country/region Type of accreditation 

139 Samoa Information not available

140 Saudi Arabia In process

141 Senegal In process

142 Serbia Institutional

143 Seychelles Information not available

144 Sierra Leone Non-formal

145 Singapore In process

146 Slovakia both

147 Slovenia both

148 Somalia Non-formal

149 South Africa both

150 South Korea In process

151 Spain In process

152 Sri Lanka In process

153 Sudan both

154 Suriname In process

155 Swaziland Information not available

156 Sweden both

157 Switzerland both

158 Syria both

159 Taiwan (China) In process

160 Tajikistan both

161 Tanzania Institutional

162 Thailand In process

163 Togo Information not available

164 Tonga In process

165 Trinidad and Tobago both

166 Tunisia In process

167 Turkey Quality assessment

168 Turkmenistan both

169 Uganda both

170 Ukraine Institutional

171 United Arab Emirates In process

172 United Kingdom both

173 United States both

174 Uruguay In process

175 Uzbekistan both

176 Vanuatu Information not available

177 Venezuela both

178 Vietnam In process

179 Yemen In process

180 Zambia Information not available

181 Zimbabwe In process

Source: cruz lópez, Yazmin (2009) doctoral thesis: la acreditación como
mecanismo para la garantía del compromiso social de las universidades. 
cátedra uneSco de Sostenibilidad. universitat Politècnica de catalunya.
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notes

1 Since the authors of the Report constructed their analysis 
with these figures, we have kept them. Nevertheless, in the 
Appendices of this synthesis we have also included updated 
data according to the latest statistics of the UNESCO Insti-
tute for Statistics (UIS).

2 The Framework for Action of the Nairobi 2006 Confer-
ence: The February 2006 Nairobi Declaration calls upon 
African countries to establish and/or strengthen quality 
assurance systems in higher education, placing special 
emphasis on accreditation as the best mechanism for 
implementation.

3 For a follow-up on this topic, see also the results of the 3rd 
International Conference on Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education in Africa under the theme of ‘Millennium Devel-
opment Goals and the Challenge of Quality Assurance in 
Higher Education in Africa’, which was held in September 
2008 (http://www.icqahea.org/Communique.htm).

4 Australia and New Zealand typically receive foreign stu-
dents and export educational programmes.

5 Mamadou Moustapha Sall (2007), Special Contribution 
II.1, in GUNI (ed.), Higher Education in the World 2007. 
Accreditation for Quality Assurance: What is at Stake?, 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 200–2

6 Peter Okebukola, Suleiman Ramon-Yusuf and Abdul Rah-
man Sambo (2007), Special Contribution II.2, in GUNI 
(ibid.), pp. 203–6.

7 Abdel Bagi A.G. Babiker (2007) Special Contribution II.3, 
in GUNI (ibid.), pp. 220–1.

8 Bikas C. Sanyal (compiled, 2007) Special Contribution 
II.4, in GUNI (ibid.), pp. 222–3.
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There is a widespread consensus that one of the most 
important quality assurance methods is accreditation as 
it is a way of protecting stakeholders from unfair and 
irrelevant provision of higher education. One of the main 
reasons for promoting accreditation in higher education 
is to ensure public confidence in the quality of institu-
tions and programmes. Another important objective is to 
guarantee that proper standards – in accordance with the 
state of knowledge and values of social commitment – 
are being fostered, safeguarded and enhanced by higher 
education institutions.

Great efforts have been made to establish accredita-
tion mechanisms and procedures in many countries, 
especially in those countries and regions where the 
number of new private institutions of higher education is 
growing rapidly. In spite of all the enthusiasm observed 
in the application of accreditation for quality assurance, 
there are some concerns, as all that glitters is not gold.

The key question is how to define quality in different 
contexts, so that the world’s higher education systems 
can face the challenge of meeting social commitment. 
Quality is the result of a set of actions that respond to 
society’s needs at a particular moment in time. It should 
draw on past and ancient knowledge. The definition of 
quality depends therefore, on a solid cultural back-
ground, which is essential to understand a world that is 
undergoing profound changes. Quality has to be seen as 
a social construction and, as such, requires reflection, 
dialogue and a collective effort, especially with regard to 
training citizens who are committed to strategies to over-
come inequality and social injustice and projects to 
improve society.

If quality is a multidimensional, multi-level concept, 
and if any process designed to guarantee quality is per-
vaded by the socio-cultural peculiarities of the institu-

tional, national and regional contexts, then it is unfeasible 
to try to identify a single valid model. Consequently, 
accreditation systems aimed at guaranteeing quality but 
also improving it in a contextualized way cannot con-
form to a single, universal model, or be based solely on 
theory and abstraction, or respond exclusively to market 
trends. In addition to technical and scientific criteria, 
quality in education must provide a sense of social rele-
vance and must respect the basic principles of ethics and 
the training of citizens.

Universities are social institutions exercising strategic 
functions for cultural, scientific and technological devel-
opment and for projects to consolidate a society. Their 
relevance is related to contexts, needs and demands at 
local, national and regional levels. Universities, there-
fore, cannot limit themselves to simply responding to 
economic demands, but must rather consider the chal-
lenges and circumstances that society now faces due to 
the major changes that are taking place. They should 
transmit to society the idea that it is a solid, cohesive, 
self-critical and respectable organization capable of ful-
filling its mission, upholding academic standards and 
maintaining its social commitment, in the context of the 
interests of the stakeholders.

In evaluating the relevance of an institution, there-
fore, we must take into account its original characteris-
tics, its diversity, its missions and objectives, while also 
respecting the main characteristics that give it life, iden-
tity and strength with regard to other institutions, that is, 
its autonomy and its public role. 

The main, fundamental commitment of universities is 
towards quality in their core activities: teaching and 
research. But university teaching and research must be 
included in the major objectives of society and in the 
strategies of the state to establish a fair, developed and 

IV.3   fInal remarks
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democratic nation. This means that universities must 
promote policies towards the construction of the human 
bases of social transformation. They must also develop 
knowledge and transform individuals into citizens who 
have cognitive, emotional and social skills and ethical, 
cultural and political values and who are coherently 
committed to building a democratic society.

To achieve these goals the accreditation process 
should be different. Efforts to improve the quality of 
higher education – such as accreditation systems – must 
not fail to consider the criterion of relevance. The main 
target should be those aspects that endorse the universi-
ties’ responsibility and relevance in relation to the 
changes they undergo. The accreditation process should 
provide a proactive framework that drives these changes 
and produces synergies for collaboration and coopera-
tion in academic and institutional innovation.

This is a democratic exercise, in which universities 
are evaluated and accredited by the state, society and citi-
zens. Such public scrutiny strengthens the university. To 
attain this, universities must maintain permanent and 
well-defined political, ethical and scientific independ-
ence, and must be fully capable of making decisions 
regarding their organization, planning and mission. Con-
sequently, universities must be able to meet public 
expectations. 

If a society asks the universities to address its current 
needs and emerging challenges, then they must also help 
to define alternative accreditation models that allow 
them to demonstrate that they are consistent in their day-
to-day work. As key players in this accreditation process, 
universities must ensure that their legitimate social inter-
ests are given priority over market interests. For this to 
be possible, the mechanisms, criteria and indicators used 
in accreditation processes must be transformed and guar-
antee a proper balance between autonomy and quality 
assurance procedures. The task of redesigning accredita-
tion criteria is mainly the responsibility of accreditation 
agencies and governments, but universities also have 
much to contribute to this debate. 

Accreditation processes must consider criteria such as 
relevance, democratization, social equity, local and 
regional development, and the construction of public  
discussion forums. They should value solidarity and 
cooperation rather than competitiveness and should 
question the social responsibility and public commit-
ments. It is no simple task but the result will be high-
quality, relevant higher education.  

Some of the recommendations regarding accredita-
tion processes suggest that they should take into account 
the following issues: 
l The degree of relevance of the university’s institu-

tional project and its programmes should be clearly 
stated in the institution’s mission. It should reflect its 
commitment to its community, and should include 
key concepts such as sustainability, human develop-
ment and social commitment. It should be designed, 
and revised, in keeping with society’s present and 
future needs. 

l The programmes offered by an institution should 
respond to social needs, and be adapted to local and 
country level changes, not only from an economic 
perspective. The programmes should ensure that 
there is appropriate training in abilities, capacities, 
values, competences and knowledge. Their design 
needs to be based on dialogue with various stake-
holders about ideology, philosophy, epistemology 
and learning. The goal should be to produce a quali-
tative change in students, to make them into respon-
sible, creative, productive, participative and tolerant 
citizens who live full personal and social lives in a 
democratic fashion.

l University research should be linked to global prob-
lems such as peace, sustainable development, poverty 
and cultural diversity. But, it should also contribute to 
generating knowledge in areas that are key to the local 
development. Universities should be able to transfer 
such knowledge to meet the needs of society.

l Accreditation processes should recognize innovative 
practices that help to guarantee quality in any aspect 
of an institution or its programmes: for example 
strengthening democracy and reinforcing the con-
struction of spaces for participation, or they could 
look at the extent to which the curriculum covers top-
ics such as sustainability, inter-culturality, ethical 
values, intellectual skills and diversity.

It is also imperative to maintain the credibility of 
accreditation agencies. They should meet certain basic 
requirements such as good management, transparency 
and accountability. These are essential to guarantee that 
accreditation processes will be developed in an effective 
way. Besides, each accreditation agency  – whether 
national or regional, public or private – must design its 
own processes, requirements and standards in order to do 
its work in the specific context. 

There is a clear need to address the issues of accredi-
tation in an international context. The aim is to coordi-
nate the different subjects and the proliferation of 
methods and languages from different theoretical and 
methodological perspectives in order to achieve a legal 
framework, which is transparent, commonly acceptable 
and beneficial to all. Obviously, this can only be attained 
through dialogue and cooperation between the national 
authorities and the higher education communities.
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Definitions

Enrolment. Number of pupils or students officially 
enrolled in a given grade or level of education, regardless 
of age. Typically, these data are collected at the begin-
ning of the school year.

Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The sum of gross 
value added by all resident producers in the economy, 
including distributive trades and transport, plus any 
product taxes and minus any subsidies not included in 
the value of the products.

GDP per capita. The gross domestic product divided 
by mid-year population.

Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER). Number of pupils 
enrolled in a given level of education, regardless of age, 
expressed as a percentage of the population in the theoreti-
cal age group for the same level of education. For the terti-
ary level, the population used is the five-year age group 
following on from the secondary school leaving age.

Human development index. Human development 
index (HDI) is a composite index that measures the aver-
age achievements in a country in three basic dimensions 
of human development: a long and healthy life; access to 
knowledge; and a decent standard of living.

Regional average. Regional averages are calculated 
on the basis of the published data and using the best  
possible non-publishable estimates where no data exist. 
Countries are weighted with the appropriate national 
school-age populations. 

RefeRences

UNESCO Institute for Statistics, Global Education Digest 
2008. Annex A. Available at: http://www.uis.unesco.org/
template/pdf/ged/2008/GED%202008_EN.pdf

UNDP, Human Development Report 2007/2008
Available at: http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR_20072008_

EN_Complete.pdf

STATISTICAL APPENDIX

Table 9 Tertiary education enrolment and gross 
enrolment ratio

Table 10 Human development rank, index, total 
population, GDP per capita, expenditure 
on education (%GDP), expenditure on 
education (%Gov. Exp), expenditure on 
research and development and researchers 
in R&D  

The following symbols are used in the statistical tables:
 … Data not available
 * National estimation
 ** UIS estimation
 – Magnitude nil or negligible
 (.) Category not applicable
 +n Data refer to the school or financial year (or 

period) n years or periods after the refer-
ence year or period
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TAbLE 9

Tertiary education enrolment and gross enrolment ratio

Country or territory

Total enrolment Gross enrolment ratio

2006 2006

MF F MF F

Arab States

Algeria 901,562 +1 517,357 +1 24.02 +1 28.11 +1

bahrain 18,403 12,578 32.05 46.83

Djibouti 1,928 771 2.38 1.92

Egypt … … … …

Iraq … … … …

Jordan 220,103 113,640 39.05 41.15

Kuwait 37,521 24,532 17.56 25.57

Lebanon 187,055 +1 101,005 +1 51.55 +1 56.31 +1

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya … … … …

Mauritania 10,157 2,605 3.50 1.85

Morocco 369,142 +1 175,593 +1 11.30 +1 10.66 +1

Oman 69,018 +1 36,642 +1 25.50 +1 27.62 +1

Palestinian Autonomous Territories 169,373 +1 91,020 +1 46.16 +1 50.92 +1

Qatar 8,881 +1 5,711 +1 15.93 +1 26.58 +1

Saudi Arabia 636,445 368,365 30.24 36.11

Sudan … … … …

Syrian Arab Republic … … … …

Tunisia 325,325 187,137 31.03 36.54

United Arab Emirates 77,428 +1 46,644 +1 22.90 +1 34.45 +1

Yemen 209,386 ** 54,670 ** 9.39 ** 5.03 **

Central and Eastern Europe

Albania … … … …

belarus 556,526 +1 319,811 +1 68.53 +1 80.41 +1

bosnia and Herzegovina … … … …

bulgaria 243,464 130,156 45.64 50.11

Croatia 136,646 73,968 44.04 48.69

Czech Republic 338,009 181,914 49.85 54.93

Estonia 68,286 42,053 65.47 82.23

Hungary 438,702 256,479 68.60 81.91

Latvia 131,125 83,010 73.59 95.22

Lithuania 198,868 119,157 76.36 93.37

Montenegro … … … …

Poland 2,145,687 1,231,628 65.58 76.63

Republic of Moldova 148,449 +1 85,107 +1 41.20 +1 48.01 +1

Romania 834,969 462,740 52.24 59.13

Russian Federation 9,167,277 5,219,534 72.28 83.43

Serbia … … … …

Slovakia 197,943 114,181 45.32 53.37

Slovenia 114,794 67,010 82.99 98.77

The Former Yugoslav Rep. of Macedonia … … … …

Turkey 2,342,898 992,235 34.62 29.70

Ukraine 2,819,248 +1 1,530,086 +1 76.38 +1 84.77 +1
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TAbLE 9

Tertiary education enrolment and gross enrolment ratio

Country or territory

Total enrolment Gross enrolment ratio

2006 2006

MF F MF F

Central Asia

Armenia 111,544 +1 61,140 +1 35.53 +1 38.86 +1

Azerbaijan 135,164 +1 61,785 +1 14.87 +1 13.87 +1

Georgia 141,303 +1 73,533 +1 37.26 +1 39.39 +1

Kazakhstan 772,600 +1 449,346 +1 51.18 +1 60.60 +1

Kyrgyzstan 239,380 +1 134,290 +1 42.80 +1 48.47 +1

Mongolia 142,411 +1 86,183 +1 47.69 +1 58.29 +1

Tajikistan 147,294 +1 40,428 +1 19.75 +1 10.87 +1

Turkmenistan … … … …

Uzbekistan 288,550 +1 118,162 +1 9.80 +1 8.13 +1

East Asia and the Pacific

Australia 1,040,153 570,726 72.70 81.80

brunei Darussalam 5,284 +1 3,410 +1 15.37 +1 20.14 +1

Cambodia 92,340 +1 32,490 +1 5.35 +1 3.81 +1

China 23,360,535 10,993,885 21.58 21.33

Cook Islands (.) (.) (.) (.)

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea … … … …

Fiji … … … …

Hong Kong (China), SAR 157,858 +1 79,058 +1 33.84 +1 34.32 +1

Indonesia 3,657,429 … 16.98 …

Japan 4,084,861 1,865,180 57.31 53.54

Kiribati (.) (.) (.) (.)

Lao People’s Democratic Republic 56,716 22,697 9.09 7.34

Macao, China 23,868 +1 11,640 +1 56.98 +1 54.67 +1

Malaysia … … … …

Marshall Islands … … … …

Micronesia (Federated States of) … … … …

Myanmar … … … …

Nauru (.) (.) (.) (.)

New Zealand 237,784 140,313 79.71 96.30

Niue (.) (.) (.) (.)

Palau … … … …

Papua New Guinea … … … …

Philippines 2,483,988 1,353,088 28.47 31.59

Republic of Korea 3,204,036 1,201,303 92.60 72.44

Samoa … … … …

Singapore … … … …

Solomon Islands (.) (.) (.) (.)

Thailand 2,503,572 +1 1,363,866 +1 49.51 +1 54.74 +1

Timor-Leste … … … …

Tokelau (.) (.) (.) (.)

Tonga … … … …

Tuvalu (.) (.) (.) (.)
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TAbLE 9

Tertiary education enrolment and gross enrolment ratio

Country or territory

Total enrolment Gross enrolment ratio

2006 2006

MF F MF F

Vanuatu … … … …

Viet Nam … … … …

Latin America and the Caribbean

Anguilla 47 39 4.56 ** 7.56 **

Antigua and barbuda … … (.) (.)

Argentina … … … …

Aruba 2,232 +1 1,304 +1 33.05 +1 39.18 +1

bahamas … … … …

barbados 11,405 +1 7,757 +1 53.13 +1 73.19 +1

belize … … … …

bermuda … … … …

bolivia … … … …

brazil … … … …

british Virgin Islands … … … …

Cayman Islands 567 406 … …

Chile 661,142 324,996 46.57 46.50

Colombia 1,372,674 +1 706,910 +1 31.80 +1 33.20 +1

Costa Rica … … … …

Cuba 864,846 +1 549,670 +1 109.02 +1 142.91 +1

Dominica … … (.) (.)

Dominican Republic … … … …

Ecuador … … … …

El Salvador 124,956 68,336 20.58 22.57

Grenada … … (.) (.)

Guatemala 112,215 * 51,540 * 8.70 * 7.84 *

Guyana 7,370 5,061 11.53 15.78

Haiti … … … …

Honduras … … … …

Jamaica … … … …

Mexico 2,446,726 1,229,522 26.08 25.16

Montserrat (.) (.) (.) (.)

Netherlands Antilles … … … …

Nicaragua … … … …

Panama 130,838 79,709 44.93 55.72

Paraguay … … … …

Peru 952,437 ** 484,689 ** 35.06 ** 36.11 **

Saint Kitts and Nevis … … (.) (.)

Saint Lucia 1,628 1,377 9.78 16.50

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines … … (.) (.)

Suriname … … … …

Trinidad and Tobago … … … …

Turks and Caicos Islands … … (.) (.)

Uruguay 113,368 70,219 46.35 58.34

Venezuela 1,381,126 * … 51.96 * …
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TAbLE 9

Tertiary education enrolment and gross enrolment ratio

Country or territory

Total enrolment Gross enrolment ratio

2006 2006

MF F MF F

North America and Western Europe

Andorra 401 213 9.89 * 11.03 *

Austria 253,139 136,240 49.89 54.72

belgium 394,427 215,784 62.84 69.83

Canada … … … …

Cyprus 20,587 10,471 33.42 * 34.20 *

Denmark 228,893 131,302 79.94 93.13

Finland 308,966 166,495 93.22 102.86

France 2,201,201 1,217,193 56.16 63.00

Germany … … … …

Gibraltar (.) (.) (.) (.)

Greece 653,003 332,340 94.87 100.92

Holy See … … … …

Iceland 15,721 10,116 72.91 95.54

Ireland 186,044 102,589 58.77 65.87

Israel 310,014 170,702 57.57 64.96

Italy 2,029,023 1,155,491 66.99 78.00

Liechtenstein 636 193 … …

Luxembourg 2,692 1,389 10.21 10.81

Malta … … … …

Monaco (.) (.) (.) (.)

Netherlands 579,622 296,387 59.81 62.11

Norway 214,711 128,285 77.51 94.31

Portugal 367,312 202,792 54.54 61.37

San Marino … … … …

Spain 1,789,254 963,679 67.36 74.47

Sweden 422,614 251,782 78.99 96.40

Switzerland 204,999 96,239 45.80 43.45

United Kingdom 2,336,111 1,339,174 59.34 69.45

United States 17,487,475 10,031,550 81.77 96.06

South and West Asia

Afghanistan … … … …

bangladesh 1,053,566 366,900 6.78 4.86

bhutan 4,141 1,354 5.54 4.02

India 12,852,684 5,129,372 11.85 9.88

Iran, Islamic Republic of 2,828,528 +1 1,482,193 +1 31.38 +1 33.67 +1

Maldives – – – –

Nepal … … … …

Pakistan 954,698 +1 424,931 +1 5.12 +1 4.70 +1

Sri Lanka … … … …

Sub-Saharan Africa

Angola 48,694 … 2.87 …

benin 42,603 … 5.11 …

botswana … … … …
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TAbLE 9

Tertiary education enrolment and gross enrolment ratio

Country or territory

Total enrolment Gross enrolment ratio

2006 2006

MF F MF F

burkina Faso 33,459 +1 10,340 +1 2.50 +1 1.57 +1

burundi 17,061 5,225 2.20 1.34

Cameroon 120,298 50,244 6.68 5.60

Cape Verde 5,289 +1 2,890 +1 8.94 +1 9.79 +1

Central African Republic 4,462 1,002 1.10 –

Chad … … … …

Comoros … … … …

Congo … … … …

Côte d’Ivoire … … … …

Democratic Republic of the Congo … … … …

Equatorial Guinea … … … …

Eritrea … … … …

Ethiopia 210,456 +1 53,577 +1 2.75 +1 1.40 +1

Gabon … … … …

Gambia … … … …

Ghana 140,017 +1 47,941 +1 5.84 +1 4.07 +1

Guinea 42,711 9,119 5.29 2.30

Guinea-bissau … … … …

Kenya … … … …

Lesotho 8,500 4,690 3.63 3.94

Liberia … … … …

Madagascar 58,313 +1 27,386 +1 3.18 +1 2.99 +1

Malawi 6,458 +1 2,171 +1 – –

Mali 50,913 +1 … 4.43 +1 …

Mauritius 16,773 8,871 17.15 18.34

Mozambique … … … …

Namibia 13,185 6,162 6.37 5.96

Niger 11,208 2,985 1.12 0.54

Nigeria … … … …

Rwanda … … … …

S~ao Tomé and Principe (.) (.) (.) (.)

Senegal … … … …

Seychelles (.) (.) (.) (.)

Sierra Leone … … … …

Somalia … … – –

South Africa 741,380 408,718 15.41 17.07

Swaziland 5,692 2,833 4.16 4.12

Togo … … … …

Uganda … … … …

United Republic of Tanzania … … … …

Zambia … … … …

Zimbabwe … … … …
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TAbLE 9

Tertiary education enrolment and gross enrolment ratio

Country or territory

Total enrolment Gross enrolment ratio

2006 2006

MF F MF F

Region

Arab States 7,037,750 ** 3,455,604 ** 22.03 ** 22.04 **

Central and Eastern Europe 20,124,549 11,034,297 59.56 66.37

Central Asia 1,974,416 1,021,232 24.66 25.80

East Asia and the Pacific 43,776,619 20,508,002 24.63 23.91

Latin America and the Caribbean 16,247,489 ** 8,701,931 ** 31.34 ** 33.62 **

North America and Western Europe 33,751,768 18,899,664 69.74 79.86

South and West Asia 17,252,828 7,123,598 10.90 9.37

Sub-Saharan Africa 3,723,417 ** 1,497,812 ** 5.18 ** 4.17 **

WORLD 143,888,836 ** 72,242,140 ** … …

TAbLE 10

Human development rank, index, total population, GDP per capita, expenditure on education (%GDP), expenditure on education 
(%Gov. Exp.), expenditure on research and development and researchers in R&D  

HDI Rank

HDI
value

2005

GDP
per capita
(PPP US$)

2005

Population
total

(millions)

2005

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of GDP)

2002–05b

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of total

government
expenditure)

2002–05b

Current public
expenditure

on education,
tertiary

(% of all levels)

2002–05b,c

Research
and

development
expenditure
(% of GDP)

2000–2005

Researchers
in R&D

(per million
people)

1990–2005

1 Iceland 0.968 36,510 0.3 8.1 16.6 19 3.01 6,807

2 Norway 0.968 41,420 f 4.6 7.7 16.6 33 1.75 4,587

3 Australia 0.962 31,794 20.3 4.7 13.3 e 25 1.70 3,759

4 Canada 0.961 33,375 32.3 5.2 12.5 e 34 d 1.93 3,597

5 Ireland 0.959 38,505 4.1 4.8 14.0 24 1.21 2,674

6 Sweden 0.956 32,525 9.0 7.4 12.9 28 3.74 5,416

7 Switzerland 0.955 35,633 7.4 6.0 13.0 28 2.57 3,601

8 Japan 0.953 31,267 127.9 3.6 9.8 14 d,e 3.15 5,287

9 Netherlands 0.953 32,684 16.3 5.4 11.2 27 1.85 2,482

10 France 0.952 30,386 61.0 5.9 10.9 21 2.16 3,213

11 Finland 0.952 32,153 5.2 6.5 12.8 33 3.46 7,832

12 United States 0.951 41,890 f 299.8 5.9 15.3 ... 2.68 4,605

13 Spain 0.949 27,169 43.4 4.3 11.0 20 1.11 2,195

14 Denmark 0.949 33,973 5.4 8.5 15.3 30 2.63 5,016

15 Austria 0.948 33,700 8.3 5.5 10.8 26 2.33 2,968

16 United Kingdom 0.946 33,238 60.2 5.4 12.1 ... 1.89 2,706

17 belgium 0.946 32,119 10.4 6.1 12.2 22 1.90 3,065

18 Luxembourg 0.944 60,228 f 0.5 3.6 d,e 8.5 d,e ... 1.81 4,301

19 New Zealand 0.943 24,996 4.1 6.5 20.9 23 1.16 3,945

20 Italy 0.941 28,529 58.6 4.7 9.6 17 1.14 1,213

Regional averages
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TAbLE 10

Human development rank, index, total population, GDP per capita, expenditure on education (%GDP), expenditure on education 
(%Gov. Exp.), expenditure on research and development and researchers in R&D  

HDI Rank

HDI
value

2005

GDP
per capita
(PPP US$)

2005

Population
total

(millions)

2005

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of GDP)

2002–05b

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of total

government
expenditure)

2002–05b

Current public
expenditure

on education,
tertiary

(% of all levels)

2002–05b,c

Research
and

development
expenditure
(% of GDP)

2000–2005

Researchers
in R&D

(per million
people)

1990–2005

21 Hong Kong, China (SAR) 0.937 34,833 7.1 4.2 23.0 32 0.60 1,564

22 Germany 0.935 29,461 82.7 4.6 9.8 24 2.49 3,261

23 Israel 0.932 25,864 6.7 6.9 13.7 17 4.46 …

24 Greece 0.926 23,381 11.1 4.3 8.5 30 0.58 1,413

25 Singapore 0.922 29,663 4.3 3.7 e … 23 e 2.25 4,999

26 Korea (Republic of) 0.921 22,029 47.9 4.6 16.5 13 2.64 3,187

27 Slovenia 0.917 22,273 2.0 6.0 12.6 24 1.61 2,543

28 Cyprus 0.903 22,699 g 0.8 6.3 14.4 14 0.37    630

29 Portugal 0.897 20,410 10.5 5.7 11.5 16 0.78 1,949

30 brunei Darussalam 0.894 28,161 g,h 0.4 … 9.1 d,e … 0.026    274

31 barbados 0.892 17,297 g,h 0.3 6.9 16.4 33 … …

32 Czech Republic 0.891 20,538 z 10.2 4.4 10.0 20 1.28 1,594

33 Kuwait 0.891 26,321 i 2.7 5.1 12.7 30 0.20 …

34 Malta 0.878 19,189 0.4 4.5 10.1 20 0.29    681

35 Qatar 0.875 27,664 g,h 0.8 1.6 d … … … …

36 Hungary 0.874 17,887 10.1 5.5 11.1 17 0.88 1,472

37 Poland 0.870 13,847 38.2 5.4 12.7 21 0.58 1,581

38 Argentina 0.869 14,280 38.7 3.8 13.1 17 0.41    720

39 United Arab Emirates 0.868 25,514 i 4.1 1.3 27.4 d … … …

40 Chile 0.867 12,027 16.3 3.5 18.5 15 0.61    444

41 bahrain 0.866 21,482 0.7 … … … … …

42 Slovakia 0.863 15,871 5.4 4.3 10.8 22 0.53 1,984

43 Lithuania 0.862 14,494 3.4 5.2 15.6 20 0.76 2,136

44 Estonia 0.860 15,478 1.3 5.3 14.9 18 0.91 2,523

45 Latvia 0.855 13,646 2.3 5.3 15.4 … 0.42 1,434

46 Uruguay 0.852   9,962 3.3 2.6 7.9 20 d,e 0.26    366

47 Croatia 0.850 13,042 4.6 4.7 10.0 19 1.14 1,296

48 Costa Rica 0.846 10,180 i 4.3 4.9 18.5 – 0.39 …

49 bahamas 0.845 18,380 g 0.3 3.6 d,e 19.7 d,e … … …

50 Seychelles 0.843 16,106 0.1 5.4 d … 18 d 0.11     19

51 Cuba 0.838   600 j 11.3 9.8 16.6 22 0.65 …

52 Mexico 0.829 10,751 104.3 5.4 25.6 17 0.40    268

53 bulgaria 0.824   9,032 7.7 4.2 … 19 0.51 1,263

54 Saint Kitts and Nevis 0.821 13,307 g (.) 9.3 12.7 – … …

55 Tonga 0.819   8,177 i 0.1 4.8 13.5 – …    45,454 

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 0.818 10,335 g,h 5.9 2.7 e … 69 e …    361

57 Antigua and barbuda 0.815 12,500 g 0.1 3.8 … 7 … …

58 Oman 0.814 15,602 g 2.5 3.6 24.2 8 … …

59 Trinidad and Tobago 0.814 14,603 1.3 4.2 d 13.4 e 11 e 0.12 …

60 Romania 0.813   9,060 21.6 3.4 … 18 0.40    976
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TAbLE 10

Human development rank, index, total population, GDP per capita, expenditure on education (%GDP), expenditure on education 
(%Gov. Exp.), expenditure on research and development and researchers in R&D  

HDI Rank

HDI
value

2005

GDP
per capita
(PPP US$)

2005

Population
total

(millions)

2005

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of GDP)

2002–05b

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of total

government
expenditure)

2002–05b

Current public
expenditure

on education,
tertiary

(% of all levels)

2002–05b,c

Research
and

development
expenditure
(% of GDP)

2000–2005

Researchers
in R&D

(per million
people)

1990–2005

61 Saudi Arabia 0.812 15,711 i 23.6 6.8 27.6 … … …

62 Panama 0.812   7,605 3.2 3.8 d 8.9 d 26 e 0.34      97

63 Malaysia 0.811 10,882 25.7 6.2 25.2 35 0.69    299

64 belarus 0.804   7,918 9.8 6.0 11.3 25 0.62 …

65 Mauritius 0.804 12,715 1.2 4.5 14.3 12 0.35    360

66 bosnia and Herzegovina 0.803   7,032 g,k 3.9 … … … … …

67 Russian Federation 0.802 10,845 144.0 3.6 d 12.9 d … 1.17 3,319

68 Albania 0.801   5,316 3.2 2.9 d 8.4 d … … …

69 Macedonia (the former 
Yugoslav Republic of)

0.801   7,200 2.0 3.5 15.6 … 0.26    504

70 brazil 0.800   8,402 186.8 4.4 10.9 19 0.98    344

71 Dominica 0.798   6,393 g 0.1 5.0 d,e … … … …

72 Saint Lucia 0.795   6,707 g 0.2 5.8 16.9 0 0.38 g …

73 Kazakhstan 0.794   7,857 15.2 2.3 12.1 e … 0.22    629

74 Venezuela (bolivarian 
Republic of)

0.792   6,632 26.7 … … … 0.28 …

75 Colombia 0.791   7,304 i 44.9 4.8 11.1 13 0.17    109

76 Ukraine 0.788   6,848 46.9 6.4 18.9 … 1.16 …

77 Samoa 0.785   6,170 0.2 4.5 d 13.7 d 37 e … …

78 Thailand 0.781   8,677 63.0 4.2 25.0 20 d,e 0.26   287

79 Dominican Republic 0.779   8,217 i 9.5 1.8 9.7 … … …

80 belize 0.778   7,109 0.3 5.4 18.1 1 … …

81 China 0.777   6,757 m 1,313.0 n 1.9 e 13.0 e 21 d,e 1.44    708

82 Grenada 0.777   7,843 g 0.1 5.2 12.9 11 d … …

83 Armenia 0.775   4,945 3.0 3.2 e … 30 e 0.25 …

84 Turkey 0.775   8,407 73.0 3.7 … 28 d,e 0.66    341

85 Suriname 0.774   7,722 0.5 … … … … …

86 Jordan 0.773   5,530 5.5 4.9 e 20.6 e … … 1,927

87 Peru 0.773   6,039 27.3 2.4 13.7 11 0.10    226

88 Lebanon 0.772   5,584 4.0 2.6 11.0 31 … …

89 Ecuador 0.772   4,341 13.1 1.0 d,e 8.0 e … 0.07      50

90 Philippines 0.771   5,137 84.6 2.7 16.4 14 0.11      48

91 Tunisia 0.766   8,371 10.1 7.3 20.8 22 0.63 1,013

92 Fiji 0.762   6,049 0.8 6.4 20.0 16 … …

93 Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines

0.761   6,568 0.1 8.2 16.1 5 0.15 …

94 Iran (Islamic Republic of) 0.759   7,968 69.4 4.7 22.8 14 0.67 1,279

95 Paraguay 0.755   4,642 i 5.9 4.3 10.8 18 0.10      79

96 Georgia 0.754   3,365 4.5 2.9 13.1 … 0.29 …

97 Guyana 0.750   4,508 i 0.7 8.5 14.5 4 … …

98 Azerbaijan 0.746   5,016 8.4 2.5 19.6 6 0.30 …
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TAbLE 10

Human development rank, index, total population, GDP per capita, expenditure on education (%GDP), expenditure on education 
(%Gov. Exp.), expenditure on research and development and researchers in R&D  

HDI Rank

HDI
value

2005

GDP
per capita
(PPP US$)

2005

Population
total

(millions)

2005

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of GDP)

2002–05b

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of total

government
expenditure)

2002–05b

Current public
expenditure

on education,
tertiary

(% of all levels)

2002–05b,c

Research
and

development
expenditure
(% of GDP)

2000–2005

Researchers
in R&D

(per million
people)

1990–2005

99 Sri Lanka 0.743 4,595 19.1 … … … 0.14    128

100 Maldives 0.741 5,261 g,h 0.3 7.1 15.0 … … …

101 Jamaica 0.736 4,291 2.7 5.3 8.8 20 d 0.07 …

102 Cape Verde 0.736 5,803 i 0.5 6.6 25.4 10 …    127

103 El Salvador 0.735 5,255 i 6.7 2.8 20.0 11 d 0.08 g      47

104 Algeria 0.733 7,062 i 32.9 … … … … …

105 Viet Nam 0.733 3,071 85.0 … … … 0.19    115

106 Occupied Palestinian 
Territories

0.731    … p 3.8 … … … … …

107 Indonesia 0.728 3,843 226.1 0.9 9.0 d 19 d 0.05    207

108 Syrian Arab Republic 0.724 3,808 18.9 … … … …      29

109 Turkmenistan 0.713 3,838 g 4.8 … … … … …

110 Nicaragua 0.710 3,674 i 5.5 3.1 d 15.0 … 0.046      73

111 Moldova 0.708 2,100 3.9 4.3 21.1 9 0.81 g …

112 Egypt 0.708 4,337 72.8 … … … 0.19    493

113 Uzbekistan 0.702 2,063 26.6 … … … … 1,754

114 Mongolia 0.700 2,107 2.6 5.3 … 19 0.28 …

115 Honduras 0.700 3,430 i 6.8 … … … 0.05 …

116 Kyrgyzstan 0.696 1,927 5.2 4.4 d 18.6 e 19 0.20 …

117 bolivia 0.695 2,819 9.2 6.4 18.1 23 0.28    120

118 Guatemala 0.689 4,568 i 12.7 … … … … …

119 Gabon 0.677 6,954 1.3 3.9 d,e … … … …

120 Vanuatu 0.674 3,225 i 0.2 9.6 26.7 e 9 e … …

121 South Africa 0.674 11,110 i 47.9 5.4 17.9 16 0.76    307

122 Tajikistan 0.673 1,356 6.6 3.5 18.0 5 …    660

123 S~ao Tomé and Principe 0.654 2,178 0.2 … … … … …

124 botswana 0.654 12,387 1.8 10.7 21.5 32 … …

125 Namibia 0.650 7,586 i 2.0 6.9 21.0 e 11 d,e … …

126 Morocco 0.646 4,555 30.5 6.7 27.2 16 0.62 …

127 Equatorial Guinea 0.642 7,874 g,i 0.5 0.6 d 4.0 d 34 e … …

128 India 0.619 3,452 1,134.4 3.8 10.7 18 d,e 0.85    119

129 Solomon Islands 0.602 2,031 0.5 3.3 d,e … … … …

130 Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic

0.601 2,039 z 5.7 2.3 11.7 15 … …

131 Cambodia 0.598 2,727 14.0 1.9 14.6 e 5 e … …

132 Myanmar 0.583 1,027 g,q 48.0 1.3 e 18.1 d,e … 0.07      17

133 bhutan 0.579 … g,r 0.6 5.6 e 12.9 e 20 d,e … …

134 Comoros 0.561 1,993 i 0.8 3.9 24.1 … … …

135 Ghana 0.553 2,480 i 22.5 5.4 … 18 … …

136 Pakistan 0.551 2,370 158.1 2.3 10.9 … 0.22      75

137 Mauritania 0.550 2,234 i 3.0 2.3 8.3 5 d … …
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TAbLE 10

Human development rank, index, total population, GDP per capita, expenditure on education (%GDP), expenditure on education 
(%Gov. Exp.), expenditure on research and development and researchers in R&D  

HDI Rank

HDI
value

2005

GDP
per capita
(PPP US$)

2005

Population
total

(millions)

2005

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of GDP)

2002–05b

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of total

government
expenditure)

2002–05b

Current public
expenditure

on education,
tertiary

(% of all levels)

2002–05b,c

Research
and

development
expenditure
(% of GDP)

2000–2005

Researchers
in R&D

(per million
people)

1990–2005

138 Lesotho 0.549 3,335 i 2.0 13.4 29.8 42 d 0.01 …

139 Congo 0.548 1,262 3.6 2.2 8.1 26 …      30

140 bangladesh 0.547 2,053 153.3 2.5 14.2 14 0.62      51

141 Swaziland 0.547 4,824 1.1 6.2 … 27 … …

142 Nepal 0.534 1,550 27.1 3.4 14.9 12 0.66      59

143 Madagascar 0.533 923 18.6 3.2 25.3 12 0.12      15

144 Cameroon 0.532 2,299 17.8 1.8 d 8.6 d 24 d … …

145 Papua New Guinea 0.530 2,563 i 6.1 … … … … …

146 Haiti 0.529 1,663 i 9.3 … … … … …

147 Sudan 0.526 2,083 i 36.9 … … … 0.34 …

148 Kenya 0.521 1,240 35.6 6.7 29.2 11 … …

149 Djibouti 0.516 2,178 i 0.8 7.9 27.3 15 … …

150 Timor-Leste 0.514      … g,s 1.1 … … … … …

151 Zimbabwe 0.513 2,038 13.1 4.6 d,e … … … …

152 Togo 0.512 1,506 i 6.2 2.6 13.6 19 e …    102

153 Yemen 0.508 930 21.1 9.6 d,e 32.8 e … … …

154 Uganda 0.505 1,454 i 28.9 5.2 d 18.3 d 12 d 0.81 …

155 Gambia 0.502 1,921 i 1.6 2.0 d 8.9 … … …

156 Senegal 0.499 1,792 11.8 5.4 18.9 24 d … …

157 Eritrea 0.483 1,109 i 4.5 5.4 … 48 … …

158 Nigeria 0.470 1,128 141.4 … … … … …

159 Tanzania (United Republic of) 0.467 744 38.5 2.2 d,e … … … …

160 Guinea 0.456 2,316 9.0 2.0 25.6 d,e … … …

161 Rwanda 0.452 1,206 i 9.2 3.8 12.2 34 … …

162 Angola 0.446 2,335 i 16.1 2.6 d,e 6.4 d,e … … …

163 benin 0.437 1,141 8.5 3.5 d 14.1 d 22 … …

164 Malawi 0.437 667 13.2 5.8 24.6 e … … …

165 Zambia 0.434 1,023 11.5 2.0 14.8 26 0.01 g      51

166 Côte d’Ivoire 0.432 1,648 18.6 4.6 d,e 21.5 e 20 e … …

167 burundi 0.413 699 i 7.9 5.1 17.7 15 … …

168 Congo (Democratic 
Republic of the)

0.411 714 i 58.7 … … … … …

169 Ethiopia 0.406 1,055 i 79.0 6.1 t 17.5 t 17 t … …

170 Chad 0.388 1,427 i 10.1 2.1 10.1 23 … …

171 Central African Republic 0.384 1,224 i 4.2 … … … …      47

172 Mozambique 0.384 1,242 i 20.5 3.7 19.5 13 0.589 …

173 Mali 0.380 1,033 11.6 4.3 14.8 16 d,e … …

174 Niger 0.374 781 i 13.3 2.3 … … … …

175 Guinea-bissau 0.374 827 i 1.6 5.2 e 11.9 e … … …

176 burkina Faso 0.370 1,213 i 13.9 4.7 16.6 9 0.170 g      17

177 Sierra Leone 0.336 806 5.6 4.6 d … 20 d … …
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TAbLE 10

Human development rank, index, total population, GDP per capita, expenditure on education (%GDP), expenditure on education 
(%Gov. Exp.), expenditure on research and development and researchers in R&D  

HDI Rank

HDI
value

2005

GDP
per capita
(PPP US$)

2005

Population
total

(millions)

2005

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of GDP)

2002–05b

Public 
expenditure 
on education 
(% of total

government
expenditure)

2002–05b

Current public
expenditure

on education,
tertiary

(% of all levels)

2002–05b,c

Research
and

development
expenditure
(% of GDP)

2000–2005

Researchers
in R&D

(per million
people)

1990–2005

Without HDI Rank

Afghanistan … … 25.1 … … … … …

Andorra … … 0.1 2.6 … 5 … …

Iraq … … 28.0 … … … … …

Kiribati … 4,597 0.1 16.5 … … … …

Korea (Democratic People’s 
Rep. of)

… … 23.6 … … … … …

Liberia … … 3.4 … … … … …

Liechtenstein … … (.) … … … … …

Marshall Islands … … 0.1 11.8 d 15.8 15 … …

Micronesia (Federated 
States of)

… 7,242 0.1 7.3 d,e … … … …

Monaco … … (.) 4.4 5.1 e 5 …      41

Montenegro … … 0.6 3.3 … … 1.17 1,598

Nauru … … (.) … … … … …

Palau … … (.) 10.3 d … … … …

San Marino … … (.) … … … … …

Serbia … … 9.9 3.3 … … 1.17 1,598

Somalia … … 8.2 … … … … …

Tuvalu … … (.) … … … … …

Notes:
b. Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.
c. Expenditures by level may not sum to 100 as a result of rounding or the omission of expenditures not allocated by level.
d. National or UNESCO Institute for Statistics estimate.
e. Data refer to an earlier year than that specified (in the period 1999 to 2001).
f. For purposes of calculating the HDI, a value of 40,000 (PPP US$) was applied.
g. Data refer to a year other than that specified.
h. Heston, Alan, Robert Summers, and Bettina Aten (2006). ‘Penn World Table Version 6.2.’ University of Pennsylvania, Center for International Comparisons of Production, Income and Prices, 

Philadelphia. [http://pwt.econ.upenn.edu/]. Accessed June 2007. Data differ from the standard definition.
i. World Bank estimate based on regression.
j. Efforts to produce a more accurate estimate are ongoing. A preliminary estimate of 6,000 (PPP US$) was used.
k. World Bank (2006). World Development Indicators 2006. CD-ROM. Washington, D.C.
m. World Bank estimate based on a bilateral comparison between China and the United States (Ruoen, Ren, and Chen Kai. 1995. ‘China’s GDP in U.S. Dollars Based on Purchasing Power 

Parity.’ Policy Research Working Paper 1415. World Bank, Washington, D.C).
n. Population estimates include Taiwan Province of China.
p. In the absence of an estimate of GDP per capita (PPP US$), an HDRO estimate of 2,056 (PPP US$) was used, derived from the value of GDP in US$ and the weighted average ratio of PPP 

US$ to US$ in the Arab States.
q. Heston, Alan, Robert Summers, and Bettina Aten (2001). Correspondence on data from the Penn World Table Version 6.0. University of Pennsylvania, Center for International Comparisons of 

Production, Income and Prices. [http://pwt.econ.upenn.edu/]. March. Philadelphia. Data differ from the standard definition.
r. In the absence of an estimate of GDP per capita (PPP US$), an HDRO estimate of 3,413 (PPP US$) was used, derived from the value of GDP per capita in PPP US$ estimated by Heston, Alan, 

Robert Summers, and Bettina Aten (2006). ‘Penn World Table Version 6.2.’ University of Pennsylvania, Center for International Comparisons of Production, Income and Prices, Philadelphia. 
[http://pwt.econ.upenn.edu/]. Accessed June 2007 adjusted to reflect the latest population estimates from UN (United Nations). 2007e. World Population Prospects 1950–2050: The 2006 
Revision. Database. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. New York. Accessed July 2007.

s. For the purposes of calculating the HDI, a national estimate of 1,033 (PPP US$) was used.
t. Data refer to 2006.

Source:
column 2: World Bank (2007b). World Development Indicators 2007. CD-ROM. Washington, D.C., unless otherwise specified; aggregates calculated for HDRO by the World Bank.
column 3: UN (United Nations) (2007e). World Population Prospects 1950–2050: The 2006 Revision. Database. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. New York. 

Accessed July 2007.
column 4: UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) Institute for Statistics (2007b). Correspondence on education expenditure data. April. Montreal.
column 5: UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) Institute for Statistics (2007b). Correspondence on education expenditure data. April. Montreal.
column 6: UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) Institute for Statistics (2007b). Correspondence on education expenditure data. April. Montreal.
column 7: World Bank (2007b). World Development Indicators 2007. CD-ROM. Washington, D.C.; aggregates calculated for HDRO by the World Bank.
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