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Introduction
In response to the multiple demands of to-day’s knowledge societies, universities across Europe are moving to sharpen their distinctive institutional profiles while also maintaining their common cultural heritage and shared values. Universities have a crucial function, not only in creating and disseminating knowledge, but also in reinforcing social cohesion and promoting inter- and multicultural dialogue, not least through involvement in the life of their communities at different levels. They are also increasingly actively engaged in promoting dialogue and building partnerships with a variety of different actors, be it at regional, national or international level.   

The Palermo conference will explore the evolving nature of Europe’s universities. It will take account of the impact both of external pressures to respond to different demands at system level and of internal developments, examining the complex interplay of factors shaping the modern university. This includes rapidly evolving legal frameworks and governance structures, covering mergers, partnerships and other arrangements, as well as funding mechanisms and incentives, QA procedures and other accountability requirements, all of which drive convergence or diversity. Similarly the conference will also consider the attitudes and values  by the different actors in higher education systems, e.g. policy makers, institutional leaders, academics and external stakeholders, that are also important in shaping the development of Europe’s universities. 
Goals and Objectives
The Palermo conference will address the various forces pushing for institutional change and in particular for greater diversification in European higher education, how these impact on universities, and what this means in relation to the common values upheld by universities that constitute a unique contribution to our societies. 

The key objective is to assist institutional leaders in understanding better and in responding to the different pressures they face, in particular to focus and sharpen their specific institutional profiles. 

The Conference will highlight examples of strategies and practices adopted by university leaders in different contexts and designed to enhance specific institutional missions, as well as to attract and retain high quality staff, cater to diverse student profiles, and consider incentives for developing diverse research strategies and research portfolios. The current economic crisis, increasingly limited financial resources and serious government cutbacks in many countries make consideration of these topics crucial, with many institutions under pressure to make difficult decisions as a result of mergers or other change processes as well as fierce global competition. 

The Conference thus seeks to:

· Support university leaders by providing a forum for joint reflection on the pressures they are facing to diversify and sharpen institutional profiles while upholding common academic values, creating and disseminating knowledge and providing service to society 

· Show good practice of institutional development and profiling strategies employed by university leaders responsible for running universities with different institutional models, thereby reflecting on diverse missions designed to promote different forms of excellence

· Provide a platform for the exchange of experience on leadership and management strategies that have proved effective in implementing complex change processes while taking into account local and national contexts as well as the pressures of the international environment 

· Identify key elements of national policy, support structures and incentives that drive various forms of institutional diversity (and link these to the broader national and European policy objectives for diversity). 

The presentation from the General Rapporteur in the final plenary, see link below: 
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For other presentations, see the agenda:
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European University Leaders Discuss Responses to a Host of New Pressures

By Aisha Labi

Palermo, Italy

University leaders from across Europe gathered here last week at the annual conference of the European University Association to discuss the sweeping external forces that confront institutions, the ways in which European universities are reshaping their missions and identities in response to those challenges, and the implications for the institutions themselves, as well as their staffs and students.

Sybille Reichert, an independent consultant based in Switzerland, wrote a report for the association, "Institutional Diversity in European Higher Education: Tensions and Challenges for Policy Makers and Institutional Leaders," which formed the starting point for much of the conference discussion.

"My study tried to get a grasp of what values different systems attribute to diversity and what they actually want to achieve when they say they want to diversify," she said.

The European discussion of diversity in higher education, she noted, is very different from the conversation in the United States, where the subject is often framed in terms of the racial and ethnic profiles of students and staffs. Related discussions of "internal diversity," as she calls it, are also on the agenda in Europe, but the "hotter political issue is external diversity," which she described as "the multitude of orientations that institutions want to pursue, given the multitude of demands that society puts on higher education."

Although various regions, countries, and individual institutions face different circumstances, several common denominators underlie the sweeping changes that are reshaping the European higher-education landscape. Those include the rapid rise in mass demand for higher education, or "massification," a trend that in many countries has in little more than a generation transformed universities from preserves of the elite to institutions that must cater to much bigger and broader student populations. Many governments now have explicit goals of universal higher education, and such policies have added to the demographic pressures on universities.
Growing Autonomy
Andrée Sursock, a former deputy secretary general of the association, known as the EUA, acted as the general rapporteur for the conference. European universities have never been monolithic and have long had diverse profiles, she noted, but, in many cases, differentiation was the product of legislative fiat. Continental universities, especially, were "extremely constrained by government," she said. Several countries have changed the legislative framework for higher education, and as universities have become increasingly autonomous, they are taking a far more active role in their institutional self-determination. "In the past 10 years, we have seen a maturation of the strategic thinking of institutions," she said.

The global financial crisis has also had a profound impact. Most European universities are public institutions, and many have seen their government support slashed, forcing them to cut costs and seek additional sources of income.

Responses to those varied challenges that were discussed at the conference included examples of how institutions are sharpening their profiles, developing flexible and diverse career paths, seeking out and sustaining research partnerships, and diversifying financing sources. For example, while knowledge exchange used to be viewed primarily in terms of technology transfer from universities, the concept is now viewed much more broadly, and often involves disciplines and study areas that were historically not seen as part of that effort.

Although many universities are increasingly focused on promoting interdisciplinary work, discussion in the conference working groups revealed a variety of emphases. In one university's case, for example, greater interdisciplinarity meant reducing the number of departments, while another institution chose to confer greater prestige on such programs than on traditional single-discipline studies.
Many Paths to Diversity
Jean-Marc Rapp, a former rector of the University of Lausanne, in Switzerland, and president of the EUA, noted that the association's membership had grown rapidly since its founding nearly a decade ago, and now includes some 800 member institutions in 46 European states. He emphasized that, especially for an organization with such a broad membership base, any discussion of institutional diversity needed to take into account the plurality of diversities in European higher education. "There may be a way of diversifying in the U.K., another in Switzerland," he said. "It is important to understand the different ways of diversifying, because we are making mistakes and missing opportunities."

One way in which the organization is attempting to broaden its perspective is by including international participants at all of its conferences and meetings. Speakers at last week's conference, which ended on Saturday, included Clifford Adelman, a senior associate at the Institute for Higher Education Policy, in Washington, and a longtime observer of European higher education; Alex Usher, president of Higher Education Strategy Associates, in Toronto; and Brian O'Connell, rector of the University of the Western Cape, in South Africa.

At sessions on diversifying staff profiles, Mr. O'Connell asked participants whether universities in Europe take into account the implications of their actions when they recruit talented staff members away from less-developed nations. His university, for example, lost the leaders of a world-class team of bioinformatics researchers to Harvard and other institutions, he said, and was now scrambling to keep the unit going. Much of the European discussion of the changing role of universities centers on growing expectations of the role higher education can play in enhancing national and regional competitiveness, and Mr. O'Connell's comments made clear that, for universities in the developing world, even more may be at stake.

As wide-ranging as the discussion was of the many institutional roles universities are now being called upon to fulfill, it was also clear that some may feel that expectations are increasingly unrealistic. As the conference concluded, one of the questions that Ms. Sursock highlighted in her closing observations was, "Are we asking too much of higher education?"
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Context


Main change drivers:


Massification


Demographic trends


Financial crisis and the emerging economies


Legislative frameworks are changing: more 
autonomy/greater accountability
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Context (2)


Institutional responses:


Sharpening institutional profiles


Developing flexible and diverse staff careers


Developing/sustaining research 
partnerships and diversifying funding 
sources


Ensuring a multicultural learning 
environment and responding to the needs 
of a diverse student population
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1. Institutional profiles: Implementing change


Some contrasting examples: As a big bang 
vs. as a gradual change, anchored in the 
institution’s history/geography?


Some common elements: 


 Cannot be simply top-down 


 Involve the community to ensure buy-in: 
dialogue and delegating responsibilities


 Develop incentives and staff development


 Capacity to take risk (within a specific 
funding/accountability regime)


…4…







1.Institutional profiles: main challenges
Realising the knowledge triangle: balancing research/ 
innovation/ education, including LLL


Focusing on educational/research niches


Serving the region while maintaining an international 
orientation


Avoiding bureaucratisation while professionalising 
management


Promoting interdisicplinarity, e.g.:


 Reducing the number of faculties


 Making interdisciplinary programmes more prestigious 
than regular ones


 Promoting internal mobility with “professors on the move”


 Having deans/vice rectors for interdisciplinary 
programmes???
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2. Staff policies: Key conditions at system level


Removing barriers such as inflexible career structures 
and inability of institutions to provide attractive 
incentives and salaries. These are essential for 
attracting and retaining staff. 


Ability (autonomy of institution) to change academic 
structure is a key element to promote change and 
diversity also in relation to staff profiles


Ability to diversify funding (e.g., through 
foundations) and to include a mix of incentives both 
to individuals and institutions


Governments should include diverse incentives for 
both research and teaching activities in order to 
promote parity of esteem 
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2. Staff policies: institutional success factors


Appropriate leadership to ensure 
individual and organisational performance:


 Leadership and development programmes for 
senior academic leaders 


 Build a community of purpose


A holistic approach to internal incentives: 
salary packages are not sufficient; an 
adequate work environment and career 
development are key, as well as social 
aspects (e.g., kindergardens)
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2. Staff policies: institutional success factors (2)


Establish a reputation as a good employer:


 Recruitment strategies focused on early career 
paths that take into account potential; early 
identification of talent; proactive search strategies 
(headhunting); diversity, including gender


 Consider all the phases of an individual’s career 
and encourage “brain circulation”


 Flexible contracts and career paths (academic/ 
administrative) and clarity of expectations


 Appropriate individual evaluation procedures for 
promotion and a competitive promotion system
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3. Institutional research strategies


Incentives:


 Balancing workloads for teaching and research


 Diversifying income streams


 Developing long-term partnerships


Portfolios:


 Establishing platforms for collaboration with 
external partners (interdisciplinary approaches/ 
targeted topic focus)


 For knowledge exchange (broader than technology 
transfer)


 Human resources and career development 
(Doctoral education is an important element)
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3. Institutional research strategies


Framework conditions/drivers:


 Appropriate level of public funding to develop 
university research and research partnerships


 Institutional strategy must allow flexibility for 
individual initiative in developing research 
partnerships


 Analysis of strengths and capacities for 
partnerships by both university and regional 
partners => Know your partners and what you 
can offer
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4. Student diversity


Universities acknowledge their role in catering for a 
variety of students:


 They are aware of who they teach, where they come from 
and what their needs are without stigmatizing them. 


 Over-categorisation is dangerous: differences in cultural 
backgrounds or national origins do not mean differences in 
academic aptitudes.


The universities promote a multicultural community:


 Through interactive teaching in the classrooms. This is an 
element of student-focused learning


 Addressing student diversity outside the classroom: e.g., 
librarians given a role in fostering interactions amongst 
different student groups.
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4. Student diversity (2)
Language policy is crucial for catering to a 
diverse student body:


 Capacity to teach in certain languages 


 Capacity to teach students who do not master the 
national language or English. A Swedish example 
showed that minorities did not master English well (it 
would have been a 3rd language)


Quality processes to ensure that student diversity 
is catered for: e.g., a self-assessment tool to 
measure how staff deal with diversity of students


Staff development: to equip staff to deal with a 
diverse student body and to promote student-
centred learning.
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Some questions/conclusions


Simplistic rankings are damaging 


Parity of esteem among different types of institutions is 
essential and must be supported by a diversity of 
performance indicators and of funding incentives


Public support of institutional diversification is key


Internal diversity has been important in Europe but the 
policy conversation has shifted now to external 
diversity, although it is not clear that it is more 
effective.


Are we asking too much of HE? A better dialogue with 
governments about the role that HE can play in society is 
needed


The number of civil servants in ministries is shrinking: will 
this lead to a new dynamic between the State and the 
university? …13…







Some questions/conclusions


The challenges of leadership: 


 Internal diversification (mix of institutional 
priorities/ profiles) => a complex reality 


 Must implement changes with shrinking resources 
and while the organisation is kept running


 Must evaluate the impact of change while it is still 
ongoing


The last decade has been characterised by very 
profound changes in higher education 


Leadership/strategic capacity is growing in Europe’s 
universities


Thus also the need for leadership development
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