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FOREWORD 

Higher education stakeholders broadly agree on the considerable benefits and 

importance of university autonomy. In its various declarations, the European University 

Association (EUA) has reaffirmed the crucial role of institutional autonomy for higher 

education institutions and society at large. While autonomy is not a goal in itself, it is 

a vital precondition for the success of Europe’s universities. Following its Exploratory 

Study “University Autonomy in Europe I” in 2009, this project report is another 

milestone in EUA’s developing agenda on this important topic.

The study provides a more detailed picture (than in the previous report) of the current 

status of institutional autonomy in EUA’s member countries. The Autonomy Scorecard 

itself offers a tool to benchmark national higher education frameworks in relation to autonomy, and enables the 

establishment of correlations between autonomy and other concepts, such as performance, funding, quality, 

access and retention. While acknowledging that there are many different models, it nevertheless tries to identify 

the basic principles and conditions which are important for universities if they are to fulfill optimally their missions 

and tasks. The scorecards, which were developed on four different elements of autonomy, seek to provide a 

subjective view of the issue from an institutional perspective. They aim to promote debate and encourage national 

policy makers to take action to improve the conditions for universities in future governance reforms.

It is clear that autonomy does not mean the absence of regulations. The state needs to provide an appropriate 

framework in which universities can fulfill their missions in the best possible way. The project tried to compare 

different framework conditions, focusing particularly on the areas of organisational, financial, academic and 

staffing autonomy.

Measuring, scoring and weighting the different aspects of autonomy has been a complex and often controversial 

undertaking. For this reason, transparency in presenting the methodology used is of the utmost importance. A 

sound understanding of the methodology is also essential to the interpretation of the data and the scorecard 

results.

The report reveals that, although the institutional freedom of European universities has generally increased, a 

number of systems still grant their universities too little autonomy and thereby limit their performance. This study 

and other recent EUA work also shows that reforms in the field of autonomy will need to be accompanied by 

measures to develop institutional capacities and human resources.

EUA for its part will continue to monitor the progress of reforms in governance given their central importance for 

universities. In 2012, further information and data will also be made available on an online platform on EUA’s website.

Finally, I would like to thank the partners of this project, and the Secretaries General of Europe’s national rectors’ 

conferences and their expert staff, who contributed significantly to this project.

Professor Jean-Marc Rapp
EUA President
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Introduction

EUA’s policy positions
From the start, autonomy has played an important 

role in EUA’s policy positions and declarations. 

The Salamanca Declaration, issued during the 

Convention that marked the creation of EUA in 

2001, holds “autonomy with accountability” as its 

first principle. It states that:

“European higher education institutions accept 

the challenges of operating in a competitive 

environment at home, in Europe and in the 

world, but to do so they need the necessary 

managerial freedom, light and supportive 

regulatory frameworks and fair financing, 

or they will be placed at a disadvantage in 

cooperation and competition. The dynamics 

needed for the completion of the European 

Higher Education Area will remain unfulfilled 

or will result in unequal competition, if 

the current over-regulation and minute 

administrative and financial control of higher 

education in many countries is upheld”.

The need for greater autonomy was also 

underlined in the Graz Declaration (2003), which 

states that:

“Governments must therefore empower 

institutions and strengthen their essential 

autonomy by providing stable legal 

and funding environments. Universities 

accept accountability and will assume the 

responsibility of implementing reform in close 

cooperation with students and stakeholders, 

improving institutional quality and strategic 

management capacity”.

University governance and the relationship between 

the state and higher education institutions are 

issues that have generated intense debate in recent 

years, since they are seen as important conditions 

for the modernisation of Europe’s universities. EUA 

has monitored and analysed the development and 

impact of autonomy and related reforms through a 

wide array of studies as well as through stakeholder 

debates, conferences and its Institutional Evaluation 

Programme. The importance of autonomy for EUA’s 

member universities is reflected in the findings of 

EUA’s Trends 2010 report, in which 43% of university 

respondents viewed autonomy reform as one of the 

most important institutional developments of the 

past decade (Sursock & Smidt 2010: 18). Indeed, 

various studies have demonstrated the positive effects 

of institutional autonomy (Aghion et al. 2008: 5; 

Reichert & Tauch 2005: 7; Estermann & Bennetot 

Pruvot 2011).

With its study “University Autonomy in Europe I” 

(Estermann & Nokkala 2009), EUA has started to 

provide data on institutional autonomy, which aims 

to enable university practitioners and policy makers 

to compare systems more effectively across Europe. 

The Autonomy Scorecard represents a further step in 

this process by describing the current state of affairs 

in university autonomy and by ranking and rating 

higher education systems according to their degree of 

autonomy. With the development of a methodology 

that measures and scores the different levels of 

institutional autonomy in Europe’s higher education 

systems, this project is treading new ground. It aims 

to engage all relevant stakeholders in a more in-depth 

debate on autonomy and thereby help to improve 

higher education systems. It provides an institutional 

perspective on autonomy by involving the university 

sector, chiefly represented by the European national 

rectors’ conferences, at all stages.
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EUA’s Lisbon Declaration (2007) sets out four 

basic dimensions of autonomy:

1. �academic autonomy (deciding on degree 

supply, curriculum and methods of 

teaching, deciding on areas, scope, aims 

and methods of research);

2. �financial autonomy (acquiring and 

allocating funding, deciding on tuition fees, 

accumulating surplus);

3. �organisational autonomy (setting university 

structures and statutes, making contracts, 

electing decision-making bodies and 

persons);

4. �staffing autonomy (responsibility for 

recruitment, salaries and promotions).

EUA’s Prague Declaration (2009) presented 10 

success factors for European universities in the next 

decade, which included autonomy: 

“Universities need strengthened autonomy 

to better serve society and specifically to 

ensure favourable regulatory frameworks 

which allow university leaders to design 

internal structures efficiently, select and 

train staff, shape academic programmes and 

use financial resources, all of these in line 

with their specific institutional missions and 

profiles”.

The European Commission and a significant number 

of European governments have also recognised the 

need for university autonomy. In its Communication 

“Delivering on the Modernisation Agenda for 

Universities: Education, Research and Innovation” 

(May 2006), the European Commission marks 

as a priority the creation of new frameworks for 

universities, characterised by improved autonomy 

and accountability. The Council of the European 

Union (2007) confirms this approach and makes an 

explicit link between autonomy and the ability of 

universities to respond to societal expectations. 

In this framework, university autonomy is not only 

crucial to the achievement of the European Higher 

Education Area (EHEA), but is also a determining 

factor in the completion of the European Research 

Area (ERA), as stated in the European Commission’s 

Green Paper “The European Research Area: New 

Perspectives” (April 2007). In its viewpoint on the 

Commission’s Green Paper, EUA has re-affirmed the 

principles of university autonomy.

The EU Flagship Initiative “Innovation Union” of the 

Europe 2020 Strategy for Smart, Sustainable and 

Inclusive Growth (2010) states the need for European 

universities to be freed from over-regulation and 

micro-management in return for full accountability. 

EUA’s statement on the “Innovation Union” also 

concluded that progress on university autonomy will 

be an essential component in realising the ambitions 

of the Innovation Union.

EUA’s reports have supported these statements. 

The Trends reports, “Financially Sustainable 

Universities: Towards full costing in European 

universities”, “Financially Sustainable Universities II: 

European universities diversifying income streams”, 

and “Institutional Diversity in European Higher 

Education” analysed the importance of autonomy 

from different angles and provided empirical 

evidence for EUA’s declarations and policy positions.

EUA’s work on autonomy
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EUA’s Trends reports for example found that 

autonomy helps to improve quality standards. The 

Trends IV study states that “there is clear evidence 

that success in improving quality within institutions 

is directly correlated with the degree of institutional 

autonomy” (Reichert & Tauch 2005: 7). This 

correlation was recently confirmed by EUA’s Trends 

2010 study (Sursock & Smidt 2010).

The study “Financially Sustainable Universities II: 

European universities diversifying income streams” 

found that a university’s ability to generate additional 

income relates to the degree of institutional 

autonomy granted by the regulatory framework in 

which it operates. This link was established for all 

dimensions of autonomy, including organisational, 

financial, staffing and academic autonomy. The data 

revealed that financial autonomy is most closely 

correlated with universities’ capacity to attract 

income from additional funding sources. Staffing 

autonomy, and particularly the freedom to recruit 

and set salary levels for academic and administrative 

staff, were also found to be positively linked to the 

degree of income diversification (Estermann & 

Bennetot Pruvot 2011). Finally, by mitigating the 

risks associated with an overdependence on any 

one particular funder, a diversified income structure 

may in turn contribute to the further enhancement 

of institutional autonomy.

To enable university practitioners and regulatory 

authorities to compare systems across Europe in 

a fruitful fashion, EUA started to collect a broad 

set of data on university autonomy in 2007 and 

published the results in its 2009 report “University 

Autonomy in Europe I”. This study compared 34 

European countries and analysed more than 30 

different indicators in four key areas of autonomy. 

These included organisational autonomy (including 

academic and administrative structures, leadership 

and governance), academic autonomy (including 

study fields, student numbers, student selection 

and the structure and content of degrees), 

financial autonomy (including the ability to raise 

funds, own buildings and borrow money) and 

staffing autonomy (including the ability to recruit 

independently and promote and develop academic 

and non-academic staff).

This study revealed that the rules and conditions 

under which Europe’s universities operate are 

characterised by a high degree of diversity. This 

variety reflects the multiple approaches to the 

ongoing search for a balance between autonomy 

and accountability in response to the demands 

of society and the changing understanding of 

public responsibility for higher education. And, 

although the study confirmed the existence of a 

general trend towards an increase in university 

autonomy throughout Europe, it showed that a 

large number of countries still failed to grant their 

universities enough autonomy. There were also 

cases where previously granted autonomy had 

been reduced. In a number of instances an increase 

in accountability measures had effectively curtailed 

university autonomy. Quite often there was also a 

gap between formal autonomy and the real degree 

of a university’s ability to act with independence.

EUA has also been monitoring the evolution and 

impact of the economic crisis and its effects on 

higher education systems in Europe since its 

onset in 2008. This included an analysis of how 

the crisis has affected the nature of public funding 

and how such shifts are influencing universities 

at the institutional level. This revealed that public 

funding is not only diminishing, but also changing 

in the nature and form in which it is provided 

to universities. Public funding is increasingly 

provided subject to conditions tied to its allocation 

or accompanied by growing accountability 

requirements. This has given public authorities 

more steering power over universities, which 

significantly contributes to reducing universities’ 

capacity to manage their own funds freely, and 

hence curtails their autonomy. 

Such developments are worrisome as they can 

hinder universities’ capacity to overcome the crisis 

successfully. EUA’s monitoring of the impact of the 
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Other studies and research

crisis has shown that universities’ ability to respond 

effectively to the economic situation also depended 

on the level of their institutional and, especially, 

financial autonomy (“Impact of the economic 

crisis on European universities”, EUA 2011). In this 

sense, autonomy is seen as one of the prerequisites 

that enable institutions to allocate their funds 

strategically and protect those areas that are crucial 

to the fulfilment of their institutional missions. 

Numerous other studies have attempted to develop 

the conceptual basis of institutional autonomy 

(Anderson & Johnson 1998; Ashby & Anderson 

1966; Berdahl 1990; Verhoerst et al. 2004). Recent 

autonomy studies have addressed the relationship 

between the higher education institution and the 

state (e.g. Dill 2001; Ordorika 2003), or between 

the higher education institution and another 

regulatory, often funding, body (Kohtamäki 2009), 

academic freedom (Karran 2009; Romo de la Rosa 

2007), changes in accountability measures (Salmi 

2007), and the specific political and historical 

settings in which autonomy is defined (Felt & 

Glanz 2002; Huisman 2007; Ordorika 2003). 

Autonomy is often addressed as part of larger 

studies on the governance and management 

of higher education. Two recent publications 

(de Boer et al. 2010; Jongbloed et al. 2010), 

commissioned by the European Commission, 

address the link between policy changes related 

to higher education governance and funding of 

national higher education systems in 33 European 

countries. The studies also reflect on the European 

Modernisation Agenda and its links to governance 

reforms. The governance study concludes that, 

while overall institutional autonomy is increasing, 

there are significant differences in the dimensions 

of autonomy: organisational autonomy is still 

rather restricted, while financial autonomy is 

deemed to be at a medium to high level. The study 

also notes a link between university performance 

and institutional autonomy. 

Further attempts to relate the governance of 

universities to their performance have been made 

by Aghion et al. (2008), for example in “Higher 

Aspirations: an agenda for reforming European 

universities”. This study analyses the relationship 

between performance in rankings, the status of 

autonomy and levels of public funding.

A recent World Bank study (Fielden 2008) looks at 

the structures, processes and activities involved in 

the planning and direction of the higher education 

institutions, with specific emphasis on strategy, 

funding and governance, and references to quality 

assurance and institutional management. The 

study focuses on the Commonwealth countries, 

but takes examples from francophone regions and 

Latin American countries. 

The 2008 Eurydice report on “Higher Education 

Governance in Europe” particularly analysed 

policies, official regulations, rights and 

responsibilities in the governance of higher 

education institutions and concluded that “there 

is in general a Europe-wide trend towards less 

prescriptive regulatory frameworks and that a 

variety of national models have been developed 

within the respective contexts of academic self-

governance and external accountability”.
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1
The Autonomy 

Scorecard project 1. �The  Autonomy Scorecard 
project

1.1 Project aims and objectives

1.2  Methodology

From the  Exp lora tor y  S tudy to  the 
Autonomy Scorecard

EUA’s report “University Autonomy in Europe I” 

provided an important basis for the Autonomy 

Scorecard project. The current project builds on 

this study by extending the list of indicators and 

developing more detailed sets of restrictions for 

each indicator. In addition to collecting data that 

reflects the status of institutional autonomy in the 

year 2010, the project developed a methodology 

that measures the different levels of autonomy in 

Europe’s higher education systems by calculating 

an autonomy score. The difficulties involved in 

quantifying degrees of autonomy have been 

acknowledged from the beginning of the project 

(see section 1.3 “Challenges and constraints”). 

However, it is hoped that the creation of a scorecard, 

which enables the benchmarking of one system’s 

‘autonomy performance’ vis-à-vis that of another, 

will foster a lively debate and drive positive policy 

developments in this area. 

An important facet of the project methodology 

was the involvement of the broader university 

community, through EUA’s collective members, 

throughout the project’s life cycle. Their input was 

vital in preparing the Autonomy Scorecard project 

application. The Polish, German and Danish rectors’ 

conferences, which represent diverse higher 

education systems, joined EUA in the consortium 

that carried out the project.

However, all of EUA’s collective members have 

been involved throughout. The Secretaries General 

of the national university organisations and 

The Autonomy Scorecard project provides a 

detailed and accurate picture of the current status 

of institutional autonomy in 26 different European 

countries1. The project focuses on the legislative 

frameworks in which higher education institutions 

operate. It updates information from the 2009 study 

“University Autonomy in Europe I” (Estermann 

& Nokkala 2009) and includes new elements of 

autonomy. In addition, it examines some aspects 

of institutional autonomy in more detail, such as 

the involvement of external members in governing 

bodies and quality assurance mechanisms.

The Autonomy Scorecard aims to serve multiple 

purposes, such as the benchmarking of national 

policies and awareness-raising among universities. 

It is intended to act as a reference for further studies 

and provide a comparable set of data to establish 

relations between autonomy and other concepts, 

such as performance, funding, quality, and access 

and retention in European higher education.

1 �The Autonomy Scorecard project investigated 28 higher education systems in 26 European countries. Due to the federal structure of the German 
higher education system, three German federal states were included in the study: Brandenburg (BB), Hesse (HE) and North Rhine-Westphalia 
(NRW). The project team thus analysed 28 autonomy questionnaires for 26 countries.
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EUA Council members in particular have closely 

followed the development of the methodology, 

tracked progress in terms of data collection and 

analysis, and provided the sector’s views on the 

general direction of the project. They also provided 

the necessary data from their higher education 

systems. The EUA Board was equally involved at 

all stages and served as an important element of 

quality assurance. 

A further important milestone was the selection of 

an international expert committee that helped the 

consortium to steer the project and develop the 

methodology. The wide range of backgrounds of 

the steering committee’s members provided the 

appropriate expertise to guide the consortium 

through this challenging project. The steering 

committee included executive heads of national 

rectors’ conferences, university leaders and higher 

education researchers (annex 2).

The project was developed in four, sometimes 

parallel, stages.

The first stage was dedicated to developing and 

refining the autonomy indicators and describing 

the elements that represent restrictions as 

seen from the perspective of higher education 

institutions. Between October 2009 and April 

2010, the EUA secretariat, in close collaboration 

with the steering committee and the Secretaries 

General of the rectors’ conferences, established a 

list of indicators and restrictions (annex 3). Based 

on this list, a questionnaire was designed to collect 

data from the individual higher education systems. 

The questionnaire was then tested by the project 

partners with data from their higher education 

systems (April to July 2010) and adaptations were 

made in summer 2010 to reflect the comments and 

experiences from this trial.

Country/System Country code Country/System Country code

Austria AT Latvia LV

Brandenburg (Germany) BB (DE) Lithuania LT

Cyprus CY Luxembourg LU

Czech Republic CZ The Netherlands NL

Denmark DK North Rhine-Westphalia (Germany) NRW (DE)

Estonia EE Norway NO

Finland FI Poland PL

France FR Portugal PT

Greece GR Slovakia SK

Hesse (Germany) HE (DE) Spain ES

Hungary HU Sweden SE

Iceland IS Switzerland CH

Ireland IE Turkey TR

Italy IT United Kingdom UK2

 

Table 1: Surveyed higher education systems and abbreviations

2 � The data describes the situation in England, unless otherwise stated.

Development
of indicators 

and restrictions

Design and testing 
of questionnaire

Data collection 
and analysis

Development 
of scorecards

October 2009 –
April 2010

April 2010 –
July 2010

August 2010 –
May 2011

May 2010 –
June 2011

Figure 1 - Development of the Autonomy Scorecard project
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The questionnaire was submitted to the 26 

participating national rectors’ conferences in August 

2010 (table 1). The Secretaries General completed 

it themselves or passed it on to other experts from 

the same or a collaborating organisation. These 

responses then formed the basis for face-to-face 

or telephone interviews with all respondents. This 

allowed for the collection of more qualitative data 

and missing information and for the clarification of 

any remaining ambiguities. The interview memos 

were sent to the interviewees for validation and 

returned to the project team between October 2010 

and January 2011. In the early months of 2011, a 

final validation round was conducted with more 

than half of the surveyed higher education systems, 

for which further explanations were required on 

some selected autonomy indicators. 

In parallel, the work on developing a scoring and 

weighting system was taken up in spring 2010. The 

scoring system for the Autonomy Scorecard, which 

is based on evaluations of how restrictive particular 

regulations were perceived to be, was developed 

after intense discussions within the project team, 

the steering committee and EUA’s statutory bodies.

The weighting system, which evaluates the relative 

importance of the individual indicators, is based 

on the results of a survey conducted among EUA’s 

bodies (EUA Council, Secretaries General and 

General Assembly) in October 2010 at EUA’s annual 

statutory meetings. The responses of the former 

two groups were combined and used to design 

a weighting system for the autonomy indicators, 

while those collected from the General Assembly 

acted as a control group to ensure the validity of 

the survey results.

Following this, the project team developed a 

technical structure for the scoring and weighting 

system, which was combined with the main data 

collection questionnaire. This made it possible 

to translate the collected data immediately into a 

score. Various rounds of comparison and validation 

were conducted to ensure the comparability of 

the collected data and scores. A more detailed 

description of the scoring and weighting 

methodologies follows below.

The  s cor ing  sys tem

The scoring system of the Autonomy Scorecard 

is based on deduction values. Each restriction on 

institutional autonomy was assigned a deduction 

value indicating how restrictive a particular 

regulation was perceived to be3. Special care 

was taken to ensure the consistent application of 

comparable deduction values to similar restrictions 

across different indicators and national or regional 

systems.

For example, for the indicator “capacity to decide 

on the overall number of students” deduction 

values were assigned as follows.

Restriction Deduction value

Independent decision of universities 0 points

Universities decide on the number of fee-paying students, while an external authority decides 
on the number of state-funded students

2 points 

Negotiation between universities and an external authority 2 points

Exclusive decision of an external authority 5 points

Free admission 5 points

Table 2 - Capacity to decide on overall number of students – deduction values

3 �In those cases where respondents ticked “other restrictions”, a deduction value was individually assigned, based on the explanation provided by 
the respondents.



1

15

The Autonomy 
Scorecard project

The maximum or total possible deduction value 

for the capacity to decide on the overall number 

of students is the highest deduction value for the 

indicator, i.e. 5 points. A system’s score is calculated 

as a percentage of this total. For instance, if the 

overall number of students is decided through 

negotiations between universities and an external 

authority, that system scores 0.4 or 40% – 2 out of 

5 points – for that particular indicator.

In the case of cumulative deductions, the total 

possible deduction value is the sum of the deduction 

values of each possible restriction. This is illustrated 

by using the indicator “capacity to keep surplus of 

public funding”, where the maximum deduction 

value is awarded when surplus cannot be kept. If 

it can be kept with other types of restrictions, all 

restriction values that apply simultaneously are 

summed up. The following example shows a case in 

which universities can keep a surplus up to a certain 

percentage and with the approval of an external 

authority.

Where only a specific combination of restrictions is 

possible, the total possible deduction value is the 

sum of the deduction values of all simultaneously 

possible restrictions.

Using this approach, a score is calculated for each 

indicator. Once a score for an indicator or autonomy 

area is obtained, it is ‘reversed’, in the sense that 

a score of 5%, which indicates a high level of 

autonomy, becomes 95% (i.e. 100-5% = 95%).

Restriction Deduction value Score Percentage

Independent decision of universities 0 points 0/5 0 = 0%

Universities decide on the number of fee-paying students, while 
an external authority decides on the number of state-funded 
students

2 points 2/5 0.4 = 40%

Negotiation between universities and an external authority 2 points 2/5 0.4 = 40%

Exclusive decision of an external authority 5 points 5/5 1 = 100%

Free admission 5 points 5/5 1 = 100%

Table 3 - Capacity to decide on overall number of students – calculation of scores

Restriction Deduction value Score Percentage

Surplus cannot be kept 10 points

Surplus can be kept without restrictions  0 points

Surplus can be kept up to a maximum percentage  2 points 2/10 0.2 = 20%

Surplus can be kept but approval of an external authority is 
needed

 2 points 2/10 0.2 = 20%

Surplus can be kept but its allocation is pre-determined by an 
external authority

 2 points

Surplus can be kept with other types of restrictions 2 points

Total score 4/10 0.4 = 40%

Table 4 - Capacity to keep surplus – calculation of score
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The  we ight ing  sys tem

The weightings of the autonomy indicators are 

based on the results of a survey undertaken during 

EUA’s Annual Conference and statutory meetings 

held at the University of Palermo (Italy) in October 

2010. During the meetings of the EUA Secretaries 

General and Council, the representatives of the 

European national rectors’ conferences were asked 

to complete a survey on the relative importance of 

the autonomy indicators. They were asked to decide 

whether they considered the indicators included in 

the autonomy questionnaire to be ‘very important’, 

‘fairly important’, ‘somewhat important’ or ‘not 

important’. 30 representatives from 18 countries 

participated in the survey. 

The two sets of surveys yielded very similar results, 

indicating that the relevant stakeholders broadly 

agree on the relative importance of the autonomy 

indicators. The analysis revealed that the indicators 

were consistently perceived as relevant by both 

EUA’s Council and Secretaries General. Almost all 

indicators were regarded as ‘very important’ or 

‘fairly important’. Diverging views were principally 

expressed concerning tuition fees, which doubtless 

reflects different cultural backgrounds and national 

traditions with regard to this issue.

These results were used to develop a system to 

weight the autonomy indicators: in a first step, 

the responses were counted for each autonomy 

indicator – for instance, out of 30 respondents, 

21 considered the ability to decide on the overall 

number of students as ‘very important’, seven as 

‘fairly important’, one as ‘somewhat important’ and 

one as ‘not important’. Points were then assigned 

to the different response options: 3 points for ‘very 

important’, 2 points for ‘fairly important’, 1 point 

for ‘somewhat important’ and 0 points for ‘not 

important’4.

The number of respondents who had ticked one of 

the four response options for a particular indicator 

was multiplied by the appropriate number of points 

assigned to that particular response option. This 

resulted in an indicator’s so-called total ‘importance 

value’. For example, in the case of the indicator 

“ability to decide on the overall number of 

students”, 21 responses for ‘very important’, 7 for 

‘fairly important’, 1 for ‘somewhat important’ and 

1 for ‘not important’ were multiplied by 3 (‘very 

important’), 2 (‘fairly important’), 1 (‘somewhat 

important’) and 0 (‘not important’), respectively 

(table 5).

This calculation was carried out for each indicator, 

and the ‘importance value’ of all indicators within 

each autonomy area summed up. In a final step, 

the ‘importance value’ of each individual indicator 

was expressed as a percentage of the sum of the 

‘importance values’ for all indicators within one 

autonomy area. For example, by dividing its 

‘importance value’ of 78 by the total ‘importance 

value’ for academic autonomy (543), the indicator 

“ability to decide on the overall number of students” 

received a weighting factor of 14%.

Ability to decide on the overall number of students Number of responses ‘Importance value’

Very important 21 63

Fairly important 7 14

Somewhat important 1 1

Not important 1 0

Total 30 78

Table 5 - Ability to decide on overall number of students – calculation of ‘importance value’

4 �Voids were assigned 1, rather than 0 points, in order to avoid skewing the results for a particular indicator towards a lower weighting factor than 
warranted.
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Table 6 sums up the weighting factors thus 

developed for the indicators relating to academic 

autonomy. Weighted scores are obtained by 

multiplying non-weighted scores with the respective 

percentage values (table 7).

It is important to note that the different autonomy 

areas – organisational, financial, staffing and 

academic autonomy – are not weighted against 

each other. It was decided that, due to the various 

and intricate connections between the different 

autonomy areas, it would be impossible to weight 

the importance of financial autonomy against that 

of staffing autonomy, for example. The perceived 

importance of a particular indicator is therefore only 

compared with the perceived importance of the 

other indicators in the same autonomy area.

Indicator - academic autonomy ‘Importance value’ Weighting factor

Capacity to decide on the overall number of students 78 14%

Capacity to select students 78 14%

Capacity to introduce and terminate degree programmes 87 16%

Capacity to choose the language of instruction 70 14%

Capacity to select quality assurance mechanisms 80 15%

Capacity to select quality assurance providers 61 11%

Capacity to design the content of degree programmes 89 16%

Total 543 100%

Table 6 - Academic autonomy – ‘importance values’ and weighting factors

Indicator
Non-weighted 

score
Weighting 

factor
Weighted 

score

Capacity to decide on overall number of students 100% 14% 14%

Capacity to decide on admission mechanisms  
for Bachelor degrees

100% 7% 7%

Capacity to decide on admission mechanisms  
for Master’s degrees

40% 7% 3%

Capacity to decide on the introduction of Bachelor degrees 20% 4% 1%

Capacity to decide on the introduction of Master’s degrees 20% 4% 1%

Capacity to decide on the introduction of doctoral degrees 20% 4% 1%

Capacity to decide on the termination of degree programmes 40% 4% 2%

Capacity to decide on the language of instruction  
for Bachelor degrees

0% 7% 0%

Capacity to decide on the language of instruction  
for Master’s degrees

0% 7% 0%

Capacity to select quality assurance mechanisms 0% 15% 0%

Capacity to select quality assurance providers 0% 11% 0%

Capacity to decide on the content of degree programmes 0% 16% 0%

Total score 28% 100% 29%

Table 7 - Academic autonomy – non-weighted and weighted scores
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The project team met with a number of challenges, 

both in the collection and validation of data and 

the establishment of a robust methodology to 

measure, score and weight the different elements 

of autonomy.

Data  co l lec t ion

Monitoring all changes in national and legal 

frameworks in a large number of higher education 

systems within the study period presented an 

enormous challenge due to ongoing reforms in 

several countries. Previous data collection exercises 

show that even small changes in legislation 

can alter the picture markedly and continuous 

updating, even within the data collection period, 

was therefore necessary.

Secondly, a reliable comparison of university 

autonomy across borders is highly challenging. 

Autonomy is a concept that is understood very 

differently across Europe; associated perceptions 

and terminology tend to vary quite significantly. 

This is due not only to differing legal frameworks but 

also to the historical and cultural settings that define 

institutional autonomy in each country. Indeed, 

the establishment of a single set of restrictions for 

all indicators proved very difficult in some cases. 

In order to enable general comparisons, complex 

and diverse situations had to be simplified, which 

may have led to specific situations in some systems 

being reflected in somewhat less detail than would 

have been desirable.

Se lec t ing ,  s cor ing  and we ight ing 
ind i ca tors  o f  autonomy 

Institutional autonomy cannot be measured 

objectively and it was clear from the beginning 

that the development of a scorecard for the four 

autonomy areas would be a complex and delicate 

task. A number of normative decisions were 

taken, especially in the selection of the indicators, 

the allocation of deduction values to individual 

restrictions and the design of a weighting system, 

which attributes different values of importance to 

the autonomy indicators.

The selection of indicators and restrictions reflects 

an institutional perspective. EUA’s collective 

and individual members provided input which 

guided the choice of indicators and clarified 

which regulations are perceived as restrictions on 

institutional autonomy. Despite the diversity of 

higher education systems in Europe, there was a 

coherent view on which indicators the scorecard 

should include.

It should also be stressed that institutional autonomy 

does not mean the absence of regulations. All higher 

education systems need to set a regulatory framework 

in which their universities can act. For instance, 

systems need rules to ensure quality standards and 

determine the terms of public funding. In many of 

these areas, EUA has developed policy positions that 

reflect the view of the university sector. In the area 

of quality assurance, for example, EUA’s positions 

provided a starting point in determining which 

quality assurance measures should be considered 

as appropriate; measures that are in line with these 

policy positions were not regarded as restrictive 

and hence not assigned a deduction. Similarly, in 

the area of staffing autonomy, a country’s labour 

law regulations were seen as a basis for university 

staffing policies and only specific regulations for 

higher education institutions or civil servants were 

treated as restrictions.

In order to establish a scoring system, numerical 

values had to be allocated to the various restrictions 

on institutional autonomy. The scoring system and 

the individual deductions on which it is based were 

extensively debated, tested and finally approved by 

the project steering committee.

1.3 Challenges and constraints
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The establishment of a weighting system to reflect 

the varying degrees of importance assigned to 

the autonomy indicators also entailed a series of 

normative steps. The decision to develop such a 

weighting system was only taken after extended 

deliberations by the steering committee, who felt 

that the equal weighting of all autonomy indicators – 

essentially a weighting ‘by default’ – would not lead 

to more accurate or objective scores. It was therefore 

decided that the report should include both non-

weighted and weighted scores. The autonomy scores 

presented in the main text have been weighted; non-

weighted scores are provided in annex 5.

The weighting factors, which are based on a survey 

among the EUA Council and the Secretaries General 

of the national rectors’ conferences, reflect the 

perceptions of Europe’s diverse higher education 

systems. By allocating numerical values to the degree 

of importance assigned to the various indicators, 

these views were translated into a numerical system 

(see section 1.2). The survey showed that views of the 

relative importance of the indicators were surprisingly 

coherent among respondents. As previously 

mentioned, diverging views on tuition fees are 

indicative of the different cultural backgrounds and 

practices found in Europe’s higher education systems. 

While a majority of respondents regarded tuition fees 

as important, others did not consider the capacity to 

charge fees as a central element of financial autonomy. 

There was greater agreement on fees for international 

and, to some extent, Master’s students.

Ranking  and ra t ing

The different possibilities for presenting the scorecard 

results were also debated intensely. When the data 

for the 28 higher education systems is fed into the 

scoring and weighting system, the results appear 

in a ranking order. Although no obvious clusters 

emerged, systems were subsequently grouped or 

rated into four groups on the basis of their scores 

in order to enable a more detailed comparison and 

analysis of the results. The report therefore presents 

both a ranking order and rating clusters.

It is important to read the result tables in parallel with 

the analysis in chapter 3, since the latter explains 

why a certain system is situated in a particular group. 

When making inferences about why universities in 

one system may be more autonomous than those 

in another, it is crucial to refer to the text. Finally, 

it should also be noted that a ranking place reflects 

the nature and number of restrictions in only one 

autonomy area.

Measur ing  accountab i l i ty

This study is concerned with the relationship 

between the state and institutions and analyses how 

this relationship is shaped through specific rules 

and regulations. This also includes accountability 

measures, which are established in return for 

increased institutional autonomy. Quality assurance 

processes are an important way of ensuring 

accountability, for instance. While there needs to 

be a framework for appropriate quality assurance 

processes, associated regulations can be burdensome 

and restrictive. By analysing whether universities 

can freely choose quality assurance mechanisms 

and providers, the Autonomy Scorecard aims to 

assess whether existing quality assurance systems 

can be considered as appropriate.

There are additional aspects of accountability 

which were not included in the study, as they do 

not lend themselves to international comparison. 

In many of its projects, EUA has noted the increase 

of burdensome and inappropriate accountability 

measures, for example in competitive funding 

schemes. These can have a strong negative impact 

on institutional autonomy.

Despite these constraints and challenges, this report 

provides much-needed detailed and comparable 

information on the status of institutional autonomy 

in 28 higher education systems. It is hoped that by 

adopting a somewhat more provocative approach, 

the scorecard will encourage a lively debate in this 

crucial policy area.
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2. �THE STATE OF UNIVERSITY  

AUTONOMY IN 2010
This chapter describes the state of play in the four 

dimensions of university autonomy in 28 European 

higher education systems (in 26 countries) in 2010. 

The structure and descriptions of the different 

dimensions of autonomy are based on EUA’s study 

“University Autonomy in Europe I”. The text follows 

the first study in treating organisational, financial, 

staffing and academic autonomy separately. The 

sequence of the individual elements in the four 

dimensions of autonomy has been slightly adapted 

and chapter headings restructured in the section 

on financial autonomy. Compared to the initial 

report “University Autonomy in Europe I”, this text 

contains more detailed information on some aspects 

of institutional autonomy; these are highlighted 

in special boxes. For readability and conciseness, 

the present chapter contains fewer definitions of 

the individual elements of university autonomy. 

Explanations of why the chosen indicators are 

considered as instrumental to ensuring institutional 

autonomy are included in EUA’s first study.

The information presented here primarily refers to 

public higher education institutions or universities. 

Where private or other types of higher education 

institutions have been incorporated, this is clearly 

stated in the text. This is particularly the case in 

countries where private institutions make up a 

considerable proportion of the higher education 

sector, such as Portugal and Turkey.

Organisational 
autonomy

Financial 
autonomy

Staffing 
autonomy

Academic 
autonomy

• �Selection procedure  
for the executive head

• �Selection criteria for  
the executive head

• �Dismissal of the executive 
head

• �Term of office of the 
executive head

• �Inclusion and selection 
of external members in 
governing bodies

• �Capacity to decide on 
academic structures

• �Capacity to create legal 
entities

• �Length and type of public 
funding

• �Ability to keep surplus

• �Ability to borrow money

• �Ability to own buildings

• �Ability to charge tuition 
fees for national/ 
EU students (BA, MA, PhD)

• �Ability to charge tuition 
fees for non-EU students 
(BA, MA, PhD)

• �Capacity to decide  
on recruitment procedures 
(senior academic/senior 
administrative staff)

• �Capacity to decide on 
salaries (senior academic/
senior administrative staff)

• �Capacity to decide 
on dismissals (senior 
academic/senior 
administrative staff)

• �Capacity to decide  
on promotions  
(senior academic/ 
senior administrative staff

• �Capacity to decide on 
overall student numbers

• �Capacity to select students 
(BA, MA)

• �Capacity to introduce 
programmes (BA, MA, 
PhD)

• �Capacity to terminate 
programmes

• �Capacity to choose the 
language of instruction 
(BA, MA)

• �Capacity to select quality 
assurance mechanisms 
and providers

• �Capacity to design content 
of degree programmes

2.1 Organisational Autonomy
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2. �THE STATE OF UNIVERSITY  
AUTONOMY IN 2010

Execut ive  leadersh ip

Selection of the executive head

Although the university leadership may comprise 

several key staff in the institution, such as the 

rector, the vice-rectors, the head of administration 

and the faculty deans, this study focuses primarily 

on the executive head of the university, who 

below is referred to as the ‘rector’, since this is the 

most commonly used denomination in Europe. 

Other terms, such as ‘vice-chancellor’, ‘provost’, 

‘president’ or ‘principal’, may be used alternatively.

The selection procedures for the rector vary from 

country to country. The procedures, which fall 

into four basic categories, were discussed more 

specifically in the initial study “University Autonomy 

in Europe I” (Estermann & Nokkala 2009: 14). The 

four most common categories are as follows: 

1. �Elected by a specific electoral body, which is 

usually large, representing (directly or indirectly) 

the different groups of the university community 

(academic staff, other staff, students), whose 

votes may be weighted.

2. �Elected by the governing body, which is 

democratically elected within the university 

community (usually the senate, i.e. the body 

deciding on academic issues).

3. �Appointed by the council/board of the university 

(i.e. the governing body deciding on strategic 

issues).

4. �Appointed through a two-step process in which 

both the senate and the council/board are 

involved. 

The selection of the rector may have to be validated 

by an external authority. This applies in half of 

the studied systems: Brandenburg, the Czech 

Republic, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Latvia, 

Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Slovakia, Spain, 

Sweden, Switzerland and Turkey. The appointment 

is confirmed by the ministry or minister for higher 

education in Brandenburg, Greece, Iceland, Italy 

and the Netherlands, and by the president (or other 

head of state/government) in the Czech Republic, 

Hungary, Luxembourg and Slovakia. In Spain, the 

appointment is confirmed by the regional authority, 

in Latvia by a national public authority, and in 

Sweden by the government. However, in Sweden 

this is merely seen as a formality.

The selection procedure does not need to be 

validated by an external authority in the remaining 

systems (AT, CY, DK, EE, FI, FR, HE, IE, LT, NRW, NO, 

PL, PT, UK).

Qualifications of the executive head

Provisions regarding the qualification requirements 

for the rector are specified by law in 16 countries. In 12 

systems, restrictions as to who is eligible usually stem 

from the university’s own statutes or from common 

practice, rather than from legal prescriptions.

Figure 2 - Selection criteria for the executive 

head

The table below summarises the qualification 

requirements set down by law. The most common 

requirement, which applies in 13 systems, is the 

need for the rector to hold an academic position. 

In eight systems, s/he is expected to hold a doctoral 

degree. In four, s/he must come from the university 

in question.

� 

16

12

Rector's qualifications not 
stated in the law: 
AT, BB (DE), CH, CZ, 
HE (DE), IE, IS, NL, NO, 
NRW (DE), SK, UK

� Rector's qualifications 
stated in the law: 
CY, DK, EE, ES, FI, FR, GR, 
HU, IT, LT, LU, LV, PL, PT, 
SE, TR
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In several systems, there are additional guidelines 

regarding, for instance, the particular type 

of academic position (e.g. full or associate 

professorship) or university degree (e.g. habilitation 

or lower university degree) candidates are required 

to hold. Further specifications include international 

experience (AT), demonstrated managerial 

competencies (AT, FI, LT, NRW) or experience in 

pedagogy (LT)5. In Denmark, the rector must be a 

recognised scientist. In Cyprus and Luxembourg, 

the rector cannot simultaneously hold a position as 

dean or head of department or act as a member of 

the board of governors. In Turkey, rectors must be 

less than 67 years old when taking office.

There may be different kinds of qualifications 

depending on the type of institution concerned. In 

Latvia, for example, the rector of a university must 

be a professor, while in other types of institutions a 

doctoral degree is sufficient. In Finland, a doctoral 

degree is required in all universities except in the 

academies of performing and fine arts.

Term of office and dismissal of the executive 

head

In most systems the rector’s term of office is stated 

in the law, either as a fixed duration or limited to 

a maximum period. The term is typically four (AT, 

CY, CZ, FR, GR, NO, PL, PT, SK, TR), five (EE, FI, 

IS, LT, LV, LU) or six years (BB, HE, NRW, SE) and 

it is often renewable once. In Hungary, the term is 

between three and five years, while in Switzerland, 

it is between two and six years, depending on the 

university. In Ireland, the term of office is a full 10 

years. Only in five countries are institutions able 

to freely determine the length of term of their 

executive leaders (DK, ES, IT, NL, UK). 

Rector must hold 
an academic position

Rector must hold 
a doctoral degree

Rector must come 
from within the university

CY

DK

EE

ES

FI

FR

GR

HU

IT

LT

LU

LV

PL

PT

SE

TR

Table 8 - Qualifications of the executive head

5 �Although in some cases, notably Austria, these additional requirements may be mentioned in the law, they were seen as basic competencies for 
the position of rector and, for the purpose of this study, not considered as restrictions.
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Figure 3 - Term of office of the executive head

The possibility of dismissal is a key factor when 

assessing the rector’s accountability to the institution 

and to other stakeholders. In nine countries (CH, CY, 

DK, EE, FI, IE, IT, NL, UK), the law does not contain 

provisions regarding the rector’s dismissal.

In the remaining systems, the dismissal of the 

executive head is more or less strictly regulated. 

In Greece, Hungary, Lithuania, Portugal, Slovakia 

and Sweden, the dismissal must be confirmed 

by an external authority, while the university 

is free to decide on the procedure. In Hesse and 

North Rhine-Westphalia, the procedure is stated 

in the law, although the dismissal itself is carried 

out by the university. In Brandenburg, the Czech 

Republic, Iceland, Latvia, Luxembourg and Spain, 

the dismissal is confirmed by an external authority, 

and the procedure is stated in the law. In France and 

Turkey, dismissal procedures are laid down in the 

law and conducted by an external authority.

In a few systems, regulations concerning the 

dismissal of the executive head are laid out in 

more detail. In Austria, dismissals may be carried 

out by the university, but can only occur in cases 

of severe misconduct, conviction of a criminal 

offence, mental or physical incapacity or loss of 

confidence on reasonable grounds, and according 

to a procedure specified in the law. In Norway, the 

rector is a civil servant and can only be dismissed on 

the basis of serious misconduct and in accordance 

with the pertinent law. In Poland, the rector can 

be dismissed by the selection committee or, in the 

case of grave misconduct, by the ministry after 

consultation with the national rectors’ conference 

and the council for higher education.

In terna l  academic  s t ruc tures

In 18 of the surveyed systems, universities are 

essentially free to determine their internal academic 

structures. Although in some of these systems, 

certain legal provisions concerning organisational 

units exist, these were not regarded as significant 

restrictions on institutional autonomy.

In five countries, universities must adhere to 

legal guidelines. While the law does not explicitly 

specify the number and name of academic units, 

other restrictions apply. In Italy, the law states that 

universities must have faculties and departments 

and describes their competencies. Similarly, in the 

Czech Republic, the law prescribes that universities 

must have faculties and specifies their competencies 

and governing bodies. While universities may 

establish or merge faculties, the opinion of the Czech 

accreditation committee must be sought before 

doing so. In Iceland, the law states that universities 

should be organised into schools, faculties and 

research institutes. However, the university council 

can decide on the establishment of these academic 

units and on the need for further, smaller ones, such 

as departments.

In Cyprus, Luxembourg and Slovakia, academic 

units are listed by name in the law. In these systems, 

the universities are unable to establish new faculties 

and departments or restructure existing ones 

without amending the law.

� 
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5

2

Rector‘s term of office is 
determined by universities: 
DK, ES, IT, NL, UK

� Rector‘s term of office is 
determined by universities 
within guidelines stated in 
the law: CH, HU

� Rector‘s term of office 
is prescribed in the 
law: AT, BB (DE), 
CY, CZ, EE, FI, FR, GR, 
HE (DE), IE, IS, LT, LU, 
LV, NO, NRW (DE), 
PL, PT, SE, SK, TR
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Different regulations exist in Greece and Turkey: 

here, academic structures are subject to approval 

by the ministry or the council for higher education, 

respectively.

Figure 4 - Ability to decide on internal academic 

structures

Creat ing  lega l  en t i t i e s

The capacity to create independent legal entities 

enables universities to implement their strategies in 

a flexible and adequate way and hence to carry out 

their main missions. In Cyprus, Greece, Portugal, 

Slovakia, Switzerland and Turkey, universities are 

only allowed to create not-for-profit entities. In 

the remaining 18 countries (AT, BB, CZ, EE, ES, FI, 

FR, HE, HU, IE, IT, LT, LU, LV, NL, NO, NRW, UK), 

universities are able to create both for-profit and 

not-for-profit entities. 

Other restrictions may apply in some countries. In 

Poland and Iceland, universities are only allowed to 

create entities whose scope of activity complies with 

the mission of the university. In Iceland, the consent of 

an external authority (the Ministry of Education and 

Research) is also necessary. In Denmark, universities 

can establish fully-owned limited companies, which 

can then create subsidiary companies together with 

third parties in order to engage in other activities, 

such as spin-off companies, science parks or student 

dormitories. The law states that up to 5% of the 

research budget can be used to establish such 

companies. In Sweden, only universities that are 

specifically listed in the law have a right to establish 

holding companies.

Figure 5 - Ability to create legal entities

Govern ing  bod ies

Governance structures

There are two main types of governance structures: 

dual and unitary. In 15 of the surveyed systems, 

universities have a dual structure comprising a 

board or council, which is usually limited in size, 

and a senate. Although the terminology varies 

considerably, the senate is often a wider and more 

representative body, which includes the academic 

community and, to some extent, other categories of 

university staff. Competencies are divided between 

the board/council and the senate.

Universities have a dual governance structure in 

Austria, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Finland, Hesse, 

Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Lithuania, the Netherlands, 

North Rhine-Westphalia, Slovakia, Spain, Switzerland 

and the United Kingdom (see map 1). 

18

5

3
2

� � 

� 

� 

Universities may 
decide on their 
academic structures: 
AT, BB (DE), CH, DK, 
EE, ES, FI, HE (DE), HU, 
IE, LT, LV, NL, NO, 
NRW (DE), PL, PT, UK

Guidelines exist in the 
law: CZ, FR, IS, IT, SE

Faculties/other academic 
structures are listed in the 
law: CY, LU, SK

Other restrictions: GR, TR

18

6

4

� � 

� 

Universities can create 
profit and not-
for-profit legal entities: 
AT, BB (DE), CZ, EE, ES, 
FI, FR, HE (DE), HU, IE, 
IT, LT, LU, LV, NL, NO, 
NRW (DE), UK

Universities can only 
create not-for-profit 
legal entities: CH, CY, 
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Feature 1 - Governance in the  

United Kingdom

UK universities have a dual governing 

structure, which includes an academic senate 

and a council. The Council, which usually 

comprises approximately 25 members, is 

an independent entity and nearly always 

contains academic staff and student 

representatives, although there tends to 

be a majority of independent external 

members. Appointments are managed by a 

nominations committee, and vacancies are 

normally widely publicised both within and 

outside the institution. 

Differences between institutional governing 

bodies stem from their historical origins. In the 

case of the so-called “pre-1992” higher education 

institutions, the composition and powers of the 

governing body are laid down in and limited by 

the charter and statutes of the institution. For the 

“post-1992” universities and colleges, they are 

laid down in the Education Reform Act 1988 (as 

amended by the Further and Higher Education 

Act 1992).

The scope and division of responsibilities between 

governing bodies may vary considerably between 

higher education systems. In Iceland, for instance, the 

senate appoints the academic staff representatives 

on the university board; otherwise it merely plays an 

advisory role. In Germany, decision-making powers 

lie mainly with the senate in some states and with the 

board/council in others. In Hesse, for example, the 

senate is the main decision-making body, while the 

council is advisory and only confirms the institution’s 

development plan. In North Rhine-Westphalia, the 

council elects the president and vice-presidents and 

decides on the development plan, while the senate 

confirms the elections and decides on the university 

statutes. In Austria, the rectorate coexists as a collegial 

body on an equal footing with the senate and the 

council, in fact providing Austrian universities with 

three governing bodies. 

In a dual structure, the board/council is often 

responsible for long-term strategic decisions, 

such as statutes, strategic plans, the election of 

the rector and vice-rectors and budget allocation. 

The senate is entrusted with academic issues, 

such as curricula, degrees and staff promotions, 

and consists mainly of internal members of 

the university community. In some cases, the 

senate includes only professors. More typically, 

however, it also comprises representatives of other 

categories of academic and administrative staff as 

well as students.

Feature 2 - Large governing bodies (Spain, 

Switzerland & Italy)

In Spain, the composition of the university 

governing bodies varies widely. The 

senate may contain up to 300 members, 

including professors, junior academic staff, 

administrative staff and students. Universities 

themselves determine the exact composition 

of the senate, although the law prescribes 

that professors must make up the majority. 

The senate typically decides on the university 

strategy and elects the rector. 

As with the senate, the composition of 

university boards differs within Spain. The 

board may contain up to 50 members, its 

composition being similar to that of the 

senate. Professors constitute the majority, 

while the remaining share is made up of 

junior academics, administrative staff and 

students. The board is the executive organ 

of the university and handles day-to-day 

affairs, such as staffing issues. It also proposes 

the budget. The board contains only few 

external members. These are chosen by the 

university’s social council, which is appointed 

by the regional government and includes 

representatives from business, trade unions 

and civil society. The social council approves 

the institutional budget and the annual 

accounts.
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In Switzerland, the composition of university 

senates also varies. They range from around 

25 (elected) to about 200 members (if all 

professors sit in the senate). In addition to 

professors, elected senates usually include 

other academic staff, administrative staff and 

student representatives. Professors (including 

deans) usually make up the largest share. The 

senate mostly acts as a consultative body. It 

may comment on a variety of questions, such 

as the strategic direction of the university. In 

some cases, it puts forward a candidate for the 

position of rector and, in most cases, it confirms 

the selection of the executive head. At times, 

the senate may suggest potential candidates for 

the university council or select the vice-rectors.

The university council is the main executive 

body. It is usually a board-type body and 

includes only external members. It takes all 

major decisions, such as financial issues, strategic 

planning, reporting and staffing procedures 

(particularly for permanent professors).

In Italy, the structure of governing bodies is 

defined in the university’s statutes, but in fact 

differs little between institutions. There may 

be some variation regarding, for instance, 

the number of external members included 

in the board. The senate comprises all deans, 

academic representatives chosen according to 

discipline (e.g. by department) and, by law, 

15% students. It is unusual for non-academic 

staff to be represented.

The board comprises the rector, the head 

of administration and representatives of 

the different categories of academic staff 

(full professors, associate professors and 

researchers). 15% of the members come 

from the student body and between two and 

four members are elected by non-academic 

staff. Boards may also include one or two 

external members, appointed by the national 

or regional governments. These members 

are typically from the public sector. Some 

universities have established advisory councils, 

in which local businesses and members of civil 

society are represented.

In other countries, universities have a unitary 

governing system, in which there is only one 

main decision-making body. This body, which 

is responsible for all major decisions, may be 

known as the senate, the council or by another 

name. A senate-type body exists in Brandenburg, 

Estonia, Greece, Ireland, Latvia, Poland and 

Turkey. A board- or council-type body exists in 

Denmark, France, Luxembourg, Norway, Portugal 

and Sweden. (Higher education institutions in 

Brandenburg in fact share a common board, 

which provides strategic advice to the university 

leadership and puts forward candidates for the 

university presidency).

Feature 3 - Governance in the Netherlands

Dutch institutions have a dual governing 

structure, which encompasses two board-

type bodies (rather than one senate and one 

board). The main governing body of the 

university is the executive board, which usually 

comprises the president, the vice-president 

and the rector. The president is responsible for 

major strategic decisions and represents the 

university externally. The vice-president, who 

is often external to the university, is responsible 

for finances and staffing. The rector deals with 

academic affairs.

The members of the executive board are 

appointed by the supervisory board, which 

includes only external members selected by 

the ministry. The members represent a variety 

of interests, such as business, other universities 

and scientific institutes, government and civil 

society. Besides appointing and dismissing 

the members of the executive board, the 

supervisory body maintains a certain distance 

from day-to-day affairs. Instead, it monitors 

compliance with relevant regulations and the 

achievement of strategic goals.
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External members in governing bodies

The inclusion and appointment of external members 

is an important aspect of a university’s governing 

structure. If an institution is able to include them, 

the selection can be carried out by the university 

itself and/or by an external authority.

The ability to decide on the inclusion of external 

members in university governing bodies is fairly 

rare. Only in Estonia, Italy and the United Kingdom 

are universities free to decide whether or not they 

wish to include them. In Brandenburg, Greece, 

Latvia, Poland and Turkey, universities are unable 

to include external members in their governing 

bodies, although in Turkey this restriction does not 

apply to private institutions. In the remaining 20 

systems, they are required to include them.

External members of governing bodies are usually 

fully integrated into the decision-making process. 

There are only some restrictions in this respect: 

in France, for instance, external members cannot 

participate in the election of the rector. In dual 

systems, external members are typically included in 

the board-type or council-type body. Of the unitary 

systems with a senate-type governing body, only 

Estonia and Ireland include external members.

Map 1 - Structure of governing bodies and inclusion of external members

� Universities can include external members   
   
� Universities must include external members     
   
� Universities cannot include external members
 Dual governance structure
         Unitary governance structure   
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The appointment of external members follows four 

main models:

1. �Universities are free to appoint the external 

members of their governing bodies in Denmark, 

Estonia, Finland, Portugal and the United Kingdom. 

2. �External members are proposed by the institution, 

but appointed by an external authority in 

Norway, Slovakia and Sweden. 

3. �Some of the members are appointed by the 

university and some by an external authority in 

Austria, Cyprus, France, Hesse, Iceland and Lithuania. 

4. �An external authority decides on the appointment 

in Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 

Spain and Switzerland. 

There may be some more specific variations on the 

four main procedures. In the Czech Republic, the 

external members are appointed by the minister after 

consultation with the rector. In North Rhine-Westphalia, 

the external members are appointed by a special 

selection committee, which comprises representatives 

of the university, the board itself and the state ministry.

Figure 6 - Selection of external members in 

governing bodies

Feature 4 - Governance of foundation 

universities in Turkey

Turkey has an important private higher 

education sector. It consists of non-profit 

foundation universities, whose governance 

differs from that of public universities. 

Foundation universities have a dual governing 

structure, comprising a senate composed 

of representatives from the different groups 

of the university community, and a board of 

trustees. The board includes representatives of 

the founding foundation, external members 

appointed by the foundation and the rector of 

the university. The foundation determines the 

number of external members to be included, 

which typically varies between four and six. 

External members usually come from industry, 

economics and finance, or they may be 

academics from other universities.

There is no hierarchical relationship between 

the senate and the board. The former decides 

on academic affairs, while the latter takes 

financial and administrative decisions. The 

board also selects the rector, who is then 

formally appointed by the council for higher 

education.

Recent  deve lopments 

The drive towards an enhanced institutional ability 

to decide on university affairs continues, fostered by 

some major legislative changes in the past few years. 

In Portugal, for instance, a new higher education 

law, which was passed in 2007, has improved 

public universities’ autonomy in many respects. 

If they fulfil certain criteria – for example, at least 

half of their funding is external – public universities 

can apply for the legal status of foundations. So 

far, this opportunity has been taken up by three 

universities. By adopting this status, universities 

gain greater flexibility, in particular in deciding on 

their governance structures and financial affairs.
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In Finland, the legal status of universities changed 

in January 2010. Universities are now corporations 

under public law. Two universities have acquired the 

status of foundations under private law. At the same 

time, the governing structure of the universities has 

changed from a unitary to a dual system. External 

members were previously limited to one or two in 

the institutional senate. Now, at least 40% of the 

membership of the board of a public university must 

be external. Members are elected by the university 

senate, which may also decide to include a majority 

of external members in the board. The board’s chair 

and vice-chair are elected from among the external 

members.

In Lithuania, there has been a similar shift. The 

status of the governing bodies has changed with 

the passing of a new law in spring 2009. Previously, 

the main decision-making body was the senate, 

while the council played a supervisory role. Now 

the senate, which mainly comprises internal 

members, decides on academic issues and acts as a 

preparatory body for the council. The council is the 

main executive body. It comprises nine or eleven 

members, of which four or five are put forward by 

the ministry. The university and the ministry also 

jointly decide on an additional – usually external – 

council member.

A new governing structure is about to be 

introduced at the University of Tartu in Estonia. In 

the future, the main governing body will be a board 

containing a majority of external members, who 

are appointed by the ministry and the academy of 

sciences. The laws regulating university governance 

are also expected to change in Italy and Poland in 

the coming year.

These examples reflect a trend towards more 

managerial universities with smaller decision-

making bodies, into which external stakeholders 

have been integrated. 

The ability of universities to decide on their internal 

academic structures also represents an important 

aspect of organisational autonomy. In Sweden, for 

example, the internal organisation of universities 

was deregulated in January 2011. The law previously 

required the existence of faculty boards to decide 

on various academic issues. Faculty boards are no 

longer legally obligatory and universities are now 

free to determine their own internal academic 

structures.
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Al loca t ion  of  pub l i c  fund ing

More and more countries are moving towards 

longer-term negotiated contracts between the 

ministry and universities, in which the rights and 

responsibilities of the institution – regarding 

resources and student numbers, for instance – are 

determined with possible annual adjustments. 

There is a perceptible trend, especially in Western 

Europe, towards the allocation of public funding 

through block grants, rather than line-item budgets 

(Estermann & Bennetot Pruvot 2011: 25-26).

Block grants are financial grants that cover several 

categories of expenditure, such as teaching, 

operational costs and/or research activities. In such 

a framework, universities are free to divide and 

distribute their funding internally according to their 

needs, although some restrictions may still apply.

By contrast, in a line-item budget, the ministry or 

parliament pre-allocates university funding to cost 

items and/or activities. Institutions are thus unable 

to distribute their funds, or may only do so within 

strict limitations. Line-item budgets are only used 

in Cyprus, Greece and Turkey. In the remaining 

25 systems, universities receive their basic public 

funding in the form of a block grant, which they 

can autonomously divide between their internal 

cost items and/or activities. However, this does not 

necessarily mean that universities are entirely free in 

the use of their basic funding.

Figure 7 - Public funding modalities
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There are no restrictions on the internal allocation 

of the block grant for Brandenburg, Denmark, 

Estonia, Finland, Hesse, Italy, Luxembourg, the 

Netherlands, North Rhine-Westphalia, Norway, 

Spain, Switzerland and the United Kingdom.

In France, Hungary, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, 

Portugal, Slovakia and Sweden, the block grant 

is divided into broad categories, such as teaching 

and research (Iceland, Sweden), teaching, research 

and infrastructure (Latvia, Lithuania), salaries and 

operational costs (Portugal), or investments, salaries 

and operational costs (France). As a rule, universities 

are unable to move funds between these categories. 

In France, funds can be transferred into operations and 

investments, but not into salaries; in Iceland, shifting 

funds is possible in theory, but rarely done in practice.

In the following countries, universities receive a block 

grant that can be freely allocated, although some 

minor restrictions apply. In Austria, where universities 

receive their basic funding as a three-year block grant, 

a 2% reserve is set aside and allocated to institutions 

on an annual basis, although this is not perceived 

as a significant restriction on institutional autonomy. 

In the Czech Republic, approximately 80% of the 

basic funds is allocated as a block grant and primarily 

intended for teaching, 20% is earmarked for 

projects and development, while research funding is 

mainly competitive. In Ireland, a percentage of the 

block grant is earmarked for specific tasks, such as 

widening access for disadvantaged socio-economic 

groups. Institutions cannot use this money for other 

purposes. In Poland, universities receive a block grant 

for teaching and, potentially, an additional grant for 

the development of infrastructure. Research funding 

is allocated directly to the faculties.

One year is by far the most common funding 

period. It is longer only in Austria, Brandenburg and 

Luxembourg. In these systems, budgets are decided 

for three, two and four years, respectively. In Norway, 

the funding period for results-based funds, which 

make up nearly half of the total public funding, is two 

years. Finally, the funding period of some universities 

in Switzerland may be longer than one year, but this 

has to be confirmed annually by the cantonal or 

federal parliament. 

Keep ing  surp lus  on  pub l i c  fund ing
 

Universities in the following 15 systems are entirely 

free to keep a surplus on their public funding: 

Austria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Hesse, 

Hungary, Iceland, Italy, the Netherlands, North 

Rhine-Westphalia, Slovakia, Spain, Switzerland and 

the United Kingdom. In the United Kingdom and 

Estonia, however, public funding may be adjusted 

for the following year if the university either exceeds 

or fails to meet the prescribed intake or graduates. 

Universities in Cyprus, Greece, Ireland and Lithuania 

are unable to keep a surplus.

In addition, other restrictions may apply. The 

approval of an external authority is required in the 

Czech Republic, Latvia, Luxembourg, Portugal and 

Turkey. In the Czech Republic, Norway and Sweden, 

the surplus can be kept up to a maximum percentage 

(5% in the Czech Republic and Norway, and 10% 

in Sweden). In Turkey, the allocation of the surplus 

is predetermined by an external authority. In Poland, 

the surplus can only be spent on investments. In 

Brandenburg, although universities are legally entitled 

to keep a surplus, the financial crisis has led the state 

government to reclaim some of the excess funds.

Figure 8 - Ability to keep a surplus

15

4

2

2

3

2

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

Can keep surplus without 
restrictions: 
AT, CH, DK, EE, ES, FI, 
FR, HE (DE), HU, IS, IT, 
NL, NRW (DE), SK, UK

Can keep surplus with 
approval of external 
authority: LV, LU, PT

Can keep surplus up 
to maximum percentage: 
NO, SE

Allocation of surplus 
predetermined by 
external authority: 
BB (DE), PL

Unable to keep 
surplus: CY, GR, 
IE, LT

Other or multiple 
restrictions: CZ, TR



The State of University 
Autonomy in 2010

32

2
Borrowing money

Universities in seven systems – Greece, Hesse, 

Hungary, Norway, Portugal, Switzerland and Turkey 

– are unable to borrow money on the financial 

markets. (Foundation universities in Portugal and 

Turkey are at least theoretically able to do so). In 

Austria, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, 

Finland and the Netherlands, universities can 

borrow money without restrictions.

In Cyprus, France, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg 

and Spain, institutions can borrow money with the 

approval of an external authority, while in Sweden 

and Brandenburg they can only use specific, state-

owned banks. In Brandenburg, Ireland, Italy, North 

Rhine-Westphalia and Slovakia, the law prescribes 

that universities may only borrow up to a maximum 

percentage.

In Poland, universities are able to borrow money and 

the state may guarantee the loan. However, if the loan 

is to be guaranteed by university assets received from 

the state or local government, the treasury minister 

must approve the loan application. In Iceland, 

although public universities cannot borrow money 

directly, companies owned by these universities 

can. In the UK, universities can borrow freely as 

long as the yearly costs of the financial commitment 

remain under 4% of their total income; beyond that 

percentage, they are required to secure the approval 

of the Higher Education Funding Council.

Figure 9 - Ability to borrow money

Ownersh ip  of  land  and bu i ld ings

The capacity of universities to buy, sell and build 

facilities autonomously is closely linked to their 

freedom to determine their institutional strategy 

and academic profile. This study again confirmed 

that cultural perceptions and traditions to a large 

extent determine whether institutions consider 

owning or renting their facilities more favourable. 

High maintenance costs or restrictions associated 

with historical buildings may lead universities in 

some systems to prefer not to own their facilities.

Universities are unable to own buildings in 

Brandenburg, Hesse, Hungary, Lithuania, North 

Rhine-Westphalia and Sweden. In the remaining 

22 countries, universities can own their buildings. 

EUA’s initial study on university autonomy has 

already shown that, in some higher education 

systems, buildings are not necessarily owned 

directly by the state or by the university, but 

by public real estate companies (Estermann & 

Nokkala 2009: 24-25). This is the case in Austria, 

Finland and Sweden.

A more detailed look at the legal framework of 

those countries in which universities may own their 

buildings shows that higher education institutions 

are not necessarily able to decide autonomously 

on the sale of these assets. In Austria, the Czech 

Republic, Denmark, Italy, the Netherlands, Slovakia, 

Spain and the United Kingdom, universities may 

sell buildings without restrictions. In eight countries 

(CH, CY, EE, FR, GR, IS, LU, NO), institutions require 

the permission of an external authority, typically the 

ministry or parliament, to sell their real estate. In 

Norway, such an authorisation is required only in 

the case of historic buildings. In six countries (FI, IE, 

LV, PL, PT, TR), there are other restrictions, some of 

which are presented in figure 10.
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Figure 10 - Ability to sell university-owned real 

estate

In 2010, the Finnish government relinquished 

its full ownership of buildings and provided 

universities with majority ownership rights through 

a specific legal framework. Buildings are owned and 

maintained by three companies, which in turn are 

owned jointly by the universities (67%) and the 

government (33%). Under this new arrangement, 

universities are able to use their majority ownership 

of these companies as collateral for loans. 

Universities can decide on selling real estate only 

through these companies. On the other hand, the 

real estate companies negotiate with the universities 

before selling property.

In Poland, most buildings owned by the universities 

are provided by the state or local government. The 

university senate can decide on the sale of university 

assets, but if the building was allocated from 

resources of the treasury or a local government, the 

treasury minister must approve it.

In Latvia, university buildings may be owned by the 

state or by the universities, in which case institutions 

can sell them freely. Universities may also request 

that the state sell the state-owned buildings they 

occupy. In most cases however, universities choose 

to continue to occupy these buildings; they hope 

to obtain full ownership at a future point and thus 

recover the income generated by the sale.

Feature 5 - Legal vs. actual ownership of 

university buildings (Denmark, Austria & 

France)

Universities’ legal or formal ability to 

own buildings, and the extent to which 

they actually do so, may diverge widely. 

Universities in Austria and Denmark, for 

instance, are theoretically able to own 

real estate. However, in both countries, 

universities actually own only a minority of 

the buildings they occupy.

In Denmark, higher education institutions 

are theoretically able to own (and sell) 

their buildings. Universities are keen to 

acquire ownership to raise capital and 

increase flexibility. However, the conditions 

under which buildings can be purchased 

are unpredictable and unfavourable. The 

majority of buildings are therefore still 

owned by the state. Universities only tend to 

own real estate they received as donations 

or acquired through the merger with an 

entity that owned the building in the first 

place. There are some exceptions, such as 

the Copenhagen Business School and the 

Technical University of Denmark, which own 

all their buildings.

In Austria, the vast majority of university 

buildings is owned by a real estate company 

called the BIG (Bundesimmobiliengesellschaft), 

and rented to the universities. The BIG 

manages most of the publicly-owned real 

estate. Though universities are free to acquire 

buildings, for instance in a public-private-

partnership or joint venture, this only happens 

on a small scale. This situation is regarded 

as a significant restriction on institutional 

autonomy.

French universities can only own their buildings 

if they have the technical competencies 

and resources to do so. Following the 

implementation of the autonomy reform in 

2007, universities are now able to request  
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the ‘dévolution’, i.e. the handing over of all 

university buildings owned by the state to the  

institution. Universities have to fulfil certain 

conditions to qualify for this scheme, which 

was voluntarily piloted by three universities 

in 2011. However, despite obtaining full 

ownership of their real estate, universities 

still need to secure the approval of a state 

authority to sell their assets.

Students ’  f inanc ia l  cont r ibut ions

This study considers the issue of student 

contributions6 in so far as it relates to universities’ 

financial autonomy. Universities’ ability to set 

fees and decide on their level is often essential to 

ensuring their financial capacity, since it enables 

the institution to generate new funding streams 

through private contributions. In some systems, 

this income represents a significant percentage of 

the university budget and the ability to charge and 

set fees thus plays a central role for institutional 

strategies.

The following table describes the ability to set tuition 

fees for national/EU students and non-EU students 

in the 28 higher education systems included in the 

study. Three main models exist in Europe: fees may 

be freely determined by the university itself; a public 

authority may decide on fees; or a public authority 

and universities may cooperate in setting fees. The 

modalities of collaborative fee-setting range from 

genuine negotiations between universities and the 

external authority, to the external authority setting 

a ceiling under which universities may levy fees. In 

some systems, public authorities allocate a number 

of state-funded study places, while the institutions 

may take in additional students and set fees for 

them within a given framework.

6 �This study considers private student contributions in two forms: (1) tuition fees, as annual contributions paid by students to cover all or part 
of tuition costs in higher education; and (2) administrative fees, as contributions of students to different administrative costs (entrance fees, 
registration fees, certification fees, etc.).

Figure 11 - Tuition fees for national/EU Bachelor students

Estonia
Hungary

Luxembourg
Latvia

Fees set by 
universities

Tuition fees for national and EU Bachelor students
No tuition fees for 
national and EU 

Bachelor students

Italy
Lithuania

North Rhine- 
Westphalia (DE)

Portugal
United Kingdom

Switzerland

Ceiling set by 
public authorities

Universities and 
public authorities 

cooperate

Austria
Cyprus
France

The Netherlands
Spain
Turkey

Fees set by law 
or by public 
authorities

Cooperative 
model

Brandenburg (DE)
Czech Republic

Denmark
Finland
Greece

Hesse (DE)
Iceland
Ireland
Norway
Poland
Slovakia
Sweden
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Generally speaking, universities are more autonomous 

in setting fees for non-EU students than for national/

EU students whose fees are often either set by an 

external authority or not levied at all.

There are a large number of additional regulations 

regarding student contributions. Even in systems 

where the majority of national/EU students do not 

as a rule pay fees, they may nonetheless be required 

to do so if they fulfil certain specific conditions, 

some of which are described below.

In Austria, due to an amendment to the higher 

education law in September 2008, there are no fees 

for regular students unless they study for longer 

than the standard duration (plus one tolerance 

semester). In some specific cases (e.g. students in 

part-time employment or from the least developed 

countries), fees may be waived. A similar situation 

can be found in the Czech Republic, where there are 

no fees for students who take programmes taught 

in Czech and finish their studies in time. Recent 

reforms in Finland have led to the introduction 

of a trial scheme, which enables universities to 

levy tuition fees for non-EU/EEA students who are 

taking part in separate, English-language Master’s 

programmes, provided appropriate scholarship 

schemes are set up. In Norway, universities may 

acquire the permission to establish professional 

Master’s degrees (e.g. MBA programmes), for 

which they may set fees.

In Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, there are both 

publicly and privately funded study places. An 

external authority decides on the number of state-

funded – and hence tuition-free – places. Universities 

may determine the fee level for additional privately-

funded study places, which is generally the same as 

or lower than the funds they receive for state-funded 

places. Similarly, in Hungary, national/EU students 

may either be state- or self-funded, depending 

on their previous academic achievements. An 

additional regulation applies in Estonia, where fees 

may not be increased by more than 10% from one 

year to the next.

In Poland and Slovakia, there are no tuition fees 

for full-time national/EU students. However, for 

part-time students, who make up a considerable 

share of the student population, fees are either set 

freely by the university (SK) or may not exceed the 

Universities free 
to set tuition fees

Cooperation 
universities/ 

external authority

Ceiling set by 
law or external 

authority

Fees set by law or 
external authority 

No fees

National and 
EU students/ 
Bachelor level

EE, HU, LU, LV CH
IT, LT, NRW (DE), 

PT, UK
AT, CY, ES, FR, 

NL, TR

BB (DE), CZ, DK, 
FI, GR, HE (DE), IE, 
IS, NO, PL, SE, SK

National and 
EU students/ 
Master’s level

EE, GR, HU, IE, LU, 
LV, PT, UK

CH IT, LT, NRW (DE)
AT, CY, ES, FR, 

NL, TR

BB (DE), CZ, DK, 
FI, HE (DE), IS, 
NO, PL, SE, SK

National and 
EU students/ 
Doctoral level

EE, IE, HU, LT, LU, 
LV, NL, PT, UK

CH IT AT, CY, ES, FR, TR

BB (DE), CZ, DK, 
FI, GR, HE (DE), IS, 

NO, NRW (DE), 
PL, SE, SK

Non-EU 
students/

Bachelor level

EE, HU, IE, LT, LU, 
LV, NL, PT, SE, SK, 

TR, UK
CH, DK, PL IT, NRW (DE) AT, CY, ES, FR, GR

BB (DE), CZ, FI, 
HE (DE), IS, NO

Non-EU 
students/ 

Master’s level

EE, GR, HU, IE, LT, 
LU, LV, NL, PT, SE, 

SK, TR, UK
CH, DK, PL IT, NRW (DE) AT, CY, ES, FR

BB (DE),CZ, FI, HE 
(DE), IS, NO

Non-EU 
students/ 

Doctoral level

EE, IE, LT, LU, LV, 
NL, PT, SK, TR, UK

CH, HU, PL IT AT, CY, ES, FR
BB (DE), CZ, DK, 

FI, GR, HE (DE), IS, 
NO, NRW (DE), SE

Table 9 - Setting tuition fees
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2
actual costs of educating students (PL). In Slovakia, 

institutions may also levy fees for students who are 

studying for more than one degree. 

In Turkey, different regulations concerning tuition 

fees apply to public and private institutions. Fees 

for national students at public universities are set 

by the council of ministers, whereas those for 

foreign students can be set by the university itself. 

In foundation universities, fees for all students are 

set internally by the university’s board of trustees.

In Ireland, there are no tuition fees for national/

EU Bachelor undergraduate students, although 

they are charged a ‘student services’ contribution 

(€2000 for the academic year 2011/2012). Finally, 

in Italy, universities can charge fees, but these may 

not exceed 20% of the state funds.

Recent  deve lopments 

The state of financial autonomy in Europe has 

been marked by two major – partly opposed – 

developments. On the one hand, the economic 

crisis, which has unfolded since October 2008, 

has had a strong effect on public funding in many 

countries7. Not only are funds often diminishing, 

but the form in which they are provided to 

universities is also changing. They are increasingly 

subject to restrictions placed on their allocation, 

or accompanied by more stringent accountability 

7 �EUA has been monitoring the evolution of the economic crisis and its effects on higher education systems in Europe since its onset in 2008. The 
continuous feedback from various sources fed into up-to-date reports on the situation and highlighted the evolving nature of the effects that the 
crisis has had on higher education across Europe: www.eua.be/public-funding-observatory

� Fees set freely by universities
   
� Cooperation between universities and external authority     
   
� Ceiling set by law or external authority   
� Fees set by law or external authority   
   
� No fees
   

Map 2 - Tuition fees for non-EU Bachelor students
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requirements. This has given public authorities 

greater steering power over universities, which has 

significantly reduced institutions’ autonomy and 

their capacity to manage funds as they see fit.

In addition, there is a general trend towards targeting 

public funding at strategic national priorities. For 

example, funding for the so-called STEM (science, 

technology, engineering, mathematics) subjects is 

increasing in Austria, Finland, Portugal and the UK. 

This is boosting governments’ steering power and 

limiting universities’ ability to act autonomously, 

particularly if these funds are being carved out of 

block grant funding.

Universities’ ability to retain surpluses has also 

been questioned as a result of the economic crisis. 

Some universities in the Nordic countries have 

had to justify keeping their surpluses for future 

strategic investments. In Brandenburg, universities 

have accumulated a €25 million public funding 

surplus over a two-year funding period. The state 

government intended to reclaim €10 million, 

despite the fact that universities in Brandenburg are 

entitled by law to keep their surplus.

In a number of systems, there has been a noticeable 

move towards student contributions. Finland and 

Sweden have taken steps to introduce fees for non-

EU students. In Finland, this has happened on a 

limited scale since 2010, namely for a number of 

Master’s programmes taught in foreign languages. 

In Sweden, fees for non-EU students are being 

introduced in autumn 2011, which will be required 

to cover costs across the institution. In the UK, the 

ceiling for national/EU students has been raised 

almost threefold to £9000. Some systems, by 

contrast, have moved in the opposite direction: in 

North Rhine-Westphalia, tuition fees at Bachelor 

and Master’s level, which are currently set by the 

university under an externally imposed ceiling, will 

be abolished in 2011.

For certain aspects of financial management, 

universities have gained greater freedom of action. 

There has been a move from line-item funding to 

block grants in Latvia and Lithuania. Almost all 

European countries now allocate their funding in 

the form of block grants, although, as described 

above, numerous restrictions remain concerning 

their internal allocation.

More countries now allow their universities 

to borrow money on the financial markets. 

Lithuanian universities have recently obtained the 

– albeit limited – capacity to do so. In practice, 

however, this ability is not always used. In some 

countries, including Latvia, universities require the 

authorisation of the ministry to borrow, but this is 

unlikely to be granted.

Finally, universities in some systems have at least 

formally increased their financial autonomy by 

gaining ownership of the buildings they occupy. 

In France, a new university law is gradually giving 

universities the option of acquiring their buildings. 

In 2011, three universities, which fulfilled the 

necessary technical requirements, were granted 

ownership of their buildings in a pilot project. In 

Finland, university buildings are now owned by 

three real-estate companies that are in turn co-

owned by the government but majority-owned by 

the universities themselves. Through an amendment 

to the law on university real estate, the University 

of Luxembourg will also receive broader ownership 

rights. 
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A detailed comparison of the different elements 

of staffing autonomy presents a challenge due to 

the hugely diverse regulations concerning different 

categories of university personnel and the differing 

legal frameworks of public and private labour law, 

which impact on the ability to recruit, remunerate, 

dismiss and promote staff.

Recru i tment  o f  s ta f f

The analysis demonstrates that there are significant 

differences in recruitment procedures across Europe, 

ranging from a large degree of independence in the 

recruitment of staff to formalised procedures that 

necessitate the approval of an external authority.

In 18 systems (AT, CH, CY, DK, EE, FI, HE, IS, IT, 

LT, LU, LV, NL, NO, NRW, PL, SE, UK), universities 

are essentially free to recruit their own academic 

staff. In a number of these, such as Austria, Hesse or 

Sweden, general guidelines regarding the selection 

procedure or basic qualifications for senior academic 

staff, the requirement to publish open positions or 

the composition of the selection committee, are 

specified in the law. However, external authorities 

do not become involved in the recruitment process 

itself.

Tighter restrictions apply in the ten remaining 

countries, which are summarised in table 10.

2.3 Staffing autonomy

Organisational 
autonomy

Financial 
autonomy

Staffing 
autonomy

Academic 
autonomy

• �Selection procedure for 
the executive head

• �Selection criteria for the 
executive head

• �Dismissal of the executive 
head

• �Term of office of the 
executive head

• �Inclusion and selection 
of external members in 
governing bodies

• �Capacity to decide on 
academic structures

• �Capacity to create legal 
entities

• �Length and type of public 
funding

• �Ability to keep surplus

• �Ability to borrow money

• �Ability to own buildings

• �Ability to charge tuition 
fees for national/EU 
students (BA, MA, PhD)

• �Ability to charge tuition 
fees for non-EU students 
(BA, MA, PhD)

• �Capacity to decide on 
recruitment procedures 
(senior academic/senior 
administrative staff)

• �Capacity to decide on 
salaries (senior academic/
senior administrative staff)

• �Capacity to decide 
on dismissals (senior 
academic/senior 
administrative staff)

• �Capacity to decide on 
promotions (senior 
academic/senior 
administrative staff

• �Capacity to decide on 
overall student numbers

• �Capacity to select students 
(BA, MA)

• �Capacity to introduce 
programmes (BA, MA, 
PhD)

• �Capacity to terminate 
programmes

• �Capacity to choose the 
language of instruction 
(BA, MA)

• �Capacity to select quality 
assurance mechanisms 
and providers

• �Capacity to design content 
of degree programmes
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In four systems, the appointment of some (CZ, HU, 

SK) or all (GR) senior academic staff members must 

be confirmed by an external authority. Although 

some appointments in Brandenburg must in 

principle be confirmed by an external authority, the 

state government may make statutes for individual 

universities, which effectively allow them to carry 

out the selection process independently.

In France, Greece and Turkey, the number of posts 

for some or all senior academic staff is regulated 

by an external authority. In Turkey, for instance, 

the council for higher education allocates a specific 

number of vacancies to universities, which may 

then carry out the recruitment process on their 

own. When a post holder resigns or retires, the post 

again comes under consideration by the higher 

education council. In Denmark, the number of 

professors in the highest category is theoretically 

limited. However, institutions do not consider this as 

restrictive, since they are able to employ individuals 

in a lower category and pay them a higher salary.

In Ireland, a moratorium on staffing across the state-

funded sector has been implemented in response to 

the economic crisis. All universities have committed 

to the moratorium, which entails a 6% reduction 

in staff numbers and a ban on promotions and 

permanent positions. It applies to academic and 

administrative staff alike.

In Spain, recruitments are made from a pool of 

candidates who have previously been accredited by 

the national agency ANECA. Similarly, in Portugal, 

candidates for full professorships must undergo 

personal accreditation by a jury, which involves the 

evaluation of an applicant’s scientific output.

In Estonia, institutions are free to recruit academic 

staff, but must adhere to a quality agreement signed 

by the universities themselves. This agreement 

contains some general guidelines regarding the 

selection of senior academic staff as well as more 

specific regulations concerning the recruitment 

for different positions (full professors, associate 

professors, etc.).

Feature 6 - Recruitment practices for senior 

academic staff (Czech Republic, Finland, 

Sweden, France & Italy)

Although there is of course some variation 

with regard to recruitment practices for 

senior academic personnel, most systems 

follow fairly similar procedures. It is common 

practice to specify selection criteria at faculty 

level and to set up a selection committee to 

evaluate candidates. The successful applicant 

is subsequently appointed at faculty level 

or, alternatively, by a decision-making body 

at university level. The selection committee  

 

Table 10 - Restrictions on senior academic staff recruitment

Recruitment confirmed by an 
external authority for some or all

Number of posts regulated by 
external authority for some or all

Other restrictions

BB (DE)

CZ

ES

FR

GR

HU

IE

PT

SK

TR
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either recommends one candidate or provides 

the decision-making body with a shortlist of 

preferred candidates in order of priority.

In the Czech Republic, a full professorship 

is more akin to an academic qualification 

than a post. In order to become a professor, 

a candidate has to be an associate professor 

and demonstrate adequate scientific and 

teaching abilities. An application is evaluated 

by the faculty’s and the university’s scientific 

boards, which must be specifically accredited 

for this purpose. If it deems a candidate fit for 

professorial status, the university’s scientific 

board makes a proposal to the minister. The 

latter in turn makes a proposal to the President 

of the Republic, who ultimately grants the 

status. Universities are free to determine the 

required qualifications for each post. Open 

posts must be advertised publicly and all those 

holding the required qualifications may apply.

In Finland, professorial vacancies generally 

have to be publicly announced. However, 

a vacancy may be filled without public 

notification if a person holding very specific 

and unique competencies is directly invited 

to take up the post or if a post is filled for a 

fixed period only. Statements regarding the 

qualifications and merits of applicants must 

be provided by a minimum of two experts 

if a person is appointed until further notice 

or for a minimum of two years. The faculty 

council makes a decision on the basis of these 

statements; the rector or chancellor then 

appoints the professor. An appointment ‘by 

invitation’ is also possible in Sweden. 

In France, academic staff is recruited 

from a list of candidates drawn up by a 

national committee of academic peers. This 

committee, whose membership is partly 

decided by the academics themselves and 

partly nominated by the ministry, decides 

on applications of scientists who wish to  

 

be included in the list. Universities then fill 

open positions with candidates from this list. 

Following the autonomy reform, universities 

have also been given the opportunity to hire 

non-permanent, non-civil servant staff freely, 

although these represent only a minority of 

university personnel.

In Italy, the selection of senior academic staff 

involves scientific evaluation panels, which 

typically comprise one internal and four 

external members. External members are 

usually full professors working in a pertinent 

scientific field at other Italian universities. 

Evaluation panels assess scientific merit on the 

basis of previous research and publications.

In 22 systems (all but DK, ES, FR, GR, IE and PT), 

institutions are essentially free to decide on the 

recruitment of senior administrative staff. In the 

remainder, certain practices affect universities’ 

flexibility. 

In France, the ability to recruit administrative staff 

varies by category. The recruitment of personnel 

working in libraries and central administration is 

carried out by an external authority in a national 

competition. On the other hand, universities are 

free to recruit heads of administration and other 

staff categories, such as ‘ingénieurs de recherche’.

In Portugal, public universities have two staff 

categories: civil servants on permanent contracts 

and non-civil servants on fixed-term contracts. 

Administrative staff on civil servant contracts are 

hired according to public administration rules. 

In Greece, permanent administrative employees 

are recruited in a national competition for 

administrative staff in all public services. The 

national council for the selection of administrative 

staff matches the requests of universities with those 

of applicants. Temporary administrative posts may 

be filled freely by universities following an open call. 

Finally, in Denmark, the number of certain high-

level university management staff, such as pro-vice 

chancellors, is limited.
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S taf f  sa lar ies

Universities in Europe are generally not entirely free 

to set the salaries of their academic or administrative 

staff members. Salaries for senior academic staff 

can be determined by universities in only four 

countries: the Czech Republic, Estonia, Sweden and 

Switzerland. In Latvia, the state sets a minimum 

salary for each staff category; however, this is largely 

equivalent to national labour regulations that set a 

minimum salary and is therefore not regarded as a 

restriction. 

In Denmark, salary bands are negotiated with other 

parties. Overall limits are placed on professorial 

salaries in Brandenburg, Hesse and North Rhine-

Westphalia. In the three German states, professors 

appointed after 2002 are guaranteed a minimum 

salary, while those appointed before 2002 are civil 

servants whose salary bands are fixed. The salaries 

for other senior academic staff are negotiated with 

other parties. In Finland, the Netherlands and the 

United Kingdom, salaries for all senior academic 

staff are negotiated with other parties. In Norway, 

salary bands are negotiated and there is a ceiling for 

professorial salaries. However, this ceiling is so high 

that it is rarely reached. 

In Cyprus, Greece, Iceland, Italy, Slovakia and Spain, 

the salaries of all academic staff members are fixed 

or negotiated nationally due to their civil or public 

servant status, although in Slovakia, the rector or 

dean may increase prescribed salary levels by as 

much as 100%. In Austria, Brandenburg, Hesse, 

Luxembourg and North Rhine-Westphalia, civil 

servant status applies only to staff recruited under 

previous employment regulations. In Portugal, only 

some academic staff members have civil servant 

status with set salaries. Salary bands are prescribed 

for all or some staff in France, Hungary, Ireland, 

Lithuania, Luxembourg, Poland and Turkey.

A similar picture emerges with regard to the salaries 

for senior administrative staff. Salaries are decided 

freely by universities in the Czech Republic, Estonia, 

Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Norway, 

Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. They 

are negotiated with other parties in Brandenburg, 

Finland, Hesse, the Netherlands and North Rhine-

Westphalia. In Denmark, France, Ireland, Poland 

and Turkey, salary bands are fixed by an external 

authority. 

Salaries for all administrative staff in Cyprus, Greece, 

Hungary, Iceland, Slovakia and Spain, and for some 

staff in Portugal and Austria, are determined by 

an external authority. In Austria, employees hired 

before 2004 are either civil servants or public 

employees. Although former public employees are 

now employed by the university, they maintain 

largely the same rights concerning salaries and 

dismissal as before. The remaining civil servants 

have a contract with the state and fixed salary levels. 

Salaries for senior academic and administrative 

employees hired after 2004 can be determined 

autonomously by the universities. At the same time, 

collective bargaining by the universities resulted in 

the introduction of minimum wages.

Feature 7 - Salaries in the United Kingdom

For most academic staff, universities tend to 

adhere to a nationally agreed 51-point pay 

scale. Imperial College and the University 

of Northumbria, which do not follow the 

scale, have nevertheless adopted similar pay 

structures.

It is important to note that these are only 

guidelines. Within the minimum and 

maximum salaries, universities have autonomy 

over their salary grading structure. For 

example, an institution may choose to use 10 

or 20 instead of 51 points, and, crucially, it can 

freely decide on the appropriate qualifying 

criteria for the various scales. In addition, the 

nationally agreed pay scale normally does 

not apply to the professorial level or to senior 

management staff, including the executive 

head. In these cases, salaries above the 

£58,258 maximum mark can be determined 

freely by the institution.
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Dismissa l  o f  s ta f f 

In eleven countries (CH, CZ, DK, EE, FI, IE, LV, LT, LU, 

SE, UK) there are no specific regulations governing 

the dismissal of academic and administrative 

staff other than the pertinent national labour 

regulations. In Sweden, specific regulations apply 

to professors hired before 1993. In Switzerland, 

certain categories of staff benefit from a longer 

notice period. On a similar note, most full-time 

permanent academic staff in Poland enjoy special 

protection from dismissal.

Dismissal is strictly regulated for all academic and 

administrative staff in France, Greece, Hungary, 

Iceland, Italy, Norway and Slovakia. In Brandenburg, 

Hesse and North Rhine-Westphalia, academic 

and administrative staff members are either civil 

servants or public sector employees and therefore 

enjoy special protection from dismissal.

Different restrictions apply in the remaining systems. 

Of the 14 universities in the Netherlands, 11 follow 

civil servant-type contracts. Three fall under private 

law and thus adhere to regular labour regulations. 

In addition to civil service and national labour laws, 

Dutch universities also negotiate separate labour 

contracts for the sector, which include specific rules 

for dismissal.

National labour laws and collective bargaining 

agreements generally regulate dismissals at Austrian 

universities. However, specific rules do pertain to 

civil servants, as they do also in Portugal and Spain. 

In Turkey, professors, associate professors and 

senior administrative staff have civil servant status 

and their dismissal is regulated. Other academic 

staff members are on fixed-term contracts; their 

employment can be terminated upon completion 

of the contract.

In Cyprus, higher categories of academic staff, such as 

full and associate professors, cannot be dismissed at 

all. Lower categories, including lecturers and assistant 

professors, must undergo individual evaluations 

every three to four years. They are dismissed if they 

fail twice in a row. Senior administrative staff in 

permanent positions can only be dismissed during 

the first two years of their contract.

Staf f  promot ions

Universities in twelve systems are able to promote 

both academic and administrative staff freely on 

the basis of merit (AT, CH, CZ, EE, FI, HU, IS, NL, 

PL, SE, SK, UK). In Lithuania, Brandenburg and 

Turkey, career advancement for both academic 

and administrative staff is only possible if a post is 

available at a higher level. In Latvia and Luxembourg, 

administrative staff can be promoted freely, whereas 

academic staff can only be promoted if there is an 

open post at a higher level.

Figure 12 - Ability to promote senior academic staff

In Portugal, promotion procedures are contingent 

on types of contract. A majority of staff members 

has civil servant status and can only be promoted 

if there is a post at a higher level. Those on regular 

contracts can be promoted based on merit. For 

academic staff, performance is also evaluated 

by a promotion committee, whose composition 

is specified in the law. The latter restriction also 

applies in other systems, including Cyprus, Greece 

and Spain. Unlike in Portugal, the performance of 

� 

16

12

Universities can freely 
promote senior academic 
staff: AT, CH, CZ, EE, FI, 
HU, IS, NL, PL, SE, SK, UK

� Universities are unable to 
promote senior academic 
staff freely: BB (DE), CY, 
DK, ES, FR, GR, HE (DE), 
IE, IT, LT, LU, LV, NO, 
NRW (DE), PT, TR
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administrative staff in the latter three countries is 

also assessed by a committee whose composition 

is regulated. In Norway, the law specifies the 

composition of the promotion committee for 

academic staff, while administrative employees can 

be promoted freely.

Various additional restrictions may also apply. In 

Latvia, for instance, all academic posts must be filled 

through a competition every six years. In order to 

be eligible to apply, one must have held a post at a 

lower level for at least three years, effectively making 

the recruitment of professors from outside academia 

impossible. Similar restrictions apply in Cyprus and 

Greece, where applicants must have held their 

previous post for four or three years, respectively.

In North Rhine-Westphalia and Hesse, promotion is 

automatic and based on the number of years served 

in the previous position. For those who still hold 

civil servant status, promotion is based on age.

In France, promotion quotas are imposed by 

the state. For senior academic staff, half of all 

promotions granted are determined at the national 

level. The same group of academic peers that sets up 

the national recruitment list decides on these. The 

remaining promotions are allocated to individual 

institutions, which are then free to decide whom 

they wish to promote. For senior administrative 

staff, promotions are not usually decided by the 

universities, but rather by other administrative staff 

who have been elected into a committee. For non-

civil servant staff, promotions are freely decided by 

the university. However, these cases currently make 

up only a minority.

Finally, in Ireland, universities can theoretically 

promote staff freely. However, due to the financial 

crisis, there is currently a moratorium on all 

promotions.

Table 11 - Restrictions on senior academic staff promotions

Promotion only if post 
at higher level

Law states who has to be 
included in the promotion 

committee
Other restrictions

BB (DE)

CY

DK

ES

FR

GR

HE (DE)

IE

IT

LT

LU

LV

NO

NRW (DE)

PT

TR
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Recent  deve lopments 

In some systems, employees now no longer have 

civil servant status. In Hesse, for instance, significant 

changes to the contractual employment framework 

have meant that universities no longer have to grant 

civil servant status to staff employed after December 

2009. Since a new law came into force in Finland in 

2010, institutions themselves, rather than the state, 

have become employers of university staff.

In Austria, a change of the collective bargaining 

agreement in October 2009 introduced minimum 

wages for all university staff. In Luxembourg, an 

expected change to the higher education law will 

enable promotions based on merit.

The financial crisis has also had an impact on 

staffing policies in many systems. In Ireland, the 

State Employment Control Framework, which has 

prescribed a 6% cut to employee numbers and a 

ban on promotions and recruitments for permanent 

positions in publicly funded sectors, came into force 

in 2009. A revised Employment Control Framework 

will apply from 2011. Similar measures have been 

introduced in Latvia and Italy. In Greece, Ireland, 

Spain and Portugal, salary reductions across the 

public sector have likewise affected university staff. 

In the UK, many universities have had to decrease 

their staff numbers in order to cope with the 

significant budget cuts.

Overa l l  s tudent  numbers

Five main methods are used when deciding on 

overall student numbers. A “cooperative” model 

involves negotiations between the university and 

the public authorities, which usually happens in 

one of two ways. In 11 systems, student numbers 

are negotiated with the relevant ministry; this may 

Organisational 
autonomy

Financial 
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• �Capacity to design content 
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2.4 Academic Autonomy
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happen in the context of programme accreditation, 

during which maximum or minimum student 

numbers are determined. The second mode of 

cooperation is a split system, in which public 

authorities decide on the number of state-funded 

study places and universities set the number of 

fee-paying students, which enables the latter to 

influence overall student numbers. This system is 

used in four countries. In a third model, student 

numbers are exclusively decided by the state. This 

only applies in Turkey. The fourth model, used in 

four systems, is one of free admission based solely 

on completion of secondary education8.

Feature 8 - Student numbers in Turkey

The national higher education council 

decides on the maximum annual student 

intake for each academic programme after 

examining proposals by the universities. It 

further determines the principles whereby the 

selection and admission of students should be 

carried out, taking into consideration human 

resources planning, institutional capacities 

and student interests and skills.

In a total of eight systems, institutions are free to 

decide on their student intake. Nonetheless, even in 

cases where universities can freely decide on student 

numbers, there may be specific limitations, such as 

nationally set requirements on the staff/student 

ratio (as in Italy), or ceilings for some fields, such as 

medicine, dentistry or engineering (as in Denmark 

or Sweden). Even in free admission systems, such as 

France, the Netherlands or Switzerland, a numerus 

clausus may apply for these (and similar) fields. In the 

Czech Republic, universities negotiate the number 

of state-funded study places with the ministry, but 

are theoretically able to take in additional students. 

However, institutions would only be likely to take 

in additional students for whom they are able to 

charge fees (i.e. those studying in a language 

other than Czech or for more than the standard 

duration of semesters). In the UK, overall numbers 

for national/EU students are capped. Institutions 

are however flexible in allocating study places to 

individual courses. There are no restrictions on non-

EU student numbers.

8 �In the case of France, the principle of free admissions only applies to first-cycle students in their first year of study.

Figure 13 - Overall student numbers
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Admiss ion  mechan i sms 

All higher education systems require that candidates 

hold a secondary education qualification or succeed 

in a general matriculation exam. In most cases, 

these are the basic eligibility criteria for higher 

education studies, which are usually specified in 

the national law. Admission mechanisms can be 

clustered into three models. Admission criteria may 

be set by the university, co-regulated between an 

external authority and the university, or admission 

may be regulated entirely by an external authority.

Universities may freely set their admission criteria at 

Bachelor level in eleven systems. In seven countries, 

admissions are entirely regulated by an external 

authority. Three of these (AT, FR, CH) have a system 

based on free admission. In ten systems, admission 

mechanisms are co-regulated between institutions 

and external authorities. In Brandenburg, Hesse 

and North Rhine-Westphalia, for instance, 60% 

(HE, NRW) or 80% (BB) of Bachelor students are 

selected by the universities, with the remaining 

40/20% reserved for students with long waiting 

periods, which are due to the numerus clausus 

system used for the distribution of study places in 

certain disciplines.

Feature 9 - Student admissions in the 

Netherlands 

The Dutch system is based on equal access 

to Bachelor-level education for all students 

holding a secondary education qualification. 

Selection criteria have been determined by 

the government together with the university 

sector. For some courses, specific coursework 

at secondary level is required. Individual 

institutions are unable to set additional 

selection criteria. The possibility of granting 

universities the capacity to impose further 

criteria is currently being discussed. At Master’s 

level, universities have greater freedom to 

set selection criteria, although these are also 

regulated by law.

Figure 14 - Selection criteria at Bachelor level
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At Master’s level universities are free to set admission 

criteria independently in a large majority of 22 

systems. In five countries (AT, DK, HU, NL, SE), they 

are co-regulated. In Switzerland, admissions are 

regulated at the political level.

Feature 10 - Examples of admission 

mechanisms (Greece, Sweden & Estonia)

Externally regulated admission process: Greece 

At Bachelor level, entry is based on the results 

attained in the national matriculation exam 

organised by the ministry. When applying 

for tertiary education, applicants are able to 

state their preferred universities. Institutions 

negotiate the number of study places for each 

department with the ministry. Students are 

then selected on the basis of their preferences 

and in the order of their performance in the 

matriculation exam until all study places 

allocated to a particular department have 

been filled. The law specifies certain categories 

of students with priority entry, irrespective of 

their performance in the exam. These include 

students with health problems, from low 

socio-economic backgrounds or families with 

several children. 

The admission system is about to change: the 

ministry is planning to introduce a separate 

secondary level exit exam and allow universities 

to organise their own entry examinations. The 

current matriculation exam acts both as an 

exit (from the secondary level) and entry (to 

the tertiary level) exam.

Co-regulated admission process: Sweden

The higher education board sets criteria 

for each field of study. These specify the 

disciplines and level of study required to be 

eligible to take a course in a particular field. For 

example, for civil engineering or psychology, 

some subjects, such as mathematics, must 

have been studied to an appropriate level at 

the secondary level. The credits or modules 

accumulated, rather than the grade achieved, 

are decisive. Institutions may set additional 

criteria, but the law states that they should 

require no more from the prospective student 

than is necessary for the successful completion 

of the degree.

Admissions criteria set by universities: Estonia

Universities are free to set admission criteria. 

Some universities in Estonia have set threshold 

requirements, which are calculated on the 

basis of the national examinations at the end 

of secondary school; all students who meet this 

threshold are entitled to apply for admission 

to university. On top of this, many fields and 

programmes have additional requirements, 

such as entry examinations or interviews.

In t roduc t ion  and terminat ion  of 
degree  programmes

In general, the introduction of new academic 

programmes requires some sort of approval by 

the relevant ministry or another public authority. 

However, the specific procedures vary considerably 

across Europe.

New programmes must usually pass through some 

type of accreditation process. Due to the national 

or regional allocation of educational responsibilities, 

opening programmes in certain fields may be more 

difficult if the discipline is already well catered for 

in other parts of the country. Some countries, such 

as Denmark, take into account the requirements of 

the national labour market when deciding on the 

establishment of new programmes. 

Alternatively, new programmes may need to be 

negotiated with the responsible ministry. Often, 

such negotiations are closely related to the cost of 

the programmes. Some may also require a specific 

professional accreditation.
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At Bachelor level, universities in seven countries (AT, 

CH, IE, LU, NO, SE, UK) can introduce programmes 

without prior accreditation. However, even in these 

countries, the establishment of programmes may still 

follow particular regulations. Although universities 

can open study programmes independently in 

Austria, they must have been agreed upon in a 

performance agreement with the ministry if they 

are to receive public financial support. In 11 systems 

(BB, CZ, DK, GR, HE, HU, IT, LT, NRW, PT, SK), all new 

Bachelor programmes must undergo accreditation 

to be introduced. In France, the Netherlands and 

Spain, programmes must be accredited in order to 

receive public funding. In the Netherlands, privately 

funded study programmes are also commonly 

submitted to voluntary accreditation, since this is 

seen as a quality label.

In several countries, additional restrictions apply. In 

Cyprus and Turkey, all new Bachelor programmes 

must be submitted to and approved by the ministry 

or higher education council, respectively. However, 

this procedure is not a formal accreditation. 

In Finland, a ministerial decree determines the 

educational responsibilities of each university, 

thereby specifying which academic programmes 

an institution is entitled to offer. Within their 

educational remit, universities are allowed to open 

new study programmes. Similarly, Icelandic and 

Estonian universities are accredited for certain fields 

of study, in which they can freely introduce new 

programmes.

Polish universities can open academic programmes 

at both Bachelor and Master’s levels, provided that 

the name of the programme is on a list of 118 

‘standard’ fields of study compiled by the ministry, 

and that the faculty offering the programme fulfils 

certain requirements (e.g. number of full-time 

academic staff) stated in the law. If a university 

wishes to open a programme in a field which does 

not feature on this list, it has to obtain the approval 

of the higher education council.

Finally, in Latvia, accreditation can take place after 

the programme has become operational, but no 

later than three years after its introduction. Prior 

to opening new study programmes, universities 

do, however, have to obtain an operating licence 

by submitting a self-assessment report. A licensing 

commission appointed by the minister decides on 

the application.

Figure 15 - Introduction of academic programmes 

at Bachelor level

In the majority of systems (all but BB, DK, ES, FR, 

HE, IT, LT, NL, NRW), procedures for opening new 

study programmes at Master’s and Doctoral level 

are more or less the same as those at Bachelor 

level. In the remaining countries, restrictions at one 

or both of these levels differ from procedures at 

Bachelor level. 

In some countries, the requirements for opening 

programmes other than at Bachelor level may be 

more flexible. In Brandenburg, Denmark, Hesse, 

North Rhine-Westphalia and the Netherlands, 

Bachelor and Master’s programmes must undergo 

accreditation to be introduced or publicly funded, 

while doctoral programmes can be opened freely 
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by institutions. Similarly, evaluations of doctoral 

programmes in Italy are only necessary if the 

university intends to obtain public funding for the 

programme in question.

By contrast, in some systems, the requirements 

for programmes beyond Bachelor level, 

particularly doctoral ones, are more stringent. 

In France and Spain, all doctoral programmes 

must be accredited before introduction, whereas 

at Bachelor and Master’s level, accreditation is 

only necessary if programmes are to be publicly 

funded.

Finally, in Lithuania, the science council of the 

country decides whether universities meet 

the necessary requirements to offer doctoral 

programmes. In Hungary, faculties must have at 

least four full professors in the relevant field and 

demonstrate adequate scientific quality in order to 

set up a doctoral school.

Universities in Europe are more autonomous 

with regards to the termination of existing 

programmes. Only in five systems (AT, BB, FI, 

GR, TR) does such a decision require negotiations 

between the institution and the relevant external 

authority. Universities in the remaining 23 systems 

can freely decide on the closure of academic 

programmes.

 

Some minor specifications may exist. Upon closing 

a study programme, universities in the Czech 

Republic, Finland and Latvia are obliged to provide 

students with the option of continuing their studies 

in the same or a similar programme, either at the 

same or another institution. In Hesse and North 

Rhine-Westphalia, each university has an allocated 

capacity of study places it is required to offer. In 

order to fulfil this obligation, study places must 

be reallocated to other degrees if a programme is 

discontinued.

Language of  ins t ruc t ion 

Universities in Europe are often able to choose 

the language of instruction at different degree 

levels. Institutions in 21 systems may do so at both 

Bachelor and Master’s level (AT, BB, CH, DK, EE, ES, 

FI, HE, HU, IE, IT, LU, NL, NO, NRW, PL, PT, SE, SK, 

TR, UK9). In Turkey, however, the higher education 

council must approve any course taught in a 

language other than Turkish.

In the remaining seven countries, some restrictions 

may apply to all or some degree levels. In Cyprus, 

France and Greece, universities may only offer 

undergraduate degrees in the national language. 

There is some more flexibility regarding Master’s 

programmes: Greece and France may offer certain 

Master’s programmes in other languages, while 

Cyprus may use other languages as long as the 

courses in question are also available in Greek.

In Iceland and Lithuania, specific language 

requirements are imposed on Bachelor 

programmes. Programmes offered in English are 

linked to institutional internationalisation strategies, 

such as Erasmus courses or joint degrees. Master’s 

courses in both countries may be offered in non-

national languages. In Estonia, any degree taught 

in a language other than Estonian should also be 

offered in the national language, although the law 

does not formally prescribe this.

In Latvia, degree programmes can be taught in 

foreign languages to a limited extent, both at 

Bachelor and Master’s levels. The law prescribes 

that, in public universities, the language of tuition 

shall be Latvian. There are a few exceptions, which 

again often relate to internationalisation activities. 

For instance, official EU languages can be used 

for programmes aimed at foreign students only. 

For local students, 20% of a degree programme 

may be taught in other EU languages. In addition, 

languages other than Latvian cannot be used for 

final exams or dissertations. 

9 �This situation applies for England. In Wales, there is a sector-wide agreement to encourage and expand opportunities to study in Welsh at Welsh 
universities.



The State of University 
Autonomy in 2010

50

2
The situation in the Czech Republic is perhaps most 

restrictive: universities may choose the language of 

instruction at both degree levels, but will not receive 

public funding for foreign-language programmes. 

Qual i ty  assurance  mechan i sms  and 
prov iders 

The study also addressed the capacity of universities 

to choose appropriate quality assurance mechanisms 

and providers. Only in four countries (AT, CH, CY, IS) 

are universities able to select their quality assurance 

mechanisms freely and according to their needs. 

In Austria, universities make specific commitments 

concerning external quality assurance mechanisms, 

but these are mutually agreed upon in the context 

of their performance agreements.

In the remaining 24 systems, institutions are unable 

to choose specific quality assurance mechanisms. 

Accreditation typically occurs on a programme 

basis, sometimes periodically. In Estonia, Finland, 

Ireland, Norway and the UK, quality assurance takes 

the form of institutional audits.

With regard to the capacity to select a specific 

quality assurance agency, higher education systems 

fall into two categories. In Austria, Brandenburg, 

Cyprus, Estonia, Hesse, Iceland, North Rhine-

Westphalia and Switzerland, universities can use a 

quality assurance agency of their choosing; they 

may also select an agency from another country. 

All those systems with the capacity to choose their 

quality assurance mechanisms can also select the 

agency. In Brandenburg, Hesse and North Rhine-

� Universities can freely select quality assurance mechanisms
   
� Universities cannot select quality assurance machanisms     
   
   
   
   
   

Map 3 - Capacity to select quality assurance mechanisms
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� Universities can freely select quality assurance providers
   
� Universities cannot select quality assurance providers     
   
   
   
   

Map 4 - Capacity to select quality assurance providers

Westphalia, universities may select one of the 

agencies accredited by the national Accreditation 

Council; these can currently be found in Germany, 

Austria and Switzerland. Similarly, in Estonia, the 

national quality assurance agency must approve the 

provider selected by an institution.

In the Netherlands, the formal decision regarding 

accreditation is made exclusively by the bi-national 

– Dutch and Belgian – accreditation council, but 

universities may select any qualified agency to 

conduct the required evaluation. This assessment 

is then approved by the bi-national accreditation 

council. In 2011, the accreditation law will change 

from an exclusive programme-level accreditation 

to institutional quality audits. When the internal 

quality assurance mechanisms of a higher education 

institution are successfully audited, the accreditation 

organisation will only perform a light form of audit 

of that institution’s programmes. 

In the remaining 20 systems, universities are not 

able to choose a specific quality assurance agency. 

However, in a number of them, institutions may 

seek complementary, external quality assessments 

in addition to the mandatory quality assurance 

carried out by the national agency.

Des ign ing  academic  content

In a large majority of systems, universities are free to 

determine the content of degrees other than for the 

regulated professions. In Italy, universities may design 

academic degrees if they adhere to the guidelines 

set by a framework decree, which circumscribes 

the general structure of the academic system and 

defines the educational activities, objectives and 

learning outcomes for each programme. In Poland, 
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approximately 40% of degree content is preset. 

However, rather than specifying course content, 

these guidelines outline the areas of study which 

should be covered. Universities do not see this as 

a severe restriction. The requirement of having to 

choose from a list of 118 clearly defined academic 

fields is perceived as a greater constraint. 

In Latvia, universities have to follow general 

guidelines on higher education standards, which 

determine certain aspects of study, such as the 

minimum duration of practice periods in professional 

programmes. In addition, they prescribe certain 

modules, for instance on entrepreneurial skills 

development, for all degrees. Finally, in Lithuania, 

the quality assurance agency determines some 

content as part of the accreditation process. 

Universities perceive this as a considerable hindrance 

to diversification, innovation and competitiveness.

Figure 16 - Capacity to design academic content

Recent  deve lopments

In terms of academic autonomy, the most 

significant changes have taken place in relation to 

quality assurance systems. In Ireland, universities 

have established the Irish Universities Quality Board 

to review and validate their processes externally. A 

new national body is being established to evaluate 

quality and qualifications in all higher education 

institutions. This has raised some concern about 

whether the evaluation approach will remain the 

same under the new body. In the Netherlands, 

the mode of quality assurance will change in 2011 

from programme-accreditation only to institutional 

quality audits. In Austria, a new law for external 

quality assurance in the higher education sector 

will be introduced in 2012. In the future, Austrian 

universities will generally be limited to agencies 

included in the European Quality Assurance 

Register, although the minister may grant 

exceptions by ministerial decree. In Estonia, the law 

regulating quality assurance was changed in 2010, 

giving universities the ability to select international 

agencies to conduct the required accreditation 

process. As yet, no university has made use of this 

capacity, so it remains to be tested in practice. 

Estonia is likely to base its list of eligible international 

quality assurance agencies on the European Quality 

Assurance Register.
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This chapter presents scorecards for the four areas 

of institutional autonomy. By closely examining the 

restrictions and combinations of restrictions that apply 

in each higher education system, this section aims 

to describe how scores and ranking positions were 

established. In order to facilitate such a comparison, 

higher education systems are split into four clusters: 

a “high” group of countries scoring between 

100% and 81%, a “medium high” group scoring 

between 80% and 61%, a “medium low” group 

scoring between 60% and 41% and a “low” group 

scoring between 40% and 0%. The systems within 

these groups are compared in detail. In addition, the 

particular characteristics of each cluster are pointed out.

It is important to note that this chapter presents 

the weighted results. Non-weighted results are 

presented in annex 5. The methodology used 

for scoring and weighting systems’ ‘autonomy 

performance’ is described in detail in chapter 1.

Table 12 - Organisational autonomy scores The United Kingdom leads the way in the area of 

organisational autonomy: its higher education 

system scores 100% on all indicators, meaning that 

higher education institutions can decide without 

state interference on all aspects encompassed by 

this area of autonomy.

An additional five systems – Denmark, Estonia, 

Finland, Ireland and North Rhine-Westphalia 

– obtain scores higher than 80% and are thus 

included in the top cluster of highly autonomous 

systems. In those, universities may freely decide on 

the structure of their faculties and departments and 

create a variety of for-profit and not-for-profit legal 

entities. In addition, all systems in the top cluster 

include external members in their governing bodies. 

In an upper tier of systems (DK, EE, FI), universities 

may freely appoint the external members of these 

bodies. Ireland and North Rhine-Westphalia, which 

form the bottom tier of the cluster, involve a local or 

state authority in the selection process.

In none of the highly autonomous systems is the 

procedure for the appointment of the executive 

head prescribed in the law. The process for his/her 

dismissal is externally regulated only in North Rhine-

Westphalia. In three systems (DK, EE, FI), the 

law contains guidelines concerning the selection 

criteria for the executive head. In a majority of 

3.  The Autonomy Scorecard 2010

Rank System Score

1 United Kingdom 100%

2 Denmark 94%

3 Finland 93%

4 Estonia 87%

5 North Rhine-Westphalia 84%

6 Ireland 81%

7 Portugal 80%

8 Austria 78%

Hesse 78%

Norway 78%

11 Lithuania 75%

12 The Netherlands 69%

13 Poland 67%

14 Latvia 61%

15 Brandenburg 60%

16 France 59%

Hungary 59%

18 Italy 56%

19 Spain 55%

Sweden 55%

Switzerland 55%

22 Czech Republic 54%

23 Cyprus 50%

24 Iceland 49%

25 Slovakia 45%

26 Greece 43%

27 Turkey 33%

28 Luxembourg 31%

3.1 Organisational autonomy
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systems (EE, FI, IE, NRW), the length of his/her 

term of office is prescribed in the relevant higher 

education law.

The second (“medium high”) cluster, which 

includes systems scoring between 61% and 80%, 

contains Austria, Hesse, Latvia, Lithuania, the 

Netherlands, Norway, Poland and Portugal. In 

terms of deciding on their academic structures and 

creating for-profit and not-for-profit legal entities, 

these systems remain highly flexible. Only Portugal 

is unable to establish for-profit companies.

A majority of systems in the “medium high” cluster 

include external members in university governing 

bodies. Only Poland and Latvia, who incidentally 

score lowest in this cluster, are prohibited from 

doing so. However, the systems in the second 

(“medium high”) cluster enjoy noticeably less 

freedom in the appointment of external members 

than those in the top (“high”) cluster. While 

Portuguese universities can freely select non-

university representatives, restrictions apply in 

the remaining five systems: in Austria, Hesse and 

Lithuania, external members of governing bodies 

are partly appointed by an external authority, partly 

by the university. In Norway, an external authority 

appoints them upon proposal by the university; in 

the Netherlands, an external authority appoints 

them independently.

The universities’ freedom of action in deciding 

on selection procedures and criteria for the 

appointment of the executive head is only 

somewhat more curtailed in the “medium high” 

cluster. In a majority of systems – all but Latvia and 

the Netherlands – the process for the appointment 

of the executive head is determined and conducted 

by universities themselves. In half of the systems, 

specific selection criteria, such as the need for the 

candidate to hold a doctoral degree (LT) or an 

academic position (LV, PT), are stated in the law. 

The situation in Poland is most restrictive in this 

respect: candidates for the position of rector must 

hold both a doctoral degree and an academic 

position. By contrast, the procedure for the 

dismissal of the executive head is legally prescribed in 

a majority of systems. In some (AT, HE, NO), higher 

education laws only state the grounds for dismissal 

and procedures by which this can be carried out. 

In others, an external authority is (LV, LT, PT) or can 

be (PL) directly involved in the dismissal. Similarly, 

the term of office of the executive leader is defined by 

law in nearly all systems. The Netherlands forms an 

exception to this rule, as neither the procedure for 

the dismissal of the executive head nor his/her term 

of office are externally regulated.

To sum up, systems in the “medium high” 

cluster are largely free to decide on academic 

structures and establish legal entities. Almost 

all include external members in their governing 

bodies, although they are significantly less 

free in appointing them: external authorities 

are usually involved in the process. Regarding 

the executive leadership, the situation is less 

clear-cut: in a majority of “medium high” 

systems, universities remain free to decide on 

the appropriate selection process and criteria 

for their rectors. By contrast, the dismissal 

procedure and term of office are set down 

by law in nearly all systems contained in the 

second cluster.

The third (“medium low”) cluster includes systems 

with a score between 41% and 60%, and consists of 

Brandenburg, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, France, 

Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Slovakia, Spain, 

Sweden and Switzerland. 

Only in two out of these twelve systems (CY, FR) is 

the appointment procedure for the executive head 

carried out exclusively at the institutional level. In 

nine systems – all bar Cyprus, Italy and Switzerland 

– an external body is involved in the rector’s dismissal. 

In eight of these, the ministry or higher education 

authority confirms the dismissal, following a procedure 

which is either decided by the institution (GR, HU, 

SE, SK) or laid down in the law (BB, CZ, ES, IS).  

In France, only an external authority is entitled to 
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10 �Since the higher education systems in these countries differ considerably, with Luxembourg having only one university, any comparison between 
them should of course be treated with caution.

dismiss the executive leader. The term of office is 

legally prescribed in all systems, except Italy and 

Spain. With regards to the selection criteria for the 

executive head, the situation is slightly more varied. 

Universities in five of twelve systems (BB, CH, CZ, IS, 

SK) are free to decide on the required qualifications 

and experiences. In the remainder, candidates 

must hold a doctoral degree or academic position, 

come from within the university or, indeed, any 

combination of these.

Universities in the “medium low” cluster are 

severely limited in their capacity to select the 

external members of their governing bodies. While all 

systems except Brandenburg and Greece include 

non-university representatives, not one is able to 

select them without state involvement. Overall, 

the restrictions imposed on “medium low” systems 

are more severe than those encountered in the 

“medium high” cluster. In Hungary, Italy, Spain and 

Switzerland, external members of governing bodies 

are appointed exclusively by an external authority. 

In Cyprus, France and Iceland, they are appointed 

partly by the university, partly by an outside body. 

Finally, in the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Sweden, 

the ministry selects external members upon 

proposal by the institution.

The universities’ ability to decide on their academic 

structures is also limited in a majority of systems in 

the third cluster – only in Brandenburg, Hungary, 

Spain and Switzerland can they freely structure 

their schools, faculties and departments. Pertinent 

restrictions range from the existence of legal 

guidelines (CZ, FR, IT, IS, SE) to the need for 

approval by the ministry (GR) or the actual listing of 

academic units in the law (CY, SK). Systems in the 

“medium low” cluster generally allow universities to 

establish legal entities, although here too significant 

constraints remain: in Cyprus, Greece, Slovakia and 

Switzerland, universities are only entitled to create 

not-for-profit legal entities, while Sweden reserves 

the right to set up companies to specific institutions. 

In Iceland, a legal entity must be approved by the 

national ministry.

Although the specific national or regional 

circumstances within the “medium low” 

cluster are highly heterogeneous, it can be 

said that a majority of systems faces regulatory 

constraints in most areas of organisational 

autonomy. In deciding on the appointment, 

term of office and dismissal of the executive 

head, universities in “medium low” systems 

hold little freedom of action. On a similar note, 

the appointment of external representatives to 

university governing bodies is heavily regulated 

in all systems in this group. By contrast, a 

limited number of systems grant universities 

somewhat more flexibility in deciding on 

academic structures and setting selection 

criteria for the executive leadership. The least 

heavily regulated aspect of organisational 

autonomy in the “medium low” group is the 

establishment of legal entities.

The fourth (“low”) cluster contains higher 

education systems with scores up to 40%, i.e. 

Luxembourg and Turkey10. In both cases, the 

procedures for the selection and dismissal of the 

executive head are stated in the higher education 

law. An external authority is directly involved in the 

dismissal process: it either discharges the rector (TR) 

or confirms the removal from office (LU). Selection 

criteria, such as the need for a doctoral degree and 

academic position (LU, TR), or an upper age limit 

(TR), are also externally prescribed. The term of 

office of the executive head is stated in the law.

In terms of university governing bodies, universities 

in both Luxembourg and Turkey face significant 

restrictions, albeit for different reasons. Turkish 

public institutions are unable to invite external 

members to sit on their governing bodies. The 

University of Luxembourg does include non-

university representatives in its board, but their 

appointment is controlled by the ministry.

The structure of academic units, such as faculties 

and departments, is also heavily regulated: they 

are either approved by an external authority, as 
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in Turkey, or listed in the law, as in Luxembourg. 

Finally, universities in both systems in the “low” 

group retain some flexibility in establishing legal 

entities: Turkey can only establish not-for-profit 

outfits, while the University of Luxembourg can 

create both for-profit and not-for-profit ones.

The fourth cluster contains those higher 

education systems whose level of autonomy 

is perceived to be low. Universities in these 

systems lack freedom of action in nearly 

all areas of organisational autonomy, only 

maintaining a certain degree of independence 

in the creation of legal entities.

Table 13 - Financial autonomy scores In the area of financial autonomy, the top cluster, 

which is considered to be highly autonomous 

(with a score higher than 80%), contains Estonia, 

Luxembourg and the United Kingdom. These 

systems receive a high score on the majority 

of indicators making up financial autonomy. 

Remaining restrictions among these top-tier 

systems are a one-year funding cycle (as opposed 

to multi-annual funding cycles) for Estonia and the 

United Kingdom, and the inability to borrow money 

without the approval of an external authority (LU). 

The United Kingdom requires the consent of its 

Higher Education Funding Council for universities to 

borrow more than a certain (rather large) amount. 

Universities in the United Kingdom must also set 

tuition fees for national/EU students below an 

externally imposed ceiling. Finally, in Luxembourg, 

the approval of the ministry is required to keep a 

surplus and sell university-owned buildings; the latter 

is also the case for Estonia.

The second (“medium high”) cluster, which 

includes systems scoring between 61% and 80%, 

covers Denmark, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, the 

Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia and Switzerland. 

In terms of public funding modalities, the systems 

featured in the second cluster display similar 

characteristics: all have a one-year funding period. 

All receive a block-grant, although the universities’ 

freedom of allocation is restricted in some systems: 

for instance, in Hungary, Latvia, Portugal and 

Slovakia, block grants are split into broad categories 

3.2 Financial autonomy

Rank System Score

1 Luxembourg 91%

2 Estonia 90%

3 United Kingdom 89%

4 Latvia 80%

5 The Netherlands 77%

6 Hungary 71%

7 Italy 70%

Portugal 70%

Slovakia 70%

10 Denmark 69%

11 Ireland 66%

12 Switzerland 65%

13 Austria 59%

14 North Rhine-Westphalia 58%

15 Finland 56%

Sweden 56%

17 Spain 55%

18 Poland 54%

19 Lithuania 51%

20 Norway 48%

21 Czech Republic 46%

22 France 45%

Turkey 45%

24 Brandenburg 44%

25 Iceland 43%

26 Greece 36%

27 Hesse 35%

28 Cyprus 23%
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11 �These groups include national/EU Bachelor, Master’s and doctoral students and non-EU Bachelor, Master’s and doctoral students.

between which funds cannot usually be moved. 

In Ireland, small portions of the block grant are 

earmarked for specific activities.

All systems in the second cluster, except Ireland, 

allow universities to keep the surplus they generate. 

In Latvia and Portugal, universities must secure the 

approval of an external authority to do so. There 

is greater ambiguity with regards to universities’ 

ability to borrow money: in some systems (DK, 

NL), they are able to borrow funds unrestrictedly, 

in others (IE, IT, SK) they can only borrow up to a 

maximum percentage, while in others still (CH, HU, 

PT) they cannot borrow at all. Finally, universities in 

eight of nine systems in the “medium high” cluster 

are – at least theoretically – entitled to own the 

buildings they occupy, although in Switzerland, they 

may only sell them with the approval of an external 

authority. Other restrictions, such as the need to 

record acquisitions and sales on a national register 

(PT), may also apply. In Hungary, universities enjoy 

wide-ranging powers over their real estate in terms 

of using and renting them. However, they do not 

officially own, and are therefore unable to sell, 

them.

In six systems contained in this cohort – Ireland, 

Hungary, Latvia, the Netherlands, Portugal and 

Slovakia – universities have significant freedom of 

action with regards to setting student contributions. 

This flexibility ranges from the capacity to decide 

on the level of fees for all student groups11 (LV), 

to the ability to set student contributions for non-

EU students (SK). Slovakia is unable to levy tuition 

fees for national/EU students (except if they study 

part time). In Italy, universities are allowed to set 

fee levels under an externally-imposed ceiling only. 

Similarly, universities in Denmark and Switzerland 

are more constricted with regards to student fees. 

Swiss universities cooperate with the authorities 

in deciding on the level of student contributions. 

Danish universities are least autonomous in this 

respect: contributions are charged only for non-EU 

Bachelor and Master’s students and set in cooperation 

between universities and an external authority.

To sum up, systems with “medium high” 

financial autonomy generally offer relatively 

flexible public funding modalities and allow 

universities to keep the surplus they produce. 

In most systems, borrowing money and 

owning buildings is also possible – the picture 

for these indicators is less clear-cut. The 

second cluster splits more or less clearly into a 

larger top-tier group, which has considerable 

flexibility in the charging and setting of 

student contributions (for all or some student 

groups), and fewer bottom-tier systems, in 

which the ability to levy and decide on tuition 

fees is more curtailed.

The third (“medium low”) cluster, which includes 

systems scoring between 41% and 60%, consists of 

Austria, Brandenburg, the Czech Republic, Finland, 

France, Iceland, Lithuania, Norway, North Rhine-

Westphalia, Poland, Spain, Sweden and Turkey. 

Within this group, there is a relatively high degree 

of consistency concerning public funding modalities: 

the funding cycle lasts one year, except in Austria, 

Brandenburg and Norway, where it is longer. 

Universities in 12 of 13 systems receive public 

funding in the form of block grants. Nevertheless, 

their freedom to allocate these funds is restricted 

in a majority of cases, either through the use of 

broad categories (FR, IS, LT, SE), the earmarking of 

particular portions of public funding (CZ), or the 

allocation of some funds directly to faculties (PL). 

In Finland, Norway, Spain and two German states 

(BB, NRW), universities are free to allocate their 

block grant as they see fit. Turkey, where universities 

receive a line-item budget, forms an exception in 

the “medium low” group.

Universities’ ability to keep a surplus, borrow money 

and own buildings is significantly constrained in 

several systems. The first indicator – the ability to 

keep a surplus – is the least clear-cut: here, options 

range from the complete inability to keep a surplus 

(LT), to the capacity to retain excess funds up to 

a maximum percentage (CZ, NO, SE), only for a 

predetermined purpose (BB, PL), or with the approval 

57



The Autonomy 
Scorecard 2010

of an external authority (CZ, TR). In Austria, Finland, 

France, Iceland, North Rhine-Westphalia and Spain, 

universities may keep and spend their surplus 

freely. All systems, bar Norway and Turkey, allow 

universities to borrow money. While in some systems 

(AT, CZ, FI), institutions may do so unrestrictedly, 

in others (ES, FR, LT), the approval of an external 

authority is required, while in others still, universities 

may borrow up to a maximum percentage (BB, 

NRW) or from designated banks (BB, SE). While 

nearly all systems in the second cluster make it at 

least hypothetically possible for universities to own 

the buildings they occupy, the situation is different 

in the third (“medium low”) group: only in three 

systems – Austria, the Czech Republic and Spain – 

can universities own and freely sell their real estate. 

In four (BB, LT, NRW, SE), universities cannot own 

their buildings at all. In the remaining six, varying 

restrictions apply, such as the need for approval by 

an external authority (FR, IS). 

In terms of tuition fees, the third cohort splits into two 

groups: in a top group (LT, NRW, PL, SE), universities 

retain limited influence over the setting of student 

contributions. In Sweden, for instance, universities 

can decide on fees for non-EU Bachelor and Master’s 

students, while national/EU Bachelor and Master’s 

degrees as well as all doctoral programmes are free 

of charge. In Lithuania, universities must set the level 

of student contributions for national/EU Bachelor 

and Master’s degrees under an externally imposed 

ceiling, whereas institutions can freely decide on 

fees for doctoral degrees and non-EU Bachelor and 

Master’s degrees. Despite these variations, top-

tier systems generally allow for more flexibility in 

setting fees for non-EU students than for national/

EU ones. The situation is markedly different for 

bottom-tier systems, which include Brandenburg, 

the Czech Republic, France, Iceland and Norway. 

Here, fees are either set by an external authority, 

or not charged at all. Austria, Finland, Spain and 

Turkey are interesting outliers: despite a strict no-

fee policy, Finland belongs to the top group, as do 

Austria and Spain where tuition fees are set by an 

external authority for all student groups. Turkey, on 

the other hand, which allows its universities to set 

tuition fees for non-EU students, is situated at the 

bottom.

To summarise, even systems characterised by 

“medium low” financial autonomy tend to 

offer fairly flexible public funding modalities. 

However, the ability of universities to borrow 

money and own buildings and, to a somewhat 

lesser degree, to keep excess funds is 

significantly constrained in a majority of cases. 

While universities belonging to the top tier of 

the third cohort retain a moderate amount 

of flexibility in the charging and setting of 

student fees, in the bottom systems, they are 

unable either to charge or set fee levels.

The fourth (“low”) cluster includes higher 

education systems with scores of up to 40%, i.e. 

Cyprus, Greece and Hesse. 

In this cohort, heavy constraints can be observed. 

In a majority of systems, selling university-occupied 

buildings is possible only with the approval of an 

external authority (CY, GR). In Hesse, universities 

cannot own their buildings at all. Borrowing money 

is entirely prohibited in two higher education 

systems (GR, HE), while in Cyprus, the approval of 

an external authority is required to do so. In Cyprus 

and Greece, universities cannot retain a surplus.

Whereas block grants are the norm in the first 

(“high”), second (“medium high”) and third 

(“medium low”) clusters, public funding takes the 

form of a line-item budget in two of the three 

systems included in the fourth (“low”) cohort (CY, 

GR). By contrast, institutions in Hesse receive block 

grants and may use these without restrictions.

Student contributions are either determined by an 

external authority (CY) or not levied at all (HE). Only 

in Greece may universities set fee levels for Master’s 

programmes.
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The final cluster contains higher education 

systems whose level of financial autonomy is 

perceived to be low. This cohort is characterised 

by a near-complete lack of autonomy in the 

area of student contributions and, in two of 

three systems, highly inflexible public funding 

modalities. Severe constraints are generally 

imposed on the universities’ capacity to own 

and sell university-occupied buildings, borrow 

money and keep surplus funds.

Table 14 - Staffing autonomy scores In the area of staffing autonomy, the largest 

number of higher education systems falls in the 

top cluster. Eleven systems – Denmark, the Czech 

Republic, Estonia, Finland, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, 

Luxembourg, Sweden, Switzerland and the United 

Kingdom – score above 80%. Estonia receives a 

score of 100%, indicating that institutions can 

freely decide on all aspects of staffing, including 

recruitment, dismissal and promotion procedures 

and salaries.

The other systems in the top group split into an 

upper (CH, CZ, FI, LV, SE, UK) and a lower (DK, 

IE, LT, LU) tier. The former systems, which are 

more clearly situated in the “high” cluster – i.e. 

they score over 90% – mostly face restrictions in 

only one indicator. In the Czech Republic, Sweden 

or Latvia, for instance, the law provides basic 

guidelines regarding recruitment procedures and 

qualifications. In Finland and the UK, salaries for 

senior academic staff (UK) or both staff profiles (FI) 

are negotiated with other parties, such as unions. 

Another restriction in this upper tier relates to 

promotion procedures for senior academic staff: 

in Latvia, these promotions are possible only 

if a post is available at a higher level. The Swiss 

system applies special regulations, such as a longer 

notice period, to the dismissal of a limited number 

of specific high-level staff, usually permanent 

professors.

3.3 Staffing autonomy

Rank System Score

1 Estonia 100%

2 United Kingdom 96%

3 Czech Republic 95%

Sweden 95%

Switzerland 95%

6 Finland 92%

Latvia 92%

8 Luxembourg 87%

9 Denmark 86%

10 Lithuania 83%

11 Ireland 82%

12 Poland 80%

13 Austria 73%

The Netherlands 73%

15 Iceland 68%

16 Norway 67%

17 Hungary 66%

18 Portugal 62%

19 Hesse 61%

North Rhine-Westphalia 61%

21 Turkey 60%

22 Brandenburg 55%

23 Slovakia 54%

24 Italy 49%

25 Cyprus 48%

Spain 48%

27 France 43%

28 Greece 14%
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The second (lower) tier in the top group contains 

systems which impose a slightly larger number 

of restrictions on higher education institutions. In 

Denmark, for example, limitations exist with regard 

to recruitment procedures and staff salaries: while 

the overall number of certain administrative posts is 

limited by law, universities may freely hire academic 

personnel. Danish authorities also set salary bands for 

senior administrative staff. By contrast, Danish laws 

do not specify dismissal practices; they do however 

contain general guidelines concerning promotion 

procedures. Ireland is a special case: despite the 

absence of any formal or legal constraints, all 

recruitments and promotions have been frozen as 

a result of the government’s ‘Employment Control 

Framework’ moratorium of 2009.

To conclude, systems included in the top 

cluster enjoy a high level of autonomy 

in staffing matters. One higher education 

system imposes no restrictions on universities’ 

ability to hire, pay, dismiss and promote staff. 

Where limitations apply, these are relatively 

minor and do not significantly constrain 

institutions in their freedom of action. In 

top-cluster systems, recruitments, salaries 

and promotions tend to be more heavily 

regulated than dismissals. Restrictions are 

placed on recruitments (5 systems), salaries 

(6) and promotions (5). Dismissals are 

externally regulated in one system only. 

Finally, though sector-specific regulations 

do exist in some top-cluster systems, these 

are not linked to the civil servant status of 

university employees.

The “medium high” cluster covers systems scoring 

between 61% and 80%. It includes Austria, Hesse, 

Hungary, Iceland, the Netherlands, North Rhine-

Westphalia, Norway, Poland and Portugal, and 

may be split into two sub-groups. Institutions in 

Austria, Iceland, Poland and the Netherlands retain 

considerable autonomy in recruiting and promoting 

staff. Only Austrian and Polish laws contain guidelines 

concerning the procedure and criteria for the 

selection of senior academic personnel. Restrictions 

in this upper tier of “medium high” systems relate 

mostly to staff salaries and dismissals. In Austria, for 

instance, salary levels are set for some personnel due 

to their civil servant status, while in Iceland and the 

Netherlands, salary bands are negotiated with other 

parties. In Poland, salary bands are set by an external 

authority for senior academic and administrative 

staff. Apart from Poland, staff dismissals are strictly 

regulated due to the civil servant status held by 

some or all staff groups in all systems, although 

in Austria this protection is only granted to staff 

employed before 2004. It should also be noted that, 

even in Poland, most full-time academic staff enjoy 

special protection from dismissal, although they are 

not civil servants. In Austria and the Netherlands, 

additional sector-specific regulations concerning 

dismissals have been negotiated as part of collective 

bargaining agreements.

The lower tier of the second cluster (HE, HU, NO, 

NRW, PT) is less flexible in terms of staff recruitment: 

in Hungary for instance, certain selected academic 

posts are confirmed by the ministry. Similarly to 

Austria, the laws in Hesse, North Rhine-Westphalia 

and Portugal specify the procedure to be followed 

when hiring senior academic staff. Institutions 

in Hungary are free to decide on promotion 

procedures. For the remaining four systems, some 

restrictions apply, such as the need to have held a 

position for a minimum number of years (HE, NRW) 

or the need for an open post at a higher level (PT). 

Institutions in the lower tier are most limited in 

their freedom of action regarding staff salaries and 

dismissals. Here, restrictions can be found in almost 

all systems and for all staff profiles. Dismissals are 

strictly regulated due to the civil servant status of 

either all (HE, HU, NO, NRW) or some staff (PT). 

Salary bands are either negotiated with other parties 

(HE, NO, NRW) or set by an external authority (HU); 

in Hesse and North Rhine-Westphalia there is an 

overall limit on all payments for senior academic 

staff. In Portugal, the salary levels of some staff are 

prescribed by an external authority due to their civil 

servant status.
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Summing up, although universities belonging 

to systems in the “medium high” cluster 

face more restrictions than those in the first 

group, they do retain autonomy over certain 

aspects of staffing. Generally speaking, 

recruitment procedures and promotions 

are less heavily regulated than salaries and 

dismissals. Contrary to the first cluster, some 

or all university personnel generally have civil 

servant status.

The third (“medium low”) cluster, which includes 

systems scoring between 41% and 60%, consists 

of Brandenburg, Cyprus, France, Italy, Slovakia, 

Spain and Turkey. Institutional independence 

in these systems is strongly curtailed. The 

restrictions placed on hiring, paying, dismissing 

and promoting personnel cover a wide spectrum. 

The civil servant status enjoyed by some or 

all employees in all “medium low” systems 

constrains institutions, particularly in deciding 

on salaries and dismissals. In Cyprus, Slovakia 

and Spain, the situation is most restrictive in that 

civil servant status determines salary levels for all 

senior academic and administrative staff. In Italy, 

salaries are fixed on the basis of civil servant status 

for all academic, though not administrative staff. 

Additional restrictions may include overall limits 

on all staff payments (BB) and salary bands that 

are either predetermined by an external authority 

(FR, TR) or negotiated with another party (BB). In 

all systems, the institutions’ freedom to dismiss 

staff is heavily limited due to the civil servant 

status of some or all personnel. In Cyprus, higher 

categories of academic staff cannot be dismissed 

at all.

Promotions are heavily regulated in all systems 

bar Slovakia. Higher education laws may specify 

the composition of the promotion committee 

(CY, ES). In some systems, promotions are only 

possible if there is an open post at a higher level 

(BB, CY, TR). In France, promotions are governed 

by annual quotas, while Italy carries out a national 

competition.

The institutions belonging to the “medium low” 

group remain most flexible in hiring new staff. A 

number of systems still grant universities some 

autonomy in carrying out recruitments for senior 

administrative (BB, SK, TR), or both categories 

of staff (CY, IT). (In Italy, the law nonetheless 

specifies the selection procedure to be followed). 

Restrictions on recruitment procedures vary. 

Both France and Spain practice a system of pre-

selection: in Spain, candidates for academic and 

administrative posts must be personally accredited 

by the national accreditation agency before being 

hired by universities. French institutions can only 

recruit academic staff out of a national list drawn 

up by peers who were partly nominated by the 

ministry. The number of academic posts is limited 

by an external authority in France and Turkey. An 

external authority confirms some academic staff 

appointments in Slovakia, and even carries out the 

recruitment (of senior administrators) in France.

Universities in those systems situated in the 

third cluster, where autonomy is seen to be 

“medium low”, face restrictions on a majority 

of staffing indicators and for both staff profiles. 

In a number of systems, more than one 

restriction applies to one indicator. Institutions 

in this group are least constrained in hiring 

staff; most systems maintain some freedom to 

determine recruitment procedures, mostly for 

senior administrative staff.

Scoring below 41%, Greece is the only system in 

which staffing autonomy is perceived to be low. 

Greek institutions are constrained by (at times 

multiple) restrictions imposed on all areas of 

higher education staffing. The number of posts is 

limited; appointments are confirmed by an external 

authority for academic and carried out through 

a centralised national system for administrative 

personnel. Salaries and dismissals are strictly 

regulated due to the civil servant status held by all 

staff, and the law states detailed requirements for 

the promotion process. Greek universities thus have 

little to no say over staffing matters.
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Table 15 - Academic autonomy scores

In the area of academic autonomy, six countries – 

Estonia, Finland, Iceland, Ireland, Norway and the 

United Kingdom – are included in the top cluster 

and their universities can thus be considered as 

highly autonomous. With a score of 100%, Ireland 

is in the lead. Irish universities can freely decide 

on all aspects of academic autonomy12. A feature 

common to the top two systems, i.e. Ireland and 

Norway, is their institutions’ ability to decide on the 

overall number of study places and select students. 

Norwegian universities are free to admit as many 

students as they wish, but will not necessarily 

receive additional public funding.

Universities’ inability to decide independently on 

the number of students – overall numbers are in 

most cases negotiated with an external authority – 

sets Estonia, Finland, Iceland and the UK apart from 

the top two systems. Additional constraints exist 

with regards to the introduction and termination 

of degree programmes. In Estonia and Iceland, 

universities are accredited for certain study fields, 

while in Finland, institutions can only offer degree 

programmes within their previously defined 

educational remit. In addition, Finland applies some 

constraints on the choice of instruction language.

The second (“medium high”) cluster includes 

systems scoring between 61% and 80%, and 

consists of Austria, Brandenburg, Cyprus, Hesse, 

Luxembourg, North Rhine-Westphalia, Sweden, 

Switzerland and Poland. Among these systems, only 

Luxembourg and Poland allow their universities 

both to decide on overall student numbers and to 

select students at Bachelor and Master’s level. In all 

other systems, varying restrictions apply. Overall 

student numbers are in some cases negotiated with 

an external authority (BB, CY, HE, NRW); Austria and 

Switzerland practice a system of free admissions. 

The selection of students may be co-regulated 

(AT, BB, CY, HE, NRW, SE) or externally controlled 

(AT, CH)13. Universities in a majority of systems in 

the “medium high” cluster retain the ability to set 

selection criteria for Master’s programmes (BB, CY, 

HE, LU, NRW, PL).

3.4 Academic autonomy

Rank System Score

1 Ireland 100%

2 Norway 97%

3 United Kingdom 94%

4 Estonia 92%

5 Finland 90%

6 Iceland 89%

7 Cyprus 77%

8 Luxembourg 74%

9 Austria 72%

Switzerland 72%

11 Hesse 69%

North Rhine-Westphalia 69%

13 Brandenburg 67%

14 Sweden 66%

15 Poland 63%

16 Italy 57%

Spain 57%

18 Denmark 56%

Slovakia 56%

20 Latvia 55%

21 Portugal 54%

22 Czech Republic 52%

23 The Netherlands 48%

24 Hungary 47%

25 Turkey 46%

26 Lithuania 42%

27 Greece 40%

28 France 37%

12 �Ireland’s universities are obliged to draw on the Irish Universities Quality Board to review and validate their processes externally through an 
institutional audit. Although this does not technically constitute a free choice of quality assurance mechanisms and providers, an institutional 
audit system is seen to enhance greatly quality assurance processes by minimising bureaucratic costs, increasing efficiency, and ensuring high 
standards of teaching and learning (Policy Statement on Quality and Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area, EUA, 2010). 
Ireland therefore did not receive a deduction for this indicator. A similar situation can be found in Estonia, Finland, Norway and the UK.

13 �Two restrictions may apply for some countries (see Austria, for example), since this question was asked both for Bachelor and Master’s students.62
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Regarding the accreditation of degree programmes, 

there is considerable variation between the countries 

in the “medium high” cluster. Luxembourg and 

Switzerland do not require any prior accreditation, 

while Austrian and Swedish institutions face only 

minor constraints: in Austria, the introduction of 

degree programmes is related to the performance 

agreements negotiated between universities and 

the government. In Sweden, only a minority of 

programmes must be accredited before being 

introduced. In the remaining systems of the group, 

prior accreditation – or in the case of Cyprus, approval 

by the ministry – is compulsory for both Bachelor 

and Master’s degrees (BB, HE, NRW). Poland is a 

particular case in that new programmes at all levels 

must feature on a national list of standard fields of 

study. The introduction of doctoral programmes 

is less strictly regulated. Programmes may be 

discontinued either independently by universities 

(CY, CH, HE, LU, NRW, PL, SE) or upon negotiation 

with an external authority (AT, BB).

The picture is similarly varied in the area of quality 

assurance. In three countries in the “medium 

high cluster”, universities can freely choose both 

quality assurance mechanisms and providers (AT, 

CH, CY). By contrast, institutions in Luxembourg, 

Poland and Sweden can select neither the quality 

assurance regime nor the agency. A particular 

situation applies in the three German states 

where, although quality assurance processes are 

prescribed, universities are able to choose between 

German, Austrian and Swiss agencies accredited 

by the national Accreditation Council.

Universities’ freedom to choose the language of 

instruction and to design the content of degree 

programmes is not significantly curtailed in the 

“medium high” cluster. Only in Cyprus does the law 

specify strict guidelines concerning the language of 

instruction: Bachelor programmes must be taught 

in the national language and Master’s degrees may 

only be offered in another language if they are 

also available in Greek. In Poland, some academic 

standards, rather than actual degree contents, are 

externally prescribed.

Institutions in systems with “medium high” 

academic autonomy thus retain near-

complete freedom in choosing the language 

of instruction and designing the content of 

degree programmes. By contrast, nearly all face 

limitations when deciding on overall student 

numbers and admission mechanisms, though 

institutions may still set selection criteria for 

Master’s programmes in a majority of systems. 

With regards to accreditation and quality 

assurance, regional and national situations differ 

strongly. Options here range from no formal 

accreditation requirements to compulsory 

accreditation for Bachelor programmes, 

Master’s programmes or both, and from a free 

choice of quality assurance procedures and 

providers to the ability to select neither.

The third (“medium low”) cluster, which includes 

systems scoring between 41% and 60%, consists of 

the Czech Republic, Denmark, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, 

Lithuania, the Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Spain 

and Turkey. Much like the “medium high” cluster, 

systems in the “medium low” group impose a variety 

of restrictions regarding universities’ capacity to decide 

on the overall student numbers and determine admission 

mechanisms. In three countries (DK, IT, LV), universities 

themselves set the number of study places. In all other 

higher education systems restrictions apply, such as the 

need to negotiate with an external authority (CZ, ES, PT) 

or a free admission scheme (NL). An alternative system 

whereby universities decide on fee-paying study places 

while an external authority fixes state-funded ones can 

be found in Hungary, Lithuania and Slovakia. Only in 

Turkey are overall student numbers decided unilaterally 

by an external authority. Similarly to the systems in the 

second cluster, those in the third are characterised by a 

distinct discrepancy between the ability of universities 

to set admission criteria for Bachelor programmes and 

Master’s programmes. Institutions in eight out of 11 

systems (CZ, ES, IT, LV, LT, PT, SK, TR) may set admission 
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criteria for Master’s students; only in three (CZ, IT, SK) 

may they do so for Bachelor students. In the remaining 

systems, Bachelor admissions are either co-regulated 

(ES, LV, NL, PT, TR) or entirely controlled by an external 

authority (DK, HU, LT).

The difference between the “medium low” and 

“medium high” clusters is most marked in the areas 

of prior programme accreditation and quality assurance 

procedures. While a number of systems in the 

“medium high” group offer considerable flexibility 

in this respect, countries in the third cluster do not 

let institutions choose quality assurance mechanisms 

and agencies. Whereas programme accreditation is 

required only in some systems and for some degree 

types in the “medium high” cluster, it is compulsory 

for practically all degree levels in almost all higher 

education systems in the “medium low” cluster. 

Constraints include the need for prior accreditation 

for programmes to be introduced or funded (CZ, 

DK, ES, HU, IT, LT, NL, PT, SK), the requirement of 

an institutional operational licence (LV), or the need 

for the national higher education council to approve 

all programmes (TR). Only doctoral programmes in 

Denmark and the Netherlands can be introduced 

freely. By contrast, universities in nearly all systems 

are free to terminate programmes independently. 

In Turkey, institutions negotiate the termination of 

programmes with an external authority.

The freedom to decide on the language of 

instruction is curtailed only in the Czech Republic, 

Latvia and Lithuania. For example, in the Czech 

Republic programmes taught in languages other 

than Czech do not receive public funding. On a 

different note, Lithuanian universities can only 

choose the instruction language for programmes 

that form part of an internationalisation strategy.

In three of the “medium low” systems (IT, LV, LT), 

some academic content is prescribed. For instance, 

the law defines educational objectives and learning 

outcomes in Italy. In Latvia, certain modules, such 

as entrepreneurial skills, are compulsory for all 

programmes.

In setting overall student numbers and selecting 

students, the countries of the “medium low” 

group display characteristics similar to those 

of the “medium high” group. The picture 

is a varied one, with options ranging from 

independent institutional decisions to the 

unilateral regulation of student numbers and 

admission criteria by an external authority. 

Universities in a minority of countries in the 

“medium low” cluster are constrained in 

selecting teaching languages and designing 

academic content. The defining feature of 

the “medium low” group is that universities 

cannot select quality assurance processes and 

providers and that their programmes usually 

have to be accredited before being introduced.

France and Greece are included in the “low” group, 

which includes countries scoring below 41%. First, 

universities in both systems lack flexibility in setting 

overall student numbers: in Greece, they are negotiated 

with the government, while France uses a system of 

free admission. Heavy constraints also relate to the 

introduction of degree programmes: all must be submitted 

to prior accreditation. Quality assurance processes and 

providers are prescribed, and institutions’ ability to choose 

the language of instruction is curtailed in both systems: all 

Bachelor and a set proportion of Master’s programmes 

must be taught in the national languages.

There remains some leeway concerning student 

selection: though admission to Bachelor programmes 

is regulated by an external authority, universities 

are free to set selection criteria for Master’s degrees. 

Significantly, both French and Greek universities are 

capable of designing the academic content of their 

degrees without state interference.

The fourth cluster contains those higher education 

systems whose level of autonomy is perceived 

to be low. The countries in this group face 

heavy restrictions in nearly all areas of academic 

autonomy. Crucially, however, they remain free 

to develop their own academic programmes.
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During the interviews, respondents were asked 

a number of general questions, which aimed 

to provide a snapshot of their perceptions of 

the major challenges associated with university 

autonomy and the overall level of autonomy 

in their respective systems. The responses have 

again confirmed that perceptions of autonomy are 

contingent on a system’s specific historical, social 

and cultural background. For example, while in 

some systems the inclusion of external members 

in institutional governing bodies is seen as an 

important accountability measure, it is regarded in 

others as undue interference in internal university 

affairs (particularly if external members are mainly 

appointed by external authorities). It is interesting 

to note that views on the main challenges for 

university autonomy have not changed significantly 

compared to those given in the context of EUA’s 

previous study “University Autonomy in Europe I”.  

Perceptions may be grouped in the following 

categories.

Cha l lenges  l inked to  re form 
implementa t ion

Although advances in governance reforms in the 

past decade have generally been welcomed by 

higher education stakeholders, changes in the law 

have also become a cause for concern in a number 

of countries. The actual consequences of major 

regulatory adjustments were often considered as 

unclear. In a number of countries, new reforms 

are being developed while previously adopted 

legal changes remain to be implemented. It was 

often commented that public authorities have 

not sufficiently supported the development of a 

new set of skills and competencies, particularly 

in the area of leadership and management, to 

enable universities to make use of newly acquired 

institutional autonomy. In some, mostly southern 

European, countries the implementation of reforms 

remains an important challenge due to internal 

difficulties linked to the organisational structure of 

the institutions.

Dif ferences  be tween formal  and 
prac t i ca l  autonomy

A number of respondents noted considerable 

discrepancies between formal and practical 

autonomy. In many countries, for instance, 

universities’ capacity to own and use buildings as 

assets was seen as largely theoretical. Similarly, 

despite the almost universal use of block grants, 

institutions see restrictions in the internal allocation 

of their public funding through earmarking and the 

setting of target agreements as limiting. On the other 

hand, universities in some higher education systems 

may in actual fact have more freedom of manoeuvre 

than the legislative framework would suggest.

F inanc ia l  i s sues

Financial matters were identified by the majority of 

national rectors’ conferences as the most pressing 

challenges faced by universities today. The main issues 

mentioned related to a limited use of block grants, 

short funding periods and the inability to own and sell 

buildings, to keep a surplus and charge tuition fees. 

The inability to freely decide on staff salaries was seen 

as another limitation that can lead to competitive 

disadvantages in a global higher education market. 

The impact of the economic crisis on the current state 

of university autonomy was universally recognised as 

a major challenge. In a number of countries, new 

regulations following austerity measures were also 

perceived as reducing autonomy. In systems where 

access to studies is free, the inability to select students 

was seen as a major challenge. This was perceived as 
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all the more problematic when combined with low or 

reduced levels of funding and an increasing student 

population. 

Accountab i l i ty  requ i rements

Interviewees highlighted excessive accountability 

requirements, in many cases following funding cuts 

and the tightening of public budgets, as an additional 

difficulty. While it was readily acknowledged that 

universities should be held accountable to society 

and towards their funders, it was stated that the 

introduction of overly resource- and time-intensive 

bureaucratic measures is also preventing universities 

from achieving their full potential. Rather than setting 

long-term targets and taking a strategic lead, some 

governments have displayed a growing tendency to 

micro-manage university affairs. Quality assurance 

processes also raised concern. Strict programme 

accreditation and, in some cases, a new legal status 

of quality assurance agencies were considered as 

limiting autonomy.

Genera l  leve l  o f  autonomy

When comparing the regulatory frameworks in 

which institutions operate to those of previous 

decades, it emerged that the level of university 

autonomy has indeed increased over the long 

term. Despite the numerous restrictions that still 

curtail autonomy, interviewees generally rated their 

system’s level of institutional freedom as satisfactory 

in comparison to the past. Only in a small minority 

of countries was the prevailing level of autonomy 

regarded as unsatisfactory. Nevertheless, in a 

number of countries, changes following the 

adoption of austerity measures were considered 

to have reduced financial and staffing autonomy 

alike. And when levels of institutional freedom were 

compared to other systems, many interviewees felt 

that their autonomy was markedly lower than that 

of institutions in other countries.
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Recent governance reforms in many European 

countries have affected universities’ organisational 

autonomy. In several cases, their legal status has 

changed. Due to the diversity of national legislative 

frameworks, individual organisational forms are 

difficult to compare. However, the new status 

usually offers greater freedom from the state and, 

in most cases, goes hand in hand with increased 

participation of external members in the university 

governing bodies.

In a majority of European universities, external 

members now participate in the most important 

decisions in the institution’s governing bodies. 

In systems where decision-making bodies did 

not previously include external members, this 

development is discussed rather controversially, 

particularly if some of these members are selected 

by the government. This is often seen as a way 

for governments to gain greater influence over 

internal decision-making processes, thus reducing 

institutional autonomy.

In most Northern European countries, universities 

are able to select their external members freely, 

although in some of these systems, an external 

authority formally appoints the external members 

who were put forward by the university. In a 

majority of systems, the government still partly or 

completely controls the appointment of external 

members. Although there is a noticeable shift 

towards smaller and more effective governing 

bodies, very large governing bodies still exist in 

several systems, particularly in the Mediterranean 

countries.

Most universities are free to decide on their internal 

academic structures and can create legal entities. In 

a number of cases, institutions can carry out certain 

additional activities more freely through such 

distinct legal entities.

The executive head is always chosen by the 

institution itself. In half of the surveyed systems, 

the selection or election needs to be confirmed by 

an external authority. This is a formality in most, 

though by no means all, cases: in some systems, the 

external authority may carry considerable weight in 

the selection process. The length of term is almost 

always specified in the law, which either indicates 

an exact or a maximum period.

To drive the future development of organisational 

autonomy, it will be important to strengthen further 

the move towards smaller governing bodies and to 

grant universities more independence in the selection 

of external members in their governing bodies.

Financial autonomy is crucial for universities to 

achieve their strategic aims, which is why restrictions 

in this area are seen as particularly limiting. In almost 

all countries, universities receive their core public 

funding through block grants. Line-item budgets 

are now extremely rare. Nevertheless, in nearly 

half of the systems that use block grants, internal 

allocation possibilities are somehow limited by law. 

This ranges from a division into broad categories 

with no or limited possibility to shift funds between 

them to the earmarking of certain parts of the 

grant for specific purposes. In almost all systems, 

universities receive their funding for a period of one 

year, which makes long-term planning difficult. 

In over half of the surveyed systems, universities 

can retain financial surpluses. In the remainder 

institutions are either unable to keep a surplus or 

are heavily constrained due to specific restrictions. 

Universities are now able to borrow money in a 

majority of systems, although various limitations 

still apply. For instance, they can either borrow only 

limited amounts or require the authorisation of a 

public authority to do so. Only in six systems can 

universities borrow without restrictions.

5.  Trends



Trends

5

68

Institutions can own real estate in the majority of 

the countries surveyed. However, this does not 

mean that institutions actually own most of their 

buildings. They may be owned by public or private 

real estate companies. Even those institutions 

that own their buildings often require an external 

authorisation to sell them or are entirely prohibited 

from doing so.

With regard to tuition fees, the situation is highly 

complex. The various student populations – 

Bachelor, Master’s and doctoral as well as national/

EU and international students – are treated very 

differently. Fees are charged for national/EU 

students at Bachelor and Master’s level in a majority 

of systems. However, only in very few systems may 

institutions freely set fees for Bachelor degrees. 

In the remainder, an external authority either 

determines fee levels unilaterally, sets an upper limit, 

or cooperates with institutions in setting student 

contributions. Slightly more systems – eight – 

enable their universities to set fees at Master’s level.

The picture looks very different for international 

students. Universities are unable to charge fees at 

Bachelor and Master’s level in only six systems. In 

12 systems, universities can set fees independently 

at Bachelor level; in 13 systems, they can do so 

at Master’s level. Recent reforms, particularly in 

some Northern European systems, have enabled 

universities to set fees for non-EU students, either 

freely or under an externally imposed ceiling. In 

other cases, fees have been abolished, mostly 

following a change in government.

Future reforms regarding financial autonomy should 

specifically aim to extend the length of the funding 

period. It is also important that austerity measures 

applied by governments following the economic 

crisis do not lead to tighter controls and a more 

direct steering of university budgets.

Staffing autonomy has improved in relation 

to recruitment procedures. Universities in most 

countries are free to recruit their senior academic 

and administrative staff. The appointment needs 

to be confirmed by an external authority only in a 

small number of countries.

However, in most systems universities are not 

entirely free to set the salaries of their staff. A 

broad range of restrictions exists. Although in some 

countries civil servant status for university staff has 

been abolished or is being phased out, in many 

systems it still applies to at least some parts of 

university staff. In most cases, this implies stricter 

regulations for these staff categories compared to 

national private labour law regulations. In some 

countries, the autonomy of universities remains 

limited by prescribed salary bands.

In more than half of the surveyed countries, 

universities follow specific regulations (on top of 

standard labour laws) for staff dismissals. Staff can 

be promoted freely by universities in 12 countries. 

In most other countries the overall number of posts 

is still regulated by the government, and universities 

can therefore only proceed with promotions if a 

position is available at higher level.

With regard to academic autonomy, recent 

reforms of quality assurance processes in particular 

have had a strong impact. Most countries impose 

some regulations on the overall number of 

students. Free admission for everyone holding the 

basic qualifications is the exception; and even in 

these countries, pressures on public funding might 

lead to future changes. In all other countries, the 

number of students may be co-regulated with a 

public authority or decided upon solely by either 

a public authority or the universities. The selection 

of students is carried out independently by the 

university in over a third of the surveyed countries. 

Universities are unable to select students only in a 

minority of countries, either because admissions are 

regulated by an external authority or due to free 

admission.

The introduction of new degree programmes 

usually requires some form of approval from a 
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public authority. In approximately a quarter of the 

surveyed countries, universities are able to open 

degree programmes without prior accreditation. 

In most of the remaining systems, universities 

require prior accreditation for programmes to be 

introduced or publicly funded. This picture is very 

similar for Bachelor and Master’s programmes; it 

only differs more strongly in the case of doctoral 

programmes. 

Universities in most countries have full authority 

to close programmes. Only in a small number 

of systems do they need to negotiate this with a 

public authority. In approximately two thirds of 

the countries studied, universities can choose the 

language of instruction. In the remaining countries, 

there are varying restrictions which are seen as a 

great competitive disadvantage when trying to 

attract international students and staff.

Universities are generally unable to select their 

quality assurance mechanisms. Only in four 

countries are they free to do so. However, in 

just under one third of the surveyed systems, 

universities can at least select the quality assurance 

agency.

Future reforms should focus on giving universities 

greater freedom in setting their own admission 

criteria. It will also be crucial to find the right 

balance between autonomy and accountability 

by promoting institutional audits or evaluations of 

internal quality processes.

Although the analysis shows that improvements 

have been made in many countries and areas, 

many systems still do not grant their universities 

enough independence. It is important to note that 

the economic crisis, which hit Europe in 2008, had 

long-term effects not only in financial terms but 

also on other aspects of institutional autonomy and 

accountability. In some countries, governments 

have applied more direct steering mechanisms. 

In many cases, this has resulted in a significant 

increase in accountability measures, which are not 

always appropriate. Debates on the efficiency of 

higher education systems and the ‘right degree’ 

of institutional diversity might also lead some 

governments to establish more direct steering 

mechanisms. It is therefore important to establish 

mechanisms, such as stakeholder dialogue, that 

increase efficiency and foster diversity without 

curtailing institutional autonomy.

The frequent divergence between formal and 

practical autonomy has already been pointed out. 

This study and other EUA reports have shown that 

one of the key challenges of governance reforms 

lies in the practical implementation of regulations. 

To implement legal reforms successfully, they need 

to be accompanied by support for institutional 

capacity building and human resources 

development. In order to make full use of greater 

institutional autonomy and to fulfil new tasks, 

additional management and leadership skills are 

needed. Support to facilitate the acquisition of such 

skills is essential for successful governance reforms.
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Austria Heribert Wulz, Secretary General, Universities Austria (UNIKO)

Cyprus Gregory Makrides, Director of Research and International Relations, University of Cyprus

Czech Republic Václav Hampl, President, Czech Rectors’ Conference (CRC)

Denmark Jens Oddershede, President & Susanne Bjerregaard, Secretary General, 
Universities Denmark (DKUNI)

Estonia Kairi Solmann, Secretary General, Estonian Rectors’ Conference (ERN)

Finland Liisa Savunen, Executive Director & Jonna Korhonen, Senior Adviser, 
Universities Finland (UNIFI)

France Alain Abécassis, Secretary General & Harald Schraeder, Policy Adviser, 
Conférence des Présidents d’Université (CPU)

Germany Henning Rockmann, Head of Section, German Rectors’ Conference (HRK)

Greece Katerina Galanaki-Spiliotopoulos, Secretary General, Greek Rectors’ Conference

Hungary László Solti, Member of the Presidency, Hungarian Rectors’ Conference (HRC)

Iceland Thordur Kristinsson, Secretary General, Icelandic Rectors’ Conference

Ireland Ned Costello, Chief Executive, Irish Universities Association (IUA)

Italy Marina Cavallini, Head of International Office & Giliberto Capano, Expert, 
Conference of Italian University Rectors (CRUI)

Latvia Andrejs Rauhvargers, Secretary General, Latvian Rectors’ Council

Lithuania Kęstutis Kriščiūnas, Secretary General, Lithuanian Universities Rectors’ Conference 
(LURK)

Luxembourg Guy Poos, Secretary of the Governing Council, University of Luxembourg

The Netherlands Josephine Scholten, Secretary General, Association of Universities in the Netherlands 
(VSNU)

Norway Ola Stave, Secretary General, Norwegian Association of Higher Education Institutions 
(UHR)

Poland Andrzej Krasniewski, Secretary General, Conference of Rectors of Academic Schools 
in Poland (CRASP)

Portugal António Rendas, President & João Melo Borges, Secretary General, Portuguese National 
Conference of Rectors (CRUP)

Slovak Republic Libor Vozár, President & Denisa Voskárová, Secretary General, Slovak Rectors’ Conference 
(SRC)

Spain Teresa Lozano, Secretary General, Conference of Rectors of the Spanish Universities 
(CRUE); Joaquín Lomba, University Registrar, University of Murcia; Joan Oltra, Financial 
Manager, University of Valencia

Sweden Bengt Karlsson, Secretary General, Association of Swedish Higher Education (SUHF)

Switzerland Mathias Stauffacher, Secretary General, Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Universities 
(CRUS)

Turkey Yusuf Ziya Özcan, President, Turkish Council of Higher Education (YÖK)

United Kingdom Juliet Chester, Head of Policy and Data Analysis, Universities UK (UUK)

Annexes

Annex 1  – Cont r ibutors  to  the  s tudy

The following national rectors’ conferences and partner institutions have contributed to this study.
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Annex 2  – �L i s t  o f  s teer ing  commit tee  members ,  exper t s  and EUA s taf f

Steering committee members

Experts

EUA staff

Susanne Bjerregaard Secretary General, Universities Denmark

Agneta Bladh Managing Director and Dean, Jönköping International Business School

Brigitte Göbbels-Dreyling Deputy Secretary General, HRK

Andrzej Krasniewski Secretary General, CRASP

Howard Newby Vice-Chancellor, University of Liverpool

Terhi Nokkala Research Fellow, University of Jyväskylä

António Rendas Rector, Universidade Nova de Lisboa

Eric Froment Vice-President, Université Lumière-Lyon 2 

Liviu Matei Chief Operating Officer, Central European University Budapest

Wilbert van der Meer Head of Secretariat Dean’s Office, Copenhagen Business School

Lothar Zechlin Professor, Universität Duisburg-Essen

Thomas Estermann Head of Unit, Governance, Autonomy & Funding

Enora Bennetot Pruvot Programme Manager, Governance, Autonomy & Funding

Monika Steinel Project Officer, Governance, Autonomy & Funding
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Annex 3  – L i s t  o f  ind i ca tors  and res t r i c t ions

Organisational autonomy

Selection procedure for the executive head Selection of the executive head is not validated by an 
external authority

Selection of the executive head is validated by an external 
authority

Selection criteria for the executive head Selection criteria for executive head are not stated in the law

Law states that the executive head must hold an academic 
position

Law states that the executive head must hold a doctoral 
degree

Law states that the executive head must come from within 
the university

Other restrictions

Dismissal of the executive head Procedures for the dismissal of the executive head are not 
stated in the law

Confirmation of dismissal by an external authority but the 
procedure is decided by the university

Dismissal by an external authority but the procedure is 
decided by the university

Confirmation of dismissal by an external authority and the 
procedure is stated in the law

Dismissal by an external authority according to a procedure 
stated in the law

Other restrictions

Term of office of the executive head Length of the executive head's term of office is not stated in 
the law

Maximum or range of length is stated in the law

Minimum range of length is stated in the law

Exact length is stated in the law

External members in 
university governing 
bodies

Inclusion of external 
members in university 
governing bodies

Universities cannot decide as they cannot include external 
members

Universities cannot decide as they must include external 
members

Universities can decide to include external members

Selection of external 
members in university 
governing bodies

University can decide freely on external members

Proposal by university and appointment by an external 
authority

Part of the members appointed by the university and part 
appointed by an external authority

Appointment completely controlled by an external authority

Other appointment process

Capacity to decide on academic structures Universities can decide on their academic structures without 
constraints

Guidelines exist in the law

Faculties/other academic structures are listed in the law

Other restrictions

Capacity to create legal entities Universities can create legal entities without constraints

Universities are only allowed to create not-for-profit legal 
entities

Universities are not allowed to create any type of legal entity

Other restrictions
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Financial autonomy

Length and type of public 
funding

Length of public funding More than one year

One year

Less than one year

Type of public funding Line-item budget

Block grant and there are no restrictions on the allocation of 
funding

Block-grant is split into broad categories and there are no or 
limited possibilities to move funds between these

Block grant but internal allocation possibilities are limited by 
law

Other restrictions

Ability to keep surplus Surplus cannot be kept

Surplus can be kept without restrictions

Surplus can be kept up to a maximum percentage

Surplus can be kept but approval of an external authority is 
needed

Surplus can be kept but its allocation is pre-determined by an 
external authority

Surplus can be kept with other types of restrictions

Ability to borrow money Universities cannot borrow money

Universities can borrow money without restrictions

Universities can borrow money up to a maximum percentage

Universities can borrow money with the approval of an 
external authority

Universities can borrow money from specific banks 
(designated by an external authority)

Universities can borrow money with other types of 
restrictions

Ability to own buildings Universities are not allowed to own their buildings

Universities can sell their buildings without restrictions

Universities can sell their buildings with the approval of an 
external authority

Universities can sell their buildings with other types of 
restrictions

Universities are not allowed to sell their buildings

Other restrictions

Ability to charge tuition 
fees

National and EU students 
(at BA, MA and doctoral 
level)

Universities are free to set the level of tuition fees

Universities and an external authority cooperate in setting 
the level of tuition fees

Universities can set the level of tuition fees under a ceiling set 
by an external authority

Only an external authority is allowed to set the level of 
tuition fees 

There are no tuition fees

Non-EU students (at BA, 
MA and doctoral level)

Universities are free to set the level of tuition fees

Universities and an external authority cooperate in setting 
the level of tuition fees

Universities can set the level of tuition fees under a ceiling set 
by an external authority

Only an external authority is allowed to set the level of 
tuition fees 

There are no tuition fees
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Staffing autonomy

Capacity to decide on recruitment procedures 
(senior academic/senior administrative staff)

Recruitment is done freely by universities

Appointment needs to be confirmed by an external authority 
for some staff

Appointment needs to be confirmed by an external authority 
for all staff

Number of posts regulated by an external authority for some 
staff

Number of posts regulated by an external authority for all 
staff

Recruitment carried out by an external authority for some 
staff

Recruitment carried out by an external authority for all staff

Other restrictions

Capacity to decide on salaries 
(senior academic/senior administrative staff)

Universities can freely decide on staff salaries

Decision on individual staff salaries is restricted due to an 
overall limit for all staff payments

Salary band is negotiated with other parties

Salary band is prescribed by an external authority for some 
staff

Salary band is prescribed by an external authority for all staff

Salary is set by an external authority/civil servant status for 
some staff

Salary is set by an external authority/civil servant status for 
all staff

Other restrictions

Capacity to decide on dismissals 
(senior academic/senior administrative staff)

There are no sector-specific regulations concerning dismissals 
(national labour regulations apply)

Dismissal is strictly regulated due to civil servant status for 
some staff

Dismissal is strictly regulated due to civil servant status for all 
staff

Dismissals are subject to other regulations specific to the 
sector

Capacity to decide on promotions 
(senior academic/senior administrative staff)

Universities can freely decide on promotion procedures

The law states who has to be included in the selection 
committee 

Promotion only if there is a post at a higher level

Other restrictions
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Academic autonomy

Capacity to decide on overall student numbers Exclusive decision of the university

Universities decide on the number of fee-paying students 
while an external authority determines the number of state-
funded study places

Universities negotiate with an external authority 

Exclusive decision of an external authority

Free admission

Capacity to select students 
(at BA and MA level)

Admission criteria set by the university

Admission criteria co-regulated by an external authority and 
universities

Admission entirely regulated by an external authority

Capacity to introduce 
and terminate degree 
programmes

Capacity to introduce 
programmes 
(at BA, MA level)

Universities can open degree programmes without prior 
accreditation

A minority of new degree programmes/courses must be 
submitted to prior accreditation to be introduced/funded

All new degree programmes/courses must be submitted to 
prior accreditation to be funded

All new degree programmes/courses must be submitted to 
prior accreditation to be introduced

Other restrictions

Capacity to introduce 
programmes 
(at doctoral level)

Universities can open degree programmes without prior 
accreditation

A minority of new degree programmes/courses must be 
submitted to prior accreditation to be introduced/funded

All new degree programmes/courses must be submitted to 
prior accreditation to be funded

Only some universities/academic units can open new degree 
programmes

All new degree programmes/courses must be submitted to 
prior accreditation to be introduced

Other restrictions

Capacity to terminate 
programmes

Universities can terminate degree programmes 
independently

Termination of degree programmes requires negotiation 
between universities and an external authority

Termination of degree programmes occurs on the initiative of 
an external authority

Other restrictions

Capacity to choose the language of instruction 
(at BA and MA level)

Universities can only offer degree programmes/courses in the 
national language 

Universities can choose the language of instruction for all 
programmes

Universities can choose the language of instruction for certain 
programmes

The number of degree programmes/courses taught in a 
foreign language is limited by an external authority

Universities can choose the language of instruction only if the 
programme is also offered in the national language

Universities can choose their language of instruction, but will 
not receive public funding for foreign-language programmes
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Capacity to select quality 
assurance mechanisms and 
providers

Capacity to select quality 
assurance mechanisms

Universities can select quality assurance mechanisms freely 
according to their needs

Universities cannot select quality assurance mechanisms

Capacity to select quality 
assurance providers

Universities can choose quality assurance agency freely 
according to their needs (including agencies from other 
countries)

Universities can only select between national quality 
assurance agencies

Universities cannot choose the quality assurance agency

Capacity to design content of degree programmes Universities can freely design the content of their degree 
programmes and courses (other than for the regulated 
professions)

Authorities specify some content of academic courses

Authorities specify all of the content of academic courses

Other restrictions
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Annex 4  – Weight ing  fac tors  per  ind i ca tor

Organisational autonomy

Financial autonomy

Staffing autonomy

Academic autonomy

Selection procedure for the executive head 14%

Selection criteria for the executive head 14%

Dismissal of the executive head 12%

Term of office of the executive head 9%

Inclusion of external members in university governing bodies 12%

Selection of external members in university governing bodies 12%

Capacity to decide on academic structures 15%

Capacity to create legal entities 12%

Capacity to decide on recruitment procedures (senior academic staff) 13%

Capacity to decide on recruitment procedures (senior administrative staff) 13%

Capacity to decide on salaries (senior academic staff) 12%

Capacity to decide on salaries (senior administrative staff) 12%

Capacity to decide on dismissals (senior academic staff) 12%

Capacity to decide on dismissals (senior administrative staff) 12%

Capacity to decide on promotions (senior academic staff) 13%

Capacity to decide on promotions (senior administrative staff) 12%14

Capacity to decide on overall student numbers 14%

Capacity to select students 14%

Capacity to introduce and terminate programmes 16%

Capacity to choose the language of instruction 13%

Capacity to select quality assurance mechanisms 15%

Capacity to select quality assurance providers 11%

Capacity to design content of degree programmes 16%15

Length of public funding 14%

Type of public funding 13%

Ability to keep surplus 14%

Ability to borrow money 9%

Ability to own buildings 12%

Ability to charge tuition fees for national/EU students 17%

Ability to charge tuition fees for non-EU students 21%

14 �The weighting factors do not add up to 100%, since digits had to be rounded to calculate the weighting factors.

15 �Ibid.
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Annex 5  – Non-we ighted  s cores  per  autonomy area

Organisational autonomy Financial autonomy

AT 77% AT 44%

BB (DE) 57% BB (DE) 31%

CH 56% CH 62%

CY 49% CY 18%

CZ 51% CZ 35%

DK 94% DK 53%

EE 82% EE 93%

ES 60% ES 40%

FI 91% FI 42%

FR 56% FR 33%

GR 40% GR 29%

HE (DE) 77% HE (DE) 24%

HU 63% HU 75%

IE 80% IE 73%

IS 45% IS 31%

IT 63% IT 62%

LT 73% LT 62%

LU 31% LU 93%

LV 62% LV 85%

NL 76% NL 78%

NO 77% NO 33%

NRW (DE) 85% NRW (DE) 45%

PL 64% PL 47%

PT 74% PT 75%

SE 56% SE 44%

SK 42% SK 64%

TR 29% TR 44%

UK 100% UK 90%
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Staffing autonomy Academic autonomy

AT 72% AT 72%

BB (DE) 54% BB (DE) 65%

CH 95% CH 75%

CY 46% CY 69%

CZ 95% CZ 49%

DK 86% DK 55%

EE 100% EE 92%

ES 47% ES 58%

FI 92% FI 88%

FR 42% FR 39%

GR 13% GR 34%

HE (DE) 60% HE (DE) 68%

HU 65% HU 43%

IE 82% IE 100%

IS 67% IS 85%

IT 48% IT 58%

LT 83% LT 44%

LU 87% LU 83%

LV 93% LV 59%

NL 72% NL 57%

NO 66% NO 98%

NRW (DE) 60% NRW (DE) 68%

PL 80% PL 70%

PT 62% PT 52%

SE 95% SE 72%

SK 52% SK 55%

TR 59% TR 51%

UK 96% UK 97%



80

Aghion, P., Dewatripont, M., Hoxby C., Mas-Colell, A. & Sapir, A. 2008. Higher aspirations. An agenda for 

reforming European universities. Bruegel Blueprint Series V.

Anderson, D. & Johnson, R. 1998. University Autonomy in Twenty Countries. Canberra: Department of 

Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs.

Ashby, E. & Anderson, M. 1966. Universities: British, Indian, African. A Study in the Ecology of Higher Education. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Berdahl, R. 1990. Academic freedom, autonomy and accountability in British universities. Studies in Higher 

Education 15(2): 169-180.

Council of the European Union 2007. “Council Resolution on modernising universities for Europe’s 

competitiveness in a global knowledge economy”, 23 November 2007.

De Boer, H., Jongbloed, B., Enders, J. & File, J. 2010. Progress in higher education reform across Europe: 

Governance reform. Brussels: European Commission.

Dill, D. 2001. The regulation of public research universities: changes in academic competition and implications 

for university autonomy and accountability. Higher Education Policy 14: 21-35.

European Commission 2006. “Delivering on the modernisation agenda for universities: education, research 

and innovation”, COM (2006) 208 final, 10 May 2006.

European Commission 2007. “The European Research Area: New Perspectives”, Green Paper, 4 April 2007.

European Commission 2010. “Europe 2020 Flagship Initiative Innovation Union”, COM (2010) 546 final,  

6 October 2010.

European University Association 2001. “Salamanca Convention 2001. The Bologna Process and the European 

Higher Education Area”.

European University Association 2003. “Graz Declaration – Forward from Berlin: the role of universities”.

European University Association 2005. Trends IV: European Universities Implementing Bologna. S. Reichert & C. 

Tauch.

European University Association 2007. “Lisbon Declaration – Europe’s Universities beyond 2010: Diversity 

with a Common Purpose”.

European University Association 2007. “European Commission’s “Green Paper” on “The European Research 

Area: New Perspectives” Viewpoint from the European University Association”.

European University Association 2009. “Prague Declaration – European Universities: Looking forward with 

confidence”.

REFERENCES



81

European University Association 2009. University Autonomy in Europe I: Exploratory Study, T. Estermann & T. 

Nokkala.

European University Association 2010. Trends 2010: A decade of change in European higher education. A. 

Sursock & H. Smidt. 

European University Association 2010. “EUA Policy Statement on Quality and Quality Assurance in the 

European Higher Education Area”.

European University Association 2011. Financially Sustainable Universities II: European universities diversifying 

their income streams. T. Estermann & E. Bennetot Pruvot.

European University Association 2011. Impact of the economic crisis on European universities. 

European University Association 2011. “Smart People for Smart Growth: Statement by the European University 

Association on the EU Flagship Initiative “Innovation Union” of the Europe 2020 European Strategy for Smart, 

Sustainable and Inclusive Growth”.

Eurydice 2008. Higher Education Governance in Europe. Policies, structures, funding and academic staff. Brussels: 

Eurydice. 

Felt, U. & Glanz, M. 2002. University autonomy in Europe. Changing paradigms of higher education policy. 

Bologna: Magna Charta Observatory.

Fielden, J. 2008. Global Trends in University Governance. World Bank Education Working Paper Series 9. 

Washington: The World Bank. 

Huisman, J. 2007. The Anatomy of Autonomy. Higher Education Policy 20: 219-221.

Jongbloed, B., De Boer, H., Enders, J. & File, J. 2010. Progress in higher education reform across Europe: Funding 

reform. Brussels: European Commission.

Karran, T. 2009. Academic Freedom in Europe: Time for a Magna Charta? Higher Education Policy 22: 163-189. 

Kohtamäki, V. 2009. Financial Autonomy in Higher Education Institutions – Perspectives of Senior Management of 

Finnish AMK Institutions. Tampere: Tampere University Press. 

Ordorika, I. 2003. The limits of university autonomy: power and politics at the Universidad National Autonoma 

de México. Higher Education 46: 361-388.

Romo de la Rosa, A. 2007. Institutional Autonomy and Academic Freedom: A Perspective from the American 

Continent. Higher Education Policy 20: 275-288.

Salmi, J. 2007. Autonomy from the State vs Responsiveness to Markets. Higher Education Policy 20: 223-242.

 

Verhoest, K., Peters, B.G., Bouckaert, G. & Verschuere, B. 2004. The study of organisational autonomy: a 

conceptual review. Public Administration and Development 24: 101–118.



European University Association

European University Association asbl

Avenue de l’Yser, 24 – 1040 Brussels, Belgium

Tel +32 2 230 55 44

Fax +32 2 230 57 51

www.eua.be

The European University Association (EUA) is the 

representative organisation of universities and 

national rectors’ conferences in 47 European 

countries. EUA plays a crucial role in the Bologna 

Process and in influencing EU policies on higher 

education, research and innovation. Thanks to its 

interaction with its members and a range of other 

European and international organisations EUA 

ensures that the independent voice of European 

universities is heard wherever decisions are being 

taken that will impact on their activities.

The Association provides a unique expertise in 

higher education and research as well as a forum 

for exchange of ideas and good practice among 

universities. The results of EUA’s work are made 

available to members and stakeholders through 

conferences, seminars, website and publications.




