


Four countries stand out from the rest as they have 
established systems in which university land and 
buildings are in most cases not owned directly by 
the institutions nor by the state but by state-owned 
companies. This model is specific to Austria, Finland, 
Germany and Sweden.

Finally, it is important to note that ongoing reforms 
are constantly modifying this picture. In France for 
instance, some universities have gained ownership 
of their buildings, while others will continue to oc-
cupy state-owned facilities.

Universities that occupy publicly owned facilities 
do not necessarily have to pay rent for them. The 
analysis reveals that, while it is relatively common 
for universities to have to pay some sort of rent to 
the state, this is not the case in Bulgaria, France or 
Luxembourg for instance. 

A closer analysis of the legal framework of those 
countries in which universities own their buildings 
shows though that higher education institutions 
are not necessarily able to decide freely on the in-
vestment on their real estate, nor can they autono-
mously decide on the sale of these assets18. Indeed, 
in most cases there are strong restrictions to the sale 
of university’ buildings.

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

Conversely, universities using state-owned facili-
ties may still be able to build or receive buildings 
through private donations. There are, nonetheless, 
cases where the universities are obliged to ask for 
permission even when they can finance buildings 
independently (e.g. Portugal and Romania), while in 
Turkey a building donated to the university techni-
cally becomes state property. 

This analysis shows that the issue cannot simply be 
summarised to a question of owning or renting fa-
cilities but that the concrete circumstances – such 
as the right to use real estate assets as a security 
to obtain loans, or the ability to sell facilities and 
land – determine the real degree of ownership and 
autonomy.

18 Graph 3.9 only includes countries where it is common practice that universities own property. Therefore it does not include 
countries such as Austria, where although universities are legally able to buy real estate, the majority of university property is 
not owned by them.
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3.8 Ownership of university buildings

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

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

3.9 Sale of university-owned real estate
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Key issues & findings
•	 There is a trend towards public funding being allocated as block-grants, 

which are often based on – or accompanied by – performance criteria or 
targets.

•	 In most European countries, universities are allowed to collect fees from at 
least part of their student population, although there is great variety in the 
way the fee levels are set and the amounts they represent.

•	 Universities are still faced with a number of restrictions when operating 
on the financial markets; borrowing is relatively common but investing 
and raising money are activities mostly open to “satellite” legal entities of 
universities (not the universities themselves).

•	Ownership of land and buildings is quite diversified across Europe and 
depends to a large extent on national cultures and traditions. However, 
formal ownership does not necessarily open possibilities for universities to 
use their assets without limitations.

A university’s capacity to control fully and allocate 
their budget internally is an important element 
of their financial autonomy. Although there is a 
trend towards block-grant funding there are still 
some cases where line-item budgets are used, with 
universities having no possibility to shift funding 
between budget lines. However, block-grants may 
also come with some restrictions in the use of the 
money received. 

Line-item budgets seem to exist mainly in some of 
the eastern European and eastern Mediterranean 
countries, whereas block-grants exist in all four 
corners of Europe. Analysis of grant systems (block-
grant vs. line-item budget) and the possibility to 
accumulate reserves by keeping surplus from public 
funding reveals that state control over public fund-
ing (line-item budget and no possibility to keep 
surplus) is tightest in Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Ser-
bia and Turkey. The majority, at least 20 countries, 
enjoys more autonomy in this respect, with block-
grants and the ability to keep surplus. 

In general, however, there is little clear correlation 
between grant allocation types and other elements 
of financial autonomy, such as the ability to borrow 

money, or the ability to set tuition fees. But looking 
at all the features of financial autonomy collectively, 
it seems that western European countries benefit 
from a greater autonomy than their eastern counter-
parts. One might argue that, in general, universities 
in western Europe have more autonomy to use the 
public funding they receive, but less autonomy to 
decide on tuition fees. Countries in eastern Europe 
tend to have less autonomy with public budgets, 
but in many cases have more autonomy to decide 
on privately-funded study places, and the fees those 
command. The clearest examples of this are Latvia 
and Serbia, which have line-item budgets, but are 
able to set tuition fees freely. 

University buildings, representing an asset of impor-
tant financial value, may be state-owned or unsel-
lable for historical reasons, with universities having 
little or no possibility to decide on selling them – 
even in cases when their maintenance is consuming 
resources which might be better spent on educa-
tion and research. Even in cases where universities 
are owners of their facilities, there are quite often 
restrictions on selling or using them as securities for 
loans, ranging from seeking the necessary authori-
sation to outright prohibition.

Conclusions: Financial autonomy
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Within the framework of staffing autonomy, this 
study focused on the capacity of universities to 
recruit their own staff and negotiate terms of 
employment19.

The ability of universities to decide on staff recruit-
ment is integrally related to its financial and aca-
demic autonomy, as staff salaries and employment 
contracts are, to a great degree, determined by the 
financial agreements between the university and its 
funders, and financial regulations on staffing direct-
ly impact on the ability to recruit the appropriate 
staff. Therefore, it is necessary to analyse staffing 
autonomy in relation to an institution ś academic 
and financial autonomy. 

Comparing different elements of staffing autonomy 
in more detail further faces the challenge that, in 
addition to the hugely diverse regulations of the 

different staff categories at universities, the differing 
legal frameworks of public and private labour law 
impact as well on the ability to recruit staff. Acknowl-
edging these challenges and the limited capacity of 
this study to analyse in detail the complete legal 
employment conditions across 34 countries, the fol-
lowing three dimensions were examined to allow 
for comparisons among institutions and countries:

•	 the recruitment procedures related to the ap-
pointment of senior academic staff20

•	 the status of university employees (whether con-
sidered civil servants or not)

•	 the salary levels 

Further work within this will aim to expand the ana
lysis towards all staff categories and collect compa-
rable data on human resources development, career 
models and promotions. 

Staffing autonomy

19	Due to the limited scope of this study, the analysis of data focused mainly on academic staff categories, although where other 
information was available, it is used. Given the increased importance of support staff in the achievement of a university’s aims 
and missions it will be necessary to extend this to all categories of staff in further work.

20	The term “senior academic staff” is used to stand for the highest academic staff, which, across the countries under study, has 
different names and different regulations and is usually involved in teaching and research (and sometimes in management 
activities/leadership activities).

4

The analysis clearly demonstrates that even in ge-
neric terms there are significant differences in staf
fing autonomy across different European countries, 
ranging from a larger degree of freedom in the 
recruitment of staff to very formalised procedures 
including external approvals, sometimes by the 
country ś highest authorities. 

Figure 4.1 shows that, in twelve systems, universi-
ties are essentially free to recruit their own staff. It 
concerns primarily countries that are situated in the 

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

Recruitment of staff
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European countries, universities may only partially 
decide on staff recruitment practices, as the num-
bers of posts in certain staff categories (usually 
professors and/or senior administration) are set at 
national level. 

It is also important to note that, in at least six coun-
tries (Bulgaria, France, Poland, Romania, the Slovak 
Republic, and some German states), the appoint-
ment of certain categories of staff (usually profes-
sors) has to be confirmed by the relevant public 
authority (the Ministry or the President of the coun-
try, as is the case in Poland, where the title of Pro-
fessor is granted by the President of the Republic).

The analysis also identified some other procedures 
which had an impact on the universities’ ability and 
flexibility to recruit their own staff. In Greece, for 
example, the selection of people for permanent ad-
ministrative and technical posts is not in the hands 
of the universities and is instead made by a national 
body. The university provides the position require-
ments and the national organisation is responsible 
for the administration of the entire recruitment 
process including the selection.

Some countries also have compulsory personal 
accreditation in place for certain academic posts. 
Thus, only those individuals who have acquired a 
professorial accreditation can apply for posts as 
professors. This procedure is used for example in 
the Slovak republic, Slovenia and Spain. In Romania, 
the selected candidates for the highest teaching and 
research posts, have to go through an evaluation 
by the National Council for Confirmation of Titles, 
Degrees and Diplomas, before their appointment is 
confirmed by the Ministry. 

Staff recruitment procedures
As the positions of university professors tend to be 
the most strongly regulated category of staff in most 
countries, this section will focus on a thorough exam
ination of their recruitment procedures. This does 
not, however, mean that some countries would not 
apply similar procedures to other staff categories. 

Although there is some variation in the practice of 
recruiting senior academic personnel, most coun-
tries follow fairly similar procedures. It is common 
practice to specify the selection criteria at faculty 
level and set up a selection committee to evaluate 
the candidates. The successful applicant is subse-
quently appointed at the faculty level or alterna-
tively by a university-level decision-making body. 
The selection committee either recommends one 
successful candidate or provides the decision-mak-
ing body with a shortlist of preferred candidates in 
order of priority. 

The final decision on the selection or appoint-
ment of the candidate is made at faculty level in 
the Czech Republic, Denmark and Slovenia. This 
also applies to some German states and in larger 
universities in Norway. In the majority of systems 
(25), however, the appointment is made at univer-
sity level.

The analysis further shows that for Croatia and Ser-
bia the university would equally be involved in ap-
pointing professors, even though the faculties are 
(or were, in the case of Croatia, until January 2007) 
independent legal entities. Finally, a few systems re-
quire that the decision to appoint a new professor 
must be approved by an external body, usually the 
relevant Ministry (see Figure 4.2).
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4.1 Ability to recruit staff

Universities (freely): BE nl, BE fr, EE, DE, IE, LV, LU, MT, 
NL, NO, CH, UK
Specifications in the law: AT, BG, CZ, DK, FI, HU, IS, IT, 
LT, PL, RO, RS, SK, SI, ES, SE
Number of posts regulated at national level: HR, CY, 
FR, GR, PT, TR

4.2 �Appointment of senior academic staff 
(recruitment procedures)

Final appointment decision made at faculty level: CZ, 
DK, SI
Final appointment decision made at university level: 
AT, BE nl, BE fr, HR, CY, EE, FI, GR, HU, IS, IE, IT, LV, LT, 
LU, MT, NL, PL, PT, RS, ES, SE, CH, TR, UK
Final appointment confirmed by an external authority: 
BG, FR, RO, SK
Varies between states or universities: DE, NO
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None of the university staff members have civil ser
vant status in 15 countries (see Figure 4.3). While 
“civil servant status” may not have the same mean-
ing in all countries, due to different legal frameworks 
and traditions, the term is understood here as rep-
resenting a group that benefits from a stronger and 
more protective regulation. In some countries, cer-
tain categories of staff may not be called civil servants 
but have a similar status (Ireland, Poland). Rules and 
regulations of civil servant employment may also be 
applied to some categories of staff only. A common 
feature is that these universities have less flexibility 
in their human resource management compared to 
those where staff do not have civil servant status.

In certain countries including the Czech Republic, 
the Slovak Republic and Iceland, only staff em-
ployed at state universities have civil servant status. 
In these countries, university staff employed at other 
universities (both public and private) do not qualify 
as civil servants (except for the rector in Slovak pub-
lic universities).

All members of university staff have civil servant sta-
tus in eight systems, predominantly in central and 
eastern Europe, along with Belgium and Norway. 

In the remaining countries, the status of civil servant 
is limited to specific categories of university staff. In 
Austria, Denmark, Luxembourg and Portugal, the 

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

With regard to salaries, the study considered staf
fing autonomy in relation to the universities’ ability 
to determine their overall salary costs and individual 
salary levels independently, or if these were deter-
mined (and to which degree) by a higher authority, 
such as the government. 

The overall salary costs can be determined, within 
certain limits, by the universities themselves21 in 
most countries as shown in figure 4.4. However, it 
appears that the national government prescribes 
the standards for university salary levels in six Medi-
terranean countries. The analysis further indicates 
that in Greece salaries are not only prescribed but 
also paid directly by the government. Salary costs 
are partially determined by the state in France, 
Germany and Lithuania leaving the universities 

Salaries

21	This relates to the university’s capacity to shift resources internally and freely allocate them to the payment of salaries. 
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4.3 Civil servant status

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

8

6

5

15

4.4 Overall salary costs

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

6

3
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22	This refers to the university’s capacity to determine the salary levels of individual employees and/or employee categories.

with limited autonomy in an important part of the 
recruitment procedures. In France, the system is 
currently in transition as the ongoing reform now 
makes universities responsible for human resources. 
In Finland, with the new reform adopted in June 
2009, universities will replace the state as official 
‘employers’.

In most cases, a university’s ability to determine over-
all salary costs is correlated with the form in which 
the university receives its funding. If the universi-
ties receive funding from the state as a block-grant, 
they are usually able to determine their overall sal-
ary costs independently. If the funding is allocated 
in the form of a line-item budget, universities usu-
ally do not have the autonomy to determine overall 
salary costs. The analysis showed exceptions for six 
countries (Bulgaria, Croatia, Latvia, Malta, Slovenia 
and Serbia), as there was no correlation between 
the budget allocation and the university ś ability to 
decide on their salary costs. In Bulgaria, Latvia and 
Serbia universities receive a line-item budget but are 
nevertheless able to determine to some extent their 
salary costs, as they may be allowed, for instance, 
to increase salaries above the amount defined by 
law. In Croatia, Malta and Slovenia the universities 
receive block-grant funding, but are not able to de-
termine their overall salary costs. 

The analysis showed that universities typically have 
less control over individual salary levels22 than the 
overall salary costs. Only four countries, namely 
Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia and Norway, 
reported that the universities were entirely free to 
decide on individual salary levels. In eight systems 
universities do not have the authority to decide on 
individual salary levels of their staff, as they are fixed 
by the national authorities.

In a majority of countries (21), however, universities 
are able, at least in part, to determine individual 
salaries. Again, the limitations cover a broad range 
of options. This may mean that universities are auth
orised to set the salaries of certain staff, but not of all 
staff members (universities in Austria, France, Ger-
many, Italy, Portugal and Spain may freely decide on 

the salaries of contracted staff or newly employed 
staff, who do not have civil servant status). In other 
situations staff salaries are prescribed by govern-
ments within salary bands (though these may also 
be the result of negotiations). Universities may have 
either limited flexibility to appoint people within 
these categories (particularly at the higher levels), 
or they may only determine the salary within the 
prescribed band subject to a minimum standard. 
This usually applies to staff with a civil servant sta-
tus, in which case the salary band is set at national 
level. National guidelines that prescribe salary bands 
and allow universities some autonomy in determin-
ing salary levels within these limits (or above a cer-
tain minimum) are applied in a large number of 
countries (15) as depicted in figure 4.5. It should 
be noted, however, that detail of these guidelines 
varies greatly among countries. In some countries 
these salary bands are negotiated by the state and 
institutions or unions. In the Netherlands, negotia-
tions only involve the universities and the unions 
with no intervention of the state. Finally, there are, 
in several countries, some exceptions in salary regu-
lations for international professors, in order to allow 
universities to attract them by designing specific 
incentives.

Staffing  
autonomy

30

4.5 Individual salary levels

Entirely decided by universities: BG, CZ, EE, NO
Entirely decided by other body: BE nl, BE fr, CY, GR, IE, 
MT, SI, TR 
Universities may decide salaries of some categories 
only: AT, FR, DE, IT, PT, ES 
Universities may decide within certain limits: HR, DK, 
FI, HU, IS, LV, LT, LU, NL, PL, RO, RS, SK, SE, UK
Varies between cantons: CH

15

1
4

6

8



Key issues & findings
•	 The analysis shows that involvement of the public authorities in staffing 

issues ranges from determining (directly or indirectly) the salaries to being 
direct employer of university staff.

•	While universities are in most cases able to determine their overall costs, 
they are rarely able to set staff salary levels freely.

•	 Although there is a trend to reduce civil servant status, there is still a large 
number of countries where either all or a large number of employees have 
this status.

One of the important elements of staffing auton
omy is the extent to which universities have control 
over the financial aspects related to their staff. This 
includes the overall salary costs and individual salary 
levels, as well as the degree of flexibility universities 
have in the recruitment of staff (even if procedures 
are regulated to a certain degree). Universities’ staf
fing autonomy is limited wherever universities are 
largely unable to decide on their staffing policy, 
including recruitment practices, salary levels, and 
tenure. If these issues are set to a large degree by the 
public authorities this leaves universities with little 
capacity to control overall salary expenses, or devise 
incentives for attracting high quality staff.

Recruitment policies and decisions may also have 
to be confirmed by higher level authorities, such as 
academic appointments that need to be approved 
by national governments. Although in some coun-
tries this is only a formality, it nevertheless impacts 
on the length of a recruitment procedure and there-
fore on the flexibility to act quickly in an increasingly 
competitive international recruitment environment.

The analysis reveals that, in some aspects, univer-
sities gained a greater flexibility in their staffing 
autonomy, in particular as in most countries staff 
is directly paid and/or employed by the university 
instead of the government. When looking at a wider 
range of important elements of staffing autonomy 
though, in particular the ability to define individual 
salaries, control is still exerted to a large degree 
by the government. The fact that in almost half of 
the countries studied all or the majority of staff has 
civil servant status also shows a need to continue to 
change to more flexible forms of employment for 
university staff. 

Some countries like Croatia, Cyprus, Greece and 
Turkey seem to have little freedom within their staf
fing autonomy as they have no possibility to deter-
mine the numbers of staff they recruit, and have 
no control over overall salary costs - even individual 
salary levels are determined by national authorities. 
In three of the four countries (Croatia, Greece and 
Turkey), all staff members also have civil servant sta-
tus, which is subject to various other regulations and 
entitlements. 

Conclusions: staffing autonomy
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5
In relation to academic autonomy, this study fo-
cused on gathering information on the universities’ 
ability to determine their own institutional strategy, 
to determine their academic profile, in particular 
their ability to introduce or terminate degree pro-
grammes, to decide on the structure and content 
of these degree programmes, as well as on their 
roles and responsibilities with regard to the quality 
assurance of programmes and degrees, and finally 
the extent to which they can decide on student 
admissions. 

Analysis of the data gathered on these elements 
proved to be particularly challenging. This was 
to be expected, given that important aspects of 
academic autonomy are closely linked not only to 
the other dimensions that are core to institutional 
autonomy, but also to the ongoing Bologna Pro
cess reforms. Over the last ten years all the coun-
tries surveyed have enshrined the core elements 
of the Bologna reforms extensively in national or 
regional legislation. This is the case specifically for 
the Bologna three-cycle study architecture, backed 

up by national qualifications frameworks, for the 
implementation of ECTS credit frameworks and for 
quality assurance arrangements. On all these major 
issues European frameworks exist, developed jointly 
by the representatives of governments, universities, 
staff and students. They are being implemented on 
a voluntary basis at national level and by institutions 
across Europe in all 34 countries surveyed. 

Further definition and detailed analysis of the con-
cept of academic autonomy will need to take ac-
count of and, indeed, be based on a broader un-
derstanding of these developments, in particular 
the ongoing implementation at national level of 
the three-cycle structure in the context of the Euro-
pean Qualification Framework for Higher Education 
(2005) and of national quality assurance arrange-
ments being put in place in the context of the Eu-
ropean Standards and Guidelines also adopted by 
Ministers (2005). 

The comments made below are to be considered in 
the light of these remarks.

Academic autonomy

Institutional strategy

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

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

Universities in the majority of European countries 
(29) are essentially free to develop their own aca-
demic profiles. (Two of these countries (Malta and 
Switzerland) seem to enjoy particularly high levels 
of autonomy in this respect as their universities 
are completely free to introduce new degree pro-
grammes or end existing ones.) Of course, univer
sities in all countries are subject to different forms 
of accreditation, licensing or negotiation procedure, 
according to their national legislation as well as in 
certain cases to European level requirements, as is 
the case, for example, for programmes leading to 
professional qualifications, with which compliance 
is mandatory. This includes the sectoral professions 
(principally, medical doctor, dental practitioner, vet-
erinary surgeon, pharmacist, architect) and the pro-
fessions subsumed in the so-called general system 
(of which engineer is the most pertinent example)23. 

In universities in five countries (Denmark, Fin-
land, Germany, Ireland and Spain) institutions’ 
educational responsibilities are stipulated in the na-
tional law, determined by the relevant ministry, or 
negotiated between the Ministry and the university. 

More specifically, in Finland the list of possible de-
grees and fields of study is stipulated by law or by 
the Ministry of Education, and the Spanish and 
German universities negotiate educational respon-
sibilities with the relevant regional governments. 
But even in countries where there are no official in-
terventions or negotiations with a higher authority, 
there seems to be a strong steering through funding 
by the relevant body, which can effectively influence 
a university’s decision on its academic profile.

An example of a country where the Ministry of Edu-
cation plays a particularly strong role with respect 
to the development of the academic profiles of in-
stitutions is the Netherlands. Indeed, the Ministry 
oversees the system’s efficiency and discourages 
universities from establishing degree programmes 
in fields of study that are already catered for by a 
number of other institutions. However, where new 
degree programmes require accreditation, it is likely 
that the procedure will also take into account the 
balanced provision of different disciplines across the 
country, in particular at master level. 

23	Davies, H., Survey of Master Degrees in Europe, EUA, Brussels, 2009, p.39

Degree programmes

Structure and content of degrees
The last decade of Bologna reforms across Europe 
has led to the introduction of the Bologna three-
cycle degree structure and the ongoing develop-
ment of national qualifications frameworks in all the 
countries surveyed. 

The responsibility for the design of curricula, on 
the other hand, generally rests with the universities 
themselves. The development of new Bologna com-
patible study programmes at bachelor and master 
level has generally been accompanied by the estab-
lishment, at national or regional level in most coun-
tries, of quality assurance agencies that are in many 
cases responsible for ensuring the external quality 

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

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

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

In general, new programmes must pass some type 
of accreditation. However, due to the national or 
regional allocation of educational responsibilities, 
opening programmes in certain fields may be more 
difficult if the discipline is already well catered for 
in other parts of the country. Alternatively the es-
tablishment of new programmes needs to be nego
tiated with the responsible Ministry. These nego-
tiations are often related to the financial impact 
of these programmes. The data collected suggest 
that there are a number of requirements involved 
in opening or closing programmes. 

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

In some countries, national lists of possible degree 
programmes exist, often stipulated by law. In the 
Slovak Republic and Hungary for example, this is 
combined with a two-stage accreditation process, 
depending on whether the new programme the in-
stitution wishes to establish is already part of listed 
programmes or not. In this case, obtaining accredi-
tation is generally easier. If not, an official endorse-
ment of the curriculum and learning outcomes by 
a national accreditation agency or by the relevant 
Ministry is required. The newly created programme 
is then registered with the official body and insti
tutions seeking to establish such programme in the 
future can secure accreditation faster for their spe-
cific programmes.

In those countries where the legislation determines 
the distribution of educational responsibilities (i.e. 
the degrees that an institution is allowed to grant), 
the establishment of new programmes is necessarily 
heavily constrained. Finnish, Walloon and Luxem-
bourg institutions, among others, may only open 
programmes which pertain to their wider edu
cational remit. 

The standard accreditation process can include spe-
cific procedural requirements in some countries. In 
the Netherlands, accreditation is only required for 
programmes within bachelor, master and Ph.D. de-
grees, whereas the universities are independent in 

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

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

Institutions in several countries, such as Austria, Cy-
prus, Germany24, Greece and the UK have to engage 
in resource negotiations with the relevant Ministry, 
or another national agency, to secure resources 
necessary to open potential new programmes. Ad-
ditionally, institutions may have to fulfil prerequisites 
such as securing a minimum number of students 
to be granted the authorisation to open new pro-
grammes (Luxembourg and Portugal). 

Finally, universities in several European countries, 
generally the new member states, are able to open 
programmes independently for fee-paying stu-
dents, while the number of government-funded 
places need to be negotiated with the relevant auth
orities. The chapter on student admissions further 
elaborates on this specific issue.

Universities across Europe are generally more auton
omous as regards the termination of existing pro-
grammes. Institutions either have complete auth
ority to close programmes independently (Belgium/
French community, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 
the Netherlands, Poland, Romania and Sweden), or 
may have to negotiate with the relevant Ministry, 
especially as far as overall student numbers are con-
cerned (Austria, Cyprus, Spain). 
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Student admission

The ability to decide on key issues related to the 
selection of students (student admission) is an im-
portant part of academic autonomy, including: 

•	whether the universities are able to decide on 
overall numbers of students 

•	 if they can decide numbers of students per 
discipline

•	 if they have control over student admission 
mechanisms

•	 if they need to comply with special quotas

The following analysis shows that there are consider-
able limitations to university autonomy in relation to 
the selection of students. 

Overall numbers of students
There are three basic models in terms of who de-
cides on the student intake into universities (see 
figure 5.1). The decision on the overall number of 
students is either taken by the university itself (in a 
minority of countries), by the relevant public autho-
rities or shared by public authorities and universities.

Exclusive intervention of the public authorities 
means that either a fixed number of study places or 
a ceiling is set (In Bulgaria, Greece, Lithuania, Nor-
way and Turkey, the student numbers are pre-fixed 
by the state) or that the law stipulates that all those 
possessing a predetermined qualification have free 
access to university (9 systems).

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

In Latvia for instance, the Ministry of Education de-
cides on the amount of state-funded study places, 
which are often allocated to specific programmes 
(especially in natural sciences, engineering, teacher 
training and medicine). The universities on the other 
hand can decide on the overall student numbers 
and numbers of student per discipline regarding in 
the self-funded study places.

Numbers of students per discipline 
In a third of the European countries analysed, the 
universities can freely decide on the number of stu-
dent places per discipline. The allocation however 
may, in some fields, be subject to negotiations with 
the relevant authorities, or set within the accredita-
tion procedure. 
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5.1 Overall student numbers

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

UNIVERSITY COOPERATIVE
MODEL

PUBLIC
AUTHORITIES

Ceiling set by
public authorities

Cooperation
university & public

authorities
Fixed amount No tuition fee

Croatia, Estonia,
Greece, Hungary,

Latvia, 
Luxembourg,

Poland, Romania,
Serbia, UK

Italy,
Portugal,

UK: England*

Cyprus,
Belgium / Flanders,

Lithuania

Begium / Wallonia,
Bulgaria, France,

Ireland,
Netherlands,

Slovenia, Spain,
Switzerland, 

Turkey

Austria, 
Czech Republic,

Denmark, Finland,
Iceland, Malta,

Norway, Slovakia,
Sweden, Cyprus*,

Greece*, Scotland*,
Slovenia*

UNIVERSITY COOPERATIVE
MODEL

PUBLIC
AUTHORITIES

Negotiation Split system Fixed number Free
Admission

Croatia
Denmark
Estonia
Ireland

Luxembourg
Poland

Cyprus
Finland

Germany
Hungary
Iceland
Slovakia
Slovenia
Sweden
England

Czech Republic
Latvia

Portugal
Romania
Serbia

Bulgaria
Greece

Lithuania
Norway
Turkey

Austria
Belgium / Flanders
Belgium / Wallonia

France
Italy

Malta
Netherlands

Spain
Switzerland

Basic qualification granting eligibility to apply to Higher Education 
(usually Secondary Education qualification) – most often set in the law

Free admission Admission based on
grades in general exam

Admission criteria
set by universities

Austria
Belgium / Flanders
Belgium / Wallonia

France
Italy

Malta
Netherlands

Spain
Switzerland

Cyprus
Denmark
Germany
Greece

Hungary
Latvia

Lithuania
Poland
Turkey

Bulgaria
Croatia

Czech Republic
Estonia
Finland
Iceland
Ireland

Luxembourg

Norway
Portugal
Romania
Serbia

Slovakia
Slovenia
Sweden
England



The study also uncovered cases, where universities 
have no authority to decide on student numbers 
per discipline. In Bulgaria and Turkey, the state 
allocates a fixed number of study places for each 
discipline. While in Austria, Belgium/French com-
munity, France, Italy, Spain and Switzerland, entry 
into universities is generally free, a numerus clausus 
may still be introduced for some disciplines (for in-
stance, medicine) when this has been endorsed by 
the government.

Students in the Flemish community in Belgium, the 
Netherlands and Malta also have free entry into 

university programmes, but the universities are enti-
tled to set quotas for specific disciplines themselves.

Admission mechanisms
Admission to university can be clustered into three 
different models. All systems require that candi-
dates hold a type of secondary education qualifi-
cation or succeed in a general matriculation exam 
(this is most often stipulated in the national legisla-
tion), which grants them basic eligibility to apply to 
university. Three main types of mechanisms unfold 
on this basis (see Figure 5.3):

•	 Free admission: in nine systems, holding such a 
qualification opens a right to obtain a study place 
in a higher education institution (as is the case in 
France or Spain for instance);

•	 Admission based on grades: the results obtained 
by the candidates in the national matriculation 
exam (or centralised university admission test) 
determine admission policy. Minimum achieve-
ment standards (level of points to be achieved) 
may be set by the Ministry (Cyprus, Greece), or 
by the universities themselves (Poland, Hungary). 
This may apply for all or only certain disciplines 
(Germany, Latvia, Lithuania).

•	 Admission criteria set by universities: universities 
are able to set their own admission policies as they 
are free to add criteria to the basic requirements 
set by law. This may occur in relation to specific 
disciplines, and this may also only be allowed 
at certain levels (in Hungary, universities can 
only apply additional criteria for post-bachelor 
degrees).

5.2 Number of students per discipline

Disciplinary allocation freely decided by universities: 
HR, CZ, EE, FI, GR, HU, IS, LT, LU, SE
Disciplinary allocation decided entirely by the state: 
BG, TR 
Free entry, and state may decide on disciplinary quotas: 
AT, BE fr, FR, IT, ES, CH
Free entry but universities may decide on disciplinary 
quotas: BE nl, NL, MT
Disciplinary allocation subject to negotiation or ac-
creditation in some fields: CY, DK, DE, IE, LV, NO, PL, 
PT, RO, RS, SK, SI, UK

13

2

63

10

5.3 Admission mechanisms

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

UNIVERSITY COOPERATIVE
MODEL

PUBLIC
AUTHORITIES

Ceiling set by
public authorities

Cooperation
university & public

authorities
Fixed amount No tuition fee

Croatia, Estonia,
Greece, Hungary,

Latvia, 
Luxembourg,

Poland, Romania,
Serbia, UK

Italy,
Portugal,

UK: England*

Cyprus,
Belgium / Flanders,

Lithuania

Begium / Wallonia,
Bulgaria, France,

Ireland,
Netherlands,

Slovenia, Spain,
Switzerland, 

Turkey

Austria, 
Czech Republic,

Denmark, Finland,
Iceland, Malta,

Norway, Slovakia,
Sweden, Cyprus*,

Greece*, Scotland*,
Slovenia*

UNIVERSITY COOPERATIVE
MODEL

PUBLIC
AUTHORITIES

Negotiation Split system Fixed number Free
Admission

Croatia
Denmark
Estonia
Ireland

Luxembourg
Poland

Cyprus
Finland

Germany
Hungary
Iceland
Slovakia
Slovenia
Sweden
England

Czech Republic
Latvia

Portugal
Romania
Serbia

Bulgaria
Greece

Lithuania
Norway
Turkey

Austria
Belgium / Flanders
Belgium / Wallonia

France
Italy

Malta
Netherlands

Spain
Switzerland

Basic qualification granting eligibility to apply to Higher Education 
(usually Secondary Education qualification) – most often set in the law

Free admission Admission based on
grades in general exam

Admission criteria
set by universities

Austria
Belgium / Flanders
Belgium / Wallonia

France
Italy

Malta
Netherlands

Spain
Switzerland

Cyprus
Denmark
Germany
Greece

Hungary
Latvia

Lithuania
Poland
Turkey

Bulgaria
Croatia

Czech Republic
Estonia
Finland
Iceland
Ireland

Luxembourg

Norway
Portugal
Romania
Serbia

Slovakia
Slovenia
Sweden
England
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Student quotas 
Public authorities, in a minority of countries, can set 
entry quotas for students of specific socio-economic 
backgrounds or foreign students (Cyprus, Switzer-
land, Turkey), or students with disabilities (Greece). 
The Norwegian government has also set minimum 
quotas of students entering university for a first 
qualification. 

Universities themselves are allowed to set quotas in 
many countries throughout Europe, from Ireland to 
Bulgaria, and from Finland to Spain. These quotas 
would necessarily be diverse as they fall under the 
responsibility of the individual universities but may 
target students through criteria of nationality or ori-
gin (in Iceland, most universities limit their intake of 
international students), disabilities or outstanding 
capacities; in certain contexts, quotas may aim at 
facilitating access to higher education of children 
of war victims (Croatia). These measures are taken 
according to the internal decision-making process 
of the university.

Most often, when there is free admission to univer-
sities, the institutions may not set quotas, but nei-
ther does the state. Italy and Spain are exceptions 
to this trend as their universities, though operating 
under a system of free admission, are allowed to in-
troduce such measures. This may apply to part-time 
students or to high level athletes.

A few countries, where access to higher education is 
regulated, nonetheless do not have quotas (neither 
at state level nor at university level). In some of these 
cases, public authorities have set incentive mecha-
nisms to encourage institutions to offer study pla
ces to students coming from disadvantaged back-
grounds (as in the UK), instead of setting quotas, 
which represents a more distant form of steering 
at system level. This also applies to Flanders, where 
measures attracting students combining work and 
study, for instance, are intended to complement the 
government’s free admission policy.
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5.4 Student quotas

State sets quotas: CY, GR, NO, PT, RO, RS, CH, TR
Universities able to set quotas: BG, HR, FI, DE, HU, IS, 
IE, IT, LV, LT, LU, SK, SI, ES
No quotas: AT, BE nl, BE fr, CZ, DK, EE, FR, MT, NL, PL, 
SE, UK

12

14

8



Key issues & findings
•	 European processes such as the Bologna process and European frameworks 

have had a strong impact on many issues related to academic autonomy.

•	 Student selection is strongly regulated, whether by setting frameworks for 
admissions, or by limiting student intake in specific disciplines.

•	More countries resort to imposing direct limitations (e.g. setting student 
quotas) instead of indirect steering by incentives.

In terms of academic autonomy, key issues in-
clude the ability of universities to decide on their 
academic profiles, especially educational responsi
bilities (conferring degrees in certain areas), and the 
ability to select students. Student admissions tend 
to be free for all students that meet the basic entry 
level requirements in a majority of countries (usu-
ally a secondary education degree and/or national 
matriculation exam). 

The data analysis tried to assess whether there is 
a correlation between certain elements of financial 
autonomy and academic autonomy, in particular 
comparing block-grant funding and the ability to 
open new programmes. It is interesting to see that 
this is not the case. Countries with a block-grant 
budget cover all different types of procedures for 
opening degree programmes. Similarly, coun-
tries with a line-item budget can have both liberal 
and tightly regulated procedures for establishing 
programmes. 

Based on two central elements of student admis-
sions, the overall numbers of student intake and the 
allocation of student numbers into programmes dis-
ciplines, universities in Croatia, Estonia and Luxem-
bourg appear to have the greatest freedom in this 
respect. Bulgarian and Turkish universities, on the 
other hand, have the least power to decide on those 
elements, as they are entirely determined by the 
state. However, one could argue that equally restric
ting countries with regards to student admissions are 
Belgium/Flemish community, France, Italy, Spain and 
Switzerland, which all have free admission in general, 
and when disciplinary quotas exist, they are deter-
mined by the state rather than by the university. 

Finally it is apparent that universities which seem 
to be more autonomous when it comes to open-
ing programmes in reality face limitations, as this 
freedom is often tied to budget negotiations, 
which effectively curtails the universities’ academic 
autonomy.

Conclusions: Academic autonomy
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As outlined in the introduction, autonomy is a con-
cept that is understood differently throughout Eu-
rope. What autonomy should comprise or how it 
should be introduced also differs dramatically de-
pending on the viewpoint (university perspective 
or policy level). While there is broad acceptance of 
the concept that autonomy requires accountability 
as a counterbalance and that there needs to be a 
framework for universities in which they can ope-
rate, debate on the exact nature and extent of ac-
countability is fierce.

The study aimed to provide a glimpse of what the 
representative organisations within Europe’s higher 
education systems see as the main challenges for 
university autonomy at the present time and in the 
years to come. These perceptions can be categor
ised into the following five groups:

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

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

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

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

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

Relations with state and society
In federal or regional systems with differing opera-
ting conditions, some universities felt unable to 
compete on a national level. There were also con-
cerns about the long-term commitment of society to 
funding universities and guaranteeing their auton-
omy even under conditions of an economic down-
turn. Universities also made the point that it was 
challenging to maintain an adequate distance from 
the short-term interests of politics and business. 

Concluding remarks – 
Perceptions and Trends
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Trends

While universities in almost all the systems under 
review have external regulations which provide a 
framework for their organisational autonomy 
(and at the same time provide the regulatory frame 
for their accountability), the number and detail of 
these regulations differ quite significantly. In most 
cases national legislation contains some kind of 
guidelines for the formation or structure of the de-
cision-making body/bodies, as well as the groups 
represented in them and the selection of their mem-
bers. The study revealed, however, that a certain  
degree of independence is available across Europe. 
In the majority of countries, universities are relative-
ly free to decide on administrative structures. This is 
also true, although already to a lesser extent, of their 
capacity to shape their internal academic structures 
within the legal frameworks.

There is also a trend towards the inclusion of ex-
ternal members in the university decision-making 
processes, especially where universities have dual 
governance structures. This is also regarded as an 
important form of accountability but clearly serves 
other, strategic purposes as well (external stakehol-
ders are also selected to help build links for mul-
tiple purposes with other sectors and industry). 
Their role though remains controversial as external 
stakeholders may be either seen as showing too lit-
tle interest and commitment to university affairs, or 
considered to have too much control over academic 
issues. Finding the right balance and providing an 
efficient and appropriate way of including external 
stakeholders will form a crucial part of current and 
future reforms on governance.

As far as leadership is concerned, the shift towards 
CEO-type rectors in certain western European coun-
tries appears to go hand in hand with a greater 
autonomy in management and structure design. On 
the other hand a significant number of more tradi-
tional models exist where the rector is an academic 
“primus inter pares” and is selected by the internal 
academic community amongst the professors of the 
university in question.

Otherwise, it appears clearly that dual governance 
structures (with some type of division of power be-
tween bodies, usually comprising a board/council 
and a senate), as opposed to unitary structures, are 
on the rise. 

Financial autonomy is one crucial factor allowing 
universities to achieve their strategic goals. If there 
is not a certain freedom to act independently in 
terms of financial issues, then the other dimensions 
of autonomy may well only exist in theory. In the 
majority of countries, universities receive their fund
ing via block-grants, but there are still some cases 
where line-item budgets are used, with no possi-
bility for the universities to shift funding between 
budget lines. These exist mainly in some eastern Eu-
ropean and eastern Mediterranean countries. In a 
small number of cases even self-generated revenue 
is strictly regulated. 

The way in which funding is allocated is another 
important factor that reflects how independent 
universities are vis-à-vis the political authorities. 
Analysis reveals that intermediary funding bodies 
often fund research, an area where political inter-
ference tends to be restricted to steering by priori-
ties, but that institutional funding largely remains 
a direct competence of the Ministries themselves.

While in the majority of countries universities are 
allowed to borrow money, the law, especially in 
northern Europe, sets restrictions by limiting availa-
ble amounts or requiring authorisation. This is quite 
often a reason for universities in those countries to 
establish independent legal entities (if they have the 
ability to do so), such as foundations, which are al-
lowed to borrow. On the other hand only very few 
systems allow universities to invest in stocks and 
shares or issue bonds. In this respect, in most cases, 
governments exert some kind of control over the 
universities’ financial activities or simply do not al-
low those activities.

In the majority of the countries analysed, univer
sities can collect tuition fees or administrative fees 
from at least part of their student population. Ne-
vertheless, this does not mean that these fees reflect 
a significant contribution to the costs of education 
or a significant form of income. Additionally there 
are, in most cases, regulations and limitations at-
tached to the ability of universities to set fees as a 
means to generate income. 

In general there is little clear correlation between 
grant allocation types and other elements of finan-
cial autonomy, such as the ability to borrow money, 
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or the ability to set tuition fees. Looking at all the 
features of financial autonomy collectively, it seems 
that western European countries benefit from a 
greater autonomy than their eastern counterparts. 
It can be argued that, in general, universities in 
western Europe have more autonomy to use the 
public funding they receive, but less autonomy in 
relation to tuition fees. Countries in eastern Europe 
tend to have less autonomy with public budgets, 
but in many cases have more autonomy to decide 
on privately-funded study places, and the fees those 
command. The clearest examples of this are Latvia 
and Serbia, where universities have line-item bud
gets, but are able to set tuition fees freely. 

In half of the surveyed countries, universities own 
their buildings. Although cultural differences, per-
ceptions traditions or indeed the high maintenance 
costs are to a large extent determining factors of 
whether universities themselves want to own their 
facilities, it is a crucial aspect of being an indepen-
dent financial actor. But even in those countries 
where universities are owners of their facilities they 
are not automatically able to decide freely on the 
investment of their real estate, nor can they necess
arily autonomously decide on the sale of these as-
sets. Restrictions range from authorisation to the 
prohibition of selling.

Almost invariably, universities need to submit fi-
nancial reports to the funding Ministry, the Parlia-
ment, the regional government or other types of 
public authorities. This financial reporting to public 
authorities is one form of ensuring universities’ ac-
countability for their financial activities. Account-
ability is further ensured through the audit of the 
universities’ accounts, which is carried out either by 
a national public auditing agency, a private agency 
(or both) or, in a small number of cases, directly by 
the Ministry of Education.

One of the important elements of staffing auton
omy is the extent to which universities have control 
over the financial aspects related to their staff. This 
includes control over the overall salary costs and in-
dividual salary levels, as well as the degree of flexi
bility universities have in the recruitment of their 
staff (even if procedures are regulated to a certain 
degree). 

The analysis reveals that, in some countries, univer
sities are gaining a greater flexibility in their staffing 
autonomy, in particular as staff is generally directly 
paid and/or employed by the university rather than 
by the government. The ability of universities to 
define individual salaries is still, however, control-
led to a large degree by the government. The fact 
that in almost half of the studied countries all or the 
majority of staff has civil servant status also shows a 
need to continue to change to more flexible forms 
of employment for university staff. 

The analysis shows that there are significant differ-
ences in the recruitment of staff, ranging from a 
larger degree of freedom to formalised procedures 
including external approvals, sometimes by the 
country ś highest authorities. Although in some 
countries this is only a formality, it nevertheless 
impacts on the length of a recruitment procedure 
and therefore on the flexibility to act quickly in a 
competitive increasingly international recruitment 
environment.

Some Mediterranean countries have very little free-
dom in their staffing autonomy as they have no pos-
sibility to determine the number of staff they recruit 
and hence have no control over the overall salary 
costs. Even individual salary levels are determined 
by national authorities. 

In terms of academic autonomy, key issues in-
clude the ability of universities to decide on their 
academic profiles, especially educational responsi-
bilities (conferring degrees in certain areas), intro-
ducing and terminating programmes and the ability 
to select students. 

The introduction of new programmes usually re-
quires some form of approval by the relevant Minis-
try or by another public authority and is often tied to 
budget negotiations, which shows again the inter-
dependence of different dimensions of autonomy. 
In the majority of countries universities have com-
plete authority to close programmes independently 
and only in a smaller number of systems do they 
have to negotiate this with the relevant Ministry.

Admission to higher education institutions tends to 
be free for all students that meet the basic entry 
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level requirements in a majority of countries (usually 
a secondary education qualification and/or national 
matriculation exam). In a minority of countries, the 
decision on the overall number of students is taken 
by the university itself. In most cases this is deter-
mined by the relevant public authorities or decided 
jointly by public authorities and universities.

In a third of the European countries analysed, the 
universities can freely decide on the number of stu-
dent places per discipline. The allocation however in 
some fields may be subject to negotiations with the 
relevant authorities, or set within the accreditation 
procedure. 

Looking at the overall numbers of student intake and 
the allocation of student numbers into programmes 
disciplines, universities in Croatia, Estonia and Lux-
embourg appear to have the greatest freedom in 
this respect. Bulgarian and Turkish universities, on 
the other hand, have the least power to decide on 
those elements, as they are entirely determined by 
the state. 

Although the study confirms the existence of a 
general trend towards an increase in university 
autonomy throughout Europe, there are still a large 
number of countries that do not grant their univer-
sities enough autonomy, thereby limiting their per-
formances. There are equally cases where autonomy 
previously granted has now been reduced. Quite 
often there is also a gap between formal autonomy 
and the real degree of a university’s ability to act 
with certain independence. In a number of cases a 
significant increase in accountability measures has 
effectively curtailed university autonomy, which in-
dicates the importance of finding the right balance 
in terms of the introduction of accountability tools.

Although EUA has monitored, amongst its member-
ship, the impact of the economic crisis on university 
funding during the project phase it is not yet clear 
what the long term effects of the global economic 
downturn on certain aspects of autonomy will be. 
It might mean that national governments will again 
resort to more direct steering mechanisms or that 
tighter public budgets will lead to heavier report-
ing measures. In a number of cases drastic cuts in 
public funding were a short term reaction to the 
economic crisis, which placed universities under 
strong pressure. 

The public authorities need to find ways of steering 
the universities through performance and informa-
tion measures, without resorting to excessively bur-
densome and potentially misplaced reporting mea-
sures, or too short-term funding. The commitment 
to long-term stable university funding is crucial for 
institutional autonomy. Being dependent on state 
funding, as most European universities are, inevi
tably limits a university’s ability to function indepen-
dently. The diversification of institutional funding to 
multiple funding streams, however, tends to create 
additional accountability requirements, which may 
prove cumbersome to comply with. 

In conclusion, reforms in the field of governance and 
autonomy will not achieve their aims if they are not 
accompanied by measures to develop institutional 
capacity and human resources. These are necessary 
for universities to face the new demands placed on 
them, with a need for efficient and effective man
agement and leadership and new technical and spe-
cialist expertise in many areas. This issue needs to 
be addressed jointly, by both universities and the 
relevant public authorities.

EUA, for its part, will continue to give the necessary 
attention to this important condition for the success 
of Europe’s universities.
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Respondents to the online questionnaire
The Rectors’ Conferences of the following countries responded to the online questionnaire of the study: 
Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 
Lithuania, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Poland, Slovak Republic, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, and the 
United Kingdom.

EUA staff
Thomas Estermann, Head of the Governance, Autonomy and Funding Unit
Enora Pruvot, Project Officer, Governance, Autonomy and Funding Unit
Melissa Koops, Policy Officer, Secretary General’s Office
David Crosier (until 2007), Programme Development Director
Charoula Tzanakou (until 2007), Project Officer

Contracted expert
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