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Preface

In summer 2025, the Policy Institute at King’s College London 
organised and convened a small expert workshop to discuss trends in 
European higher education. This formed part of our programme on ‘The 
Future of Higher Education’. It brought together a number of leading 
academics from the UK, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden 
and Switzerland, all of whom had experience as senior leaders and 
researchers, and extensive knowledge of systems other than their own. 
All of these countries have university systems with a history of research 
excellence and also a commitment to free speech and enquiry, and to 
Enlightenment values. They are also all facing new challenges which 
mass higher education and globalisation create for what were, until quite 
recently, small, elite and national institutions. 

Following a very productive set of discussions, participants agreed to 
pull together key conclusions in a short publication. The first chapter 
provides a general overview of trends in European higher education 
by Alison Wolf and Eliel Cohen, the KCL organisers of the workshop. 
The remaining chapters discuss individual countries, namely England, 
France, the Netherlands, Sweden and Switzerland. Each has very 
different distinctive features, and in each case domestic politics play a 
major role in determining trajectories. But the choices and challenges 
that we all face are nonetheless markedly similar. 
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An overview of European trends 

Professor Dame Alison Wolf 

Sir Roy Griffiths Professor of Public Sector Management, King’s College London

Dr Eliel Cohen 

Research Fellow, the Policy Institute at King’s College London

Europe’s universities have common roots in the mediaeval institutions 
which taught and trained priests for the Catholic Church, but also 
pioneered modern philosophy and logic, and nurtured mathematicians 
and scientists of genius. These universities were part of a super-national 
system, with a shared language (Latin) and easy mobility between 
countries. But in the centuries that followed, secular rulers and states 
reduced the power of the Church and, in most cases, exerted power over 
universities within their boundaries. In the process, university systems 
also became increasingly diverse. The development in 19th century 
Germany of the ‘research university’, which spread first to the USA 
and then across much of Europe, created major changes in the way 
universities operated, including their relationship with governments. But 
these also created further differentiation at the level of the individual 
university, and of national systems.

Nonetheless, if we look at European universities today, some important 
common threads emerge. Governments have become ever more 
important in the funding and governance of higher education, as they 
have in just about every other sphere of activity. And universities have 
become more and more visible and important in the lives of young 
people and in the way careers and opportunities develop.
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The university sector has grown enormously, at speed, since the 
1950s. In growing, it has also been transformed. Both supply (largely 
government-funded) and demand are driven in in good part by 
the perceived link between expansion and economic growth. Can 
this growth continue, and should it? Three common challenges are 
apparent. The first is simply cost – can university systems cope with 
growing financial pressures now that they are so big? Second, we now 
have a political environment where populist parties have been growing 
in importance across the continent, in part because of concerns about 
culture and identity. How well, or badly, does this fit with a sector 
which is increasingly globalised after centuries of serving local and 
national elites? And third, how will individual countries’ universities 
fare in an environment where research is both increasingly important 
(for the sector and for national economies) but also itself increasingly 
global?

Despite the differences, some of the common themes are striking.

European Universities since the Second World War

The period from the end of the Second World War through to 
the present has been a golden one for European higher education. 
Universities have played an important role in Europe for many centuries, 
but until recently only a tiny proportion of the population experienced 
university education. In the vast bulk of the economy the universities 
were irrelevant, and most people spent their lives with no direct contact 
with university institutions. Levels of university autonomy varied 
greatly, between countries and over time, but for centuries, direct 
interventions by governments were largely ‘precautionary’, in order to 
control and pre-empt unwelcome ideas about religion and politics from 
spreading through society. Other than, in some countries, serving as 
pipelines for the staffing of national churches, universities were not part 
of governments’ active programme of rule, or seen as instruments of 
activist social and economic policy.
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On the eve of the Second World War, European universities were 
still recognisably true to this type. Research activity had become 
increasingly important, but they continued to educate a tiny minority 
of the population. In1938 about 2% of young people in advanced 
economies such as England, France or Germany were enrolled for 
undergraduate degrees, most of them male: a figure comparable to the 
number of English adults who today have PhDs. 

Today, across Europe – and the OECD nations as a whole – around half 
of young adults are qualified to degree level. Each country’s sector has 
grown in specific ways, with differences of detail. But the pattern is a 
general one, as Table 1 illustrates for our sample countries. Moreover, in 
emerging economies, expansion has come much faster, at lower levels of 
national income per head, than occurred in Europe or North America. 
Participation in some non-European countries, notably in East Asia, 
have gone even higher than in Europe.

Figure 1 Trend in proportion of 25–34-year-olds with a tertiary-level education. 
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Any sector which is that large, and enrols so many people, will become 
of enormous interest to governments. This is even more true when 
entire age cohorts find their lifetime prospects very strongly affected by 
whether or not they are graduates, and when governments see education 
as primarily and essentially an economic endeavour. For the last 75 
years, European governments of all political persuasions have driven 
and paid for expansion, and have committed to making access easy 
and affordable for all those who met the entry criteria. As a result they 
incurred large new financial obligations.

Education and growth

The worldwide explosion in university enrolments happened in very 
large part because of shared beliefs about what higher education can 
and should deliver for the economy. Governments have bet heavily 
on universities as engines of growth. There are two underlying 
arguments for the belief that expanding higher education will be good 
for the economy: first that graduates enjoy higher average salaries 
than non-graduates, and that this demonstrates their greater skills and 
productivity and second, that academic research fuels innovation and 
technical progress. Of these, it is the former that has made state-funded 
or state- supported university education so common an experience for 
Western young people. It is also now, though only in some countries, 
being questioned by parts of the political establishment and national 
media. 

It is, of course, true that ‘human capital’ is one of the fundamental 
building blocks of any economy, and that no advanced economy 
can function without large numbers of highly educated and trained 
individuals. But it is increasingly hard to believe that simply increasing 
the number of graduates will deliver both high salaries for ever-
increasing numbers of people, and a boost to economic growth. It is also 
hard to see how governments move away from the expansion-oriented 
policies that have dominated post-WW2: and some of the shared 
tensions discussed below reflect that.
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If the relationship between higher education and growth were as 
simple as many have believed (and indeed still do), the last 20 years 
of European history would have been years of healthy productivity 
growth and steadily rising salaries for our huge graduate workforce. 
Instead, economic growth is sluggish. Meanwhile, the average graduate 
premium – the extra amount graduates can expect to earn compared to 
non-graduates – has shrunk. The latter should not really have surprised 
people, for the premium that so entrances politicians is a relative one: 
the fact that graduates on average earn more than non-graduates says 
nothing, in and of itself, about how much either group is making in 
absolute terms. As the proportion of graduates in the population rises 
then, other things being equal, a decline in the average premium is very 
likely, simply because the size and nature of the two groups changes. 

However a common offsetting assumption has been that the labour 
market would respond to growing supply by generating more and 
more ‘graduate jobs’ which were highly productive. For the UK’s 
New Labour governments of 1997-2010, the ‘number one priority for 
investment is education’1 because skills and knowledge are ‘driving 
modern economic growth’ and are ‘the tools for success and prosperity’.2 
Their Tory successors agreed, removing any caps on university 
enrolment and publishing a White Paper in 2016 which asserted that 
‘Doubling the number of universities per capita is associated with over 4 
per cent higher future GDP per capita’.3 And the view was general, not 
UK-specific: encapsulated in, for example, the European Commission’s 
2000 Lisbon Strategy for the European economy, and in the work 
of leading US economists such as Goldin and Katz, who argued that 
higher levels of inequality in the US than in Europe were the direct 
result of the latter expanding its education system further and faster.4

But if supply does not automatically stimulate labour market demand 
– as seems increasingly likely – then the average graduate premium 
is likely to shrink very markedly, in absolute as well as relative terms. 
Universities and their defenders point out – correctly – that there still 
is a graduate premium which, on average, is fairly substantial. And the 
best jobs – to a greater extent than in the past – are very likely to remain 
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a graduate preserve: so there will still be a strong financial incentive 
to obtain a degree. But growing numbers of graduates already work 
in jobs where there is no obvious need for graduate skills, and many 
earn less than people in skilled non-graduate trades.5 For them, and for 
governments which pay out large sums for their education – though 
rarely for their living costs – the bargain looks a lot less good. 

Some of the trends discussed in this paper reflect politicians’ waning 
faith in a higher education magic bullet. The belief that expanding 
higher education would inevitably increase social mobility, and not just 
growth, is also taking something of a beating, though largely, to date, 
among policy and social science professionals. 

The post war period is one in which countries have made explicit or 
implicit commitments that university-level education will be accessible 
to all who qualify. This position reflected both economic arguments 
and a strong post-war commitment to equalising opportunities across 
society. 

There are, as a result, few examples of overall number caps, or of 
numerus clausus at subject level, other than for medicine and related 
disciplines, in Europe’s university systems.6 And tuition fees are usually 
low or non-existent. England, as discussed further below, is an exception 
on the latter point and has moved to funding a large part of its system 
through student fees, but a quarter-century after the key policy decision 
was taken, it remains a European outlier: political and public opinion 
across the continent are deeply opposed to charging students for their 
education. Faced with at best sluggish growth, alongside continuing and 
rationally high demand for higher education, the cost of universities has 
become a major budget challenge for many governments. 
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What has not changed, and indeed has tended to become a higher 
priority, is universities’ research role. Ours is a world where European 
countries’ manufacturing employment continues to decline, and 
large eastern and south-eastern Asian economies are growing apace. 
Supporting ‘frontier’ research, which may generate spin-offs and new 
companies, and help maintain the position of our current leading export 
industries, is seen as absolutely vital for future prosperity. Governments 
consequently direct very large sums of money to universities specifically 
for research. 

Emerging strains and challenges

Although European university systems have all grown enormously in 
recent decades, they also remain far more diverse than their mediaeval 
predecessors. They are all largely funded directly or indirectly by the 
state (including England), but the precise funding mechanism used has 
a major effect on, for example, whether a clear reputational hierarchy 
emerges. And there are also major inter-country differences in whether 
or not tertiary education is very largely delivered by universities, or 
whether there are other distinct types of tertiary institutions alongside 
universities; and in how far private institutions have been allowed to 
develop alongside the state system.

However, as noted in the Introduction, in three areas there are clearly 
shared challenges. Universities are facing cost pressures almost 
everywhere. There are tensions around the global orientation of many 
universities, and their internal culture. And the evolving nature of high 
quality research, especially but not only in the sciences, is also creating 
challenges to which countries have to respond. These three challenges 
are discussed in turn below.
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1. Cost pressures

The total level of spending by European governments on tertiary 
education and university-based research has been quite stable during 
this century. The OECD average is 1.2% of GDP and in North/North 
West Europe slightly more (Table 1). The major organisational outlier 
is England, and even here as discussed below, the expenditure numbers 
probably understate the size of the actual public contribution.

Table 1 Government spending on tertiary education (including R&D) as a 
percentage of GDP, select countries and OECD average, 2022. 

Country Government spending as  
percentage of GDP (%)

France 1.2

Germany 1.3

Netherlands 1.6

Sweden 1.7

Switzerland 1.2

UK 1.3

OECD average 1.2

Source, OECD7

However, in most countries, as student numbers have grown, there has 
been long-running downward pressure on real levels of spending per 
student. The most recent expenditure figures tend to indicate stability 
in absolute levels of expenditure per student, but most countries spend 
considerably less per student than England (with its fee regime) or than 
the well-funded systems of Switzerland and Scandinavia.8 And most if 
not all systems report growing cost pressures. 
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These pressures probably reflect in large part the effects of ‘Baumol’s 
cost disease’.9 This strikes when employers in a sector which cannot 
reasonably improve its own productivity face wage and salary increases 
in the rest of the economy. They must try and match them, because 
otherwise they will be unable to hire the quality of staff they had, and 
wish to maintain. 

University teaching and research do not readily generate major 
productivity increases. In the case of teaching, there have been ongoing 
changes in many, if not most, countries, involving fewer teaching hours, 
larger class sizes and greater use of technology. This allows universities 
to continue attracting good academic staff by either worsening staff-
student ratios which allows for pay increases, or reducing work 
demands, or both. At the same time there has been a large increase in 
the number of cheaper non-tenured academic and research staff on 
short-term and part-time contracts, and the development of something 
like a ‘dual economy’ workforce. The degree to which this is apparent 
varies between and within systems, but it is a general phenomenon.10

However, changing the ‘product’ is not the same as a productivity 
increase! A student whose time at university is spent overwhelmingly 
in lecture halls is not receiving the individualised feedback that 
characterises small-group instruction and highly effective human 
learning. We know both that students who attend lectures and classes 
in person learn more than those who play back recorded sessions11, and 
that students taught by permanent tenured staff generally learn more 
than those taught by part-time temporary employees.12 As for research, 
it is by its nature labour intensive. It may produce results which 
translate into generalisable techniques and inventions, and so increase 
productivity down the line. But research itself comes as the first, 
exploratory and uncertain stage.
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 ‘Baumol’s disease’ affects the pay not just of academic teachers and 
researchers, but also of the very large number of non-academic staff, 
many of them in managerial and professional positions. In those systems 
where we have good data, the non-academic share of both university 
employment and of the wage bill has increased. Overall there has been 
a move to more managerial and professional employees, partly but not 
entirely offset by declines in faculty support and secretarial staff. They 
too must be paid competitive salaries if institutions are to attract good 
staff and maintain quality. 

Cost pressures also, in varying degrees, reflect growing regulatory costs, 
pension costs (in most systems), and capital costs (in most systems). 
Meanwhile, repeated commitments to keeping university education free, 
or very cheap, do not extend to funding generous student maintenance. 
Doctoral students will typically have access to state funding for 
maintenance as well as fees, but direct support for undergraduates 
generally falls well short of living costs. Fifty years ago, North American 
higher education was seen as highly distinctive because it was normal 
for students to ‘work their way through college’. Today, except in a very 
few elite institutions with well above average resources, students expect, 
or hope, to work part-time as a matter of course, including during term 
time.

These pressures are directly related to universities’ enthusiasm for 
international student recruitment. The university sector, as a whole, 
has become not only much bigger, but also increasingly global – as 
has the economy. However, while every country in Europe has seen 
a huge increase in university enrolment and graduation rates, they 
vary enormously in the degree to which, and the way in which, they 
participate in international higher education student flows. 

England is the single largest European recruiter of overseas students, 
even after Brexit. Back in 1981, total English university student 
numbers were still capped (which they no longer are) and all 
undergraduate fees were paid by the state (again, unlike today). When 
Margaret Thatcher decided that the government would no longer pay 
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the university fees for non-UK students enrolled in British universities, 
but that the sector could enrol as many non-British fee-payers as 
they wished, she was widely attacked for philistinism and hostility 
to developing nations. However this did not stop universities from 
responding at speed to the new opportunities for increasing, by a very 
significant amount, their total budgets. 

The potential to make money from international recruitment was and is 
greatest for English-speaking countries, and the UK, Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand and USA are consequently the countries where numbers, 
and the impact on university finances, and activity, have been greatest. 
But other countries also noted the potential of such a policy. 

A good number of Europe’s public university systems (other than the 
UK) have invested in very active international student recruitment – 
and provided English-medium courses to that end. And within a rather 
short period of time, there has been, outside the public system, a rapid 
growth in private business schools which recruit successfully across 
the globe, with France, Germany, Italy and Spain housing some of the 
highest-ranked institutions in the world – all of them, again, teaching in 
English. This very rapid change has been financially transformative for 
some institutions but has also contributed to growing political strains in 
some European countries. 

2. Culture, values, and identity

The increased globalisation of university teaching, and not just research 
(discussed below) is less of a profound change than the huge growth in 
numbers. But it is important nonetheless. Universities are the traditional 
pipeline into national and local elites, recruiting from those same elites 
but also providing an upward route for talented young people from 
non-elite backgrounds. In mediaeval times, there was very widespread 
movement of students among universities, which were linked to a pan-
European institution, the Catholic Church. And even after universities 
became largely state institutions, people did study abroad. (Hamlet, 
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Prince of Denmark, was a student at Wittenburg in Germany.) But 
they were the exception. State institutions educated their own elites. 
Connections formed at university were and are, for good and bad, 
important in national and local politics, business, the law. 

In European countries, this is still largely the case. None of them is 
bleeding talent in the way that affects a good many developing countries. 
But there is nonetheless an evident, and widespread (if not continent-
wide) backlash against the perceived indifference of elites to national 
identity. In non-English-speaking countries where universities have 
expanded English-medium offers, there has been pushback from some 
politicians (eg in Belgium, the Netherlands). 

More generally – though by no means universally – universities are seen 
as increasingly disconnected from their localities, and associated with 
a single set of values and dogmatic attitudes which are not shared, or 
indeed actively rejected, by large parts of the population. In Western 
Europe there is nothing, as yet, comparable to the Trump administration’s 
current attack on leading American universities – the closest comparator 
is Hungary, which forced the Central European University, established 
by George Soros, to leave Hungary altogether. The campus protests 
associated with the war in Gaza are smaller in scale than the protests of 
1968, and the sector came through the 1968 upheavals largely unscathed. 
But the broader political environment in 1968 was very different.

Internationally, political concerns over the sector have been most 
apparent in the countries with huge international enrolments, and 
especially the UK, Australia and Canada, and have centred on associated 
immigration issues. It is also noteworthy, and perhaps not surprising, that 
the UK has undertaken an unusually high number of national enquiries 
into higher education provision, with the result that not only political and 
media awareness but also political and media criticism have increased. 
More generally, across Europe, the emergence of international league 
tables has attracted widespread political interest in ‘home’ institutions’ 
rankings. However, the key element here is research excellence.
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3. Research 

The growth of university-based research has not transformed society 
as quickly or dramatically as happened with enrolment surges. The 
research university of today is a direct and recognisable descendant of 
the research university that emerged in the 19th century and spread 
from Germany, via the USA, around the world. But the scale of activity 
today is enormous. And while scientific and medical research have 
always been strongly international in their orientation, today’s research 
workforce has become global in a way that poses major challenges for 
the governments that largely fund it. 

In rich European societies, research is increasingly seen as critical to 
future prosperity. They cannot compete as mass-market manufacturers, 
so in most cases, being at the cutting edge of technical and scientific 
progress is seen as critical to a country’s chances of remaining among 
the world’s richest nations. The teaching activities of universities are 
supported in large part because of their expected economic benefits: 
their research activities likewise.

There are significant differences among European countries in how they 
organise government-funded research. France, for example, is distinctive 
in operating a national research organisation, CNRS, with employees 
who are separate from university employees, though often working 
closely with and on university campuses. Germany has more and more 
important free-standing research institutes than, for example, Sweden, 
Switzerland or the UK. But all of these countries have governments 
which fund research in higher education institutions because they see 
it as crucial to their future prosperity,. They also all grapple with the 
tension between the excellence which is most easily achieved through 
recognising and encouraging elite research and the political pressures 
towards ‘equal treatment’ of all eligible institutions. 
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They also operate within an increasingly global competitive market for 
researchers. The United States acted as a magnet for talented scientists 
throughout the post-World War II period (though rather less today), 
and especially for native English-speakers. In the 1990s, “Save British 
Science” was an extremely effective campaign group, arguing for greater 
support for research, and universities, in the face of a haemorrhaging 
of research talent to North America. Today, when English has become 
the universal language of science, and of scientific journals, and is more 
widely studied, and spoken, than ever before, it has become ever easier 
for researchers to consider relocating to a different country which offers 
them better terms and conditions, and the chance to work with other 
top-ranking scientists.

A major change since the 1990s is the degree of mobility within Europe. 
European governments and the EU have strongly encouraged this, 
notably through Horizon (Horizon 2020, which ran from 2014-20, 
and the current Horizon Europe 2021-27) and the European Research 
Council (established in 2007). The Horizon Europe website explains 
the rationale:

It creates jobs, fully engages the EU’s talent pool, boosts economic 
growth, promotes industrial competitiveness and optimises investment 
impact within a strengthened European Research Area.

These huge competitive research programmes encourage and enable 
large collaborative projects. Winning these grants is very important 
for countries’ research strengths, and the composition of the proposed 
research team is central to success. So the contemporary research 
environment encourages researcher mobility in a way that would not 
have been true a generation, let alone two generations ago. This is also 
placing pressure on national systems that pay academics and academic 
researchers relatively little, and/or operate with rigid nationally-
bargained pay scales. The pay differential between, for example, France 
and Switzerland is very large indeed – far greater than would be the 
case for private sector jobs in a given ‘industry’. 
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European governments’ support for university-based research is founded 
on the belief that its results will be good for the national and continental 
economy, either fairly immediately or in decades to come. Most of it is 
handed out to individual researchers and research teams, competitively, 
rather than being used to strengthen the finances of specific universities. 
In some cases (most notably but not only the UK), universities may 
receive additional funds to strengthen their research infrastructure, but 
this is also based on their research performance, as measured by research 
grant and publication success. 

Research has been an increasingly central part of university activity ever 
since Germany created the research university, and the USA spread the 
model internally and to the rest of the world. But it is even more critical 
today. Governments are right to see it as central to a country’s economic 
fortunes. However, it is also central to individual universities’ fortunes, 
in a way that was not true in a less globalised world. 

The growth of widely-studied international league tables means that 
the study choices of mobile international students in particular are 
heavily influenced by a university’s ranking. That in turn has direct 
and major impacts on university finances, including their ability to 
pay star researchers well. International reputation also strongly affects 
the willingness of good researchers to come and work in a particular 
institution. 

These processes are strongly self-reinforcing, since league table positions 
are to a very large degree based on research metrics. This new dynamic 
is playing out very clearly at a global level, and may come to influence 
European national policies more strongly in the future, given politicians’ 
interest in whether or not any of their ‘own’ universities occupy high 
levels in these table.
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English universities in European 
context

Professor Dame Alison Wolf 

Sir Roy Griffiths Professor of Public Sector Management, King’s College London

The English university system has a number of distinctive features: 
notably its heavy reliance on student fees, the ease with which new 
institutions can be established and acquire degree-awarding powers13, 
and the embrace of overt competition between universities. These 
features are not shared with Scotland, and only partly with Wales and 
Northern Ireland, although the four constituent nations of the UK do 
share a research funding system. 

However England’s – and the UK’s – recent history also exemplifies the 
basic European-wide trends identified above: very rapid expansion of 
student numbers, cost pressures, concerns that universities are becoming 
divorced from society as a whole, and government preoccupation with 
the economic benefits of university-based research and the competition 
for global talent. 

1. Expanding higher education 

Successive English governments have embraced expansion while 
explicitly arguing that this would bring economic growth in its wake. 

The best-known political proponent of expanded higher education was 
Tony Blair, the ‘New Labour’ leader who delivered three successive 
election victories for his party and was Prime Minister from 1997 to 
2007. Blair is remembered (not entirely accurately) for promising, 
on taking power, that 50% of young people would go to university14: 
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something which, less than three decades on, is a fairly mainstream 
tertiary participation level for an advanced economy. Moreover, 
Blair’s embrace of expanded higher education was itself completely 
mainstream for English politicians of his generation, and the preceding 
one. Participation rates had been rising sharply since the 1960s, and 
very sharply in the previous decade, under Conservative governments. 
And after Labour lost power in 2010, highly influential Conservative 
higher education ministers (David Willetts, Jo Johnson) strongly 
encouraged the emergence of new universities and smaller ‘providers’, 
licensed by the national regulator to award degrees.

English politicians have been very clear that they see education, 
and educational expansion, as primarily economic in their purpose. 
Politicians have, since the 1950s, been highly preoccupied with 
how best to equip the economy for a world of increasing overseas 
competition, and the decline of the country’s ‘old’ industries, notably 
most manufacturing.

This preoccupation with education and the labour market is not 
confined to universities but it is very evident in higher education 
policy, and increasingly so. Proponents of further expansion point to the 
positive ‘graduate premium’ – the extra amount graduates can expect 
to earn over a lifetime compared to non-graduates – as evidence that 
university is ‘worth it’. This is a common enough argument, but where 
England has gone further than most is in its very detailed analysis of 
the different earnings of graduates from individual institutions and in 
particular subjects. 

There are major methodological and practical barriers to providing 
robust information at this level of detail. However, the government has 
dedicated considerable resources to regular analysis of average graduate 
earnings, looking at the impact of degree subject and institution 
attended, and controlling for pre-university attainment. There is 
an expectation that prospective students should be given detailed 
information about how much extra they will earn for each individual 
degree subject in each university – and that they should, and will, base 
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their decisions largely on this. And the sector regulator (the ‘Office 
for Students’) has announced that it is actively considering using this 
information in its monitoring and regulation of individual institutions, 
and in determining fee caps.

There is little to suggest that prospective students use this granular and 
somewhat inaccessible data when making application decisions. But the 
broad results are fairly well known, including the extent to which future 
earnings are associated with which university someone attended, and 
the fact that not all degrees are associated with higher future earnings. 
As a result they probably have reinforced the already very hierarchical 
nature of England’s university sector. They have also fed into an 
ongoing shift in political attitudes towards university education, and 
universities.

In recent years, there has been growing criticism of universities, 
largely on the right, but far from entirely so. As discussed further 
below, England has been experiencing some of the same tensions as 
the US as a result of ‘culture wars’.15 But much of the criticism reflects 
the combination of high levels of student indebtedness with growing 
awareness that a degree may be of limited financial value and that the 
country faces acute skill shortages in non-graduate occupations. This 
has contributed to a growing scepticism among both politicians and the 
general public about further investment in higher education. 

Most young people, and their parents, still see a university education 
as a positive or indeed top choice after leaving school – realistically so, 
given the acute shortage of apprenticeship openings. But in polling, 
apprenticeship consistently tops higher education as a candidate for 
additional spending16. And at the 2025 Labour Party Conference, Sir 
Keir Starmer, the current Labour Prime Minister, announced that 
other forms of post-school education and training, including ‘gold-
standard apprenticeships’ should be treated as equally valuable to 
university. Blair’s ambition ‘to get 50% of kids to uni’ (sic) was, Starmer 
announced, no longer ‘right for our times’. 
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2. Cost pressures

English universities have a high reputation internationally, especially 
those at the top of home and international research rankings. They also 
spend a relatively high amount per student. However, between the mid 
1970s and 2000, real public funding per student fell by more than half: 
this at a time when British students paid no tuition fees. (International 
students’ fees ceased to be eligible for public support in 1981). Teaching 
hours fell, class sizes rose, academic salaries fell behind those of once-
comparable professional groups, and buildings became shabby. Most 
visible of all – because of the ‘Save British Science’ campaign that 
made it so – was the growing loss of scientific talent, as more and more 
scientists emigrated to academic posts in North America or Australia. 
Meanwhile, student numbers continued to grow.

By the end of the 1990s there was a cross-party consensus that more 
money had to go into the sector and that fees were the only way to get 
a substantial rise in spending. Fees were duly introduced, first at a very 
low level, and then, in 2006 and 2012, at significantly higher levels but 
through ‘income contingent loans’. The state (through its fully owned 
Student Loans Company) pays the tuition fee directly to the university, 
and the student is liable to repay it, but only once their earnings have 
reached a set threshold. 

The actual level of fees (which are nationally capped for undergraduate 
courses), along with maintenance loans and grants, repayment terms, 
and the state’s ongoing contribution to teaching costs, have been 
changed frequently by successive governments. There is an ongoing and 
inevitable conflict between governments’ wish to control their spending; 
their wish to reduce the amount students (who are also voters) pay; and 
their wish to maintain university quality. Resource per student from 
fees was at its highest since the 1970s in the early years of the 2010-15 
Coalition government, and has since fallen significantly. Fees were frozen 
from 2017 to 2023, in spite of high inflation. And in the period since 
substantial fees were introduced, direct government funding for teaching 
has been slashed other than for medicine and other health professions. 
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Many English universities are now facing major financial pressures. 
Spending per student nonetheless remains considerably higher than 
in most European countries, or the other UK nations. This is in 
significant part because of income from international student fees. 
British universities moved to charging international students relatively 
early (1981), and while the funding system for Scottish universities in 
particular has diverged markedly from England’s, this aspect has not. 
UK universities have benefitted from being English-language as well as 
having a high reputation, and also from high levels of autonomy which 
have allowed them to market their programmes effectively and respond 
at speed to demand.

However, within the sector, overall spending per student is also uneven. 
The long freeze in fee levels, failure to increase direct teaching subsidies, 
now compounded by recent sizeable increases in labour costs (because 
of tax changes) have placed finances under growing strain in any 
university which cannot keep growing its international enrolments. 
Since the latter have been increasingly concentrated in the top research 
universities, the result is that a large number of English universities are 
in or close to deficit. 

At present, international student fees make up a large (23%) part of total 
UK university income. In all institutions which recruit internationally, 
they subsidise both home students’ teaching and universities’ research. 
Indeed, there is a symbiotic relationship between fees and research: 
universities can and do charge more the higher they rate in international 
and national research rankings. 

Government attitudes to international students oscillate. On the one 
hand they recognise that this is one of the country’s largest export 
industries. Without international fees, the sector’s quality would 
plummet and students also pay large amounts for maintenance. And 
at times, governments move to increase the attraction of a UK degree 
compared to competitors, notably by making ‘post-study’ work visas 
available. At other times – as when post-study visa changes recently 
sparked a huge increase in numbers arriving with dependent families, 
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with low numbers progressing to skilled jobs – they go into rapid reverse 
and aim to reduce numbers. 

The current government is tightening conditions for post-study 
employment and family visas, and also has announced that from 2028 
it will introduce a levy on international students, charging universities a 
flat fee of £925 a year for every international student enrolled17. Given 
the globally competitive nature of international recruitment, this will 
almost certainly reduce total numbers, as fees rise, and also reduce 
university incomes. 

3. Culture, values and identity

England’s best known universities – Oxford and Cambridge – have 
always been national rather than local institutions, recruiting from 
across the country and producing a national elite. However, in common 
with most other European countries, many English universities had 
essentially local origins, supported by and supporting local businesses 
and professionals. While a good number of universities still largely teach 
commuter students who will enter local labour markets, these tend to 
be relatively less prestigious, and will often be ‘post-1992’ universities, 
which were previously polytechnics (higher technical institutions). 

The country’s largest, most research-intensive and more highly 
rated universities are increasingly national and indeed international 
institutions. In the post-war period, generous state support encouraged 
more and more students to study away from home, and this pattern 
has largely survived18 the replacement of maintenance grants by 
maintenance loans. In addition, there are now very large populations 
of international students: across the system, but especially in most of 
the best-known universities. The London School of Economics, for 
example, has only a minority of UK students in its student body. At the 
same time, some universities have become huge, especially in London 
but also in other large cities such as Manchester and Leeds.
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Universities have always been quite in-turned (though no more than 
schools or hospitals): and what is true of academics is far more true 
of students, who tend, inevitably, to develop their own generation-
specific culture and preoccupations. But in recent decades, the English 
academic workforce has also become more uniform and uniformly left-
of-centre in its political views and social values (albeit less than in the 
USA). There is also some evidence of a genuine increase in intolerance 
for minority opinions, and a growing unwillingness or nervousness 
among academics about expressing certain views or challenging those 
of students. Some humanities faculties have adopted practices, such 
as ‘trigger warnings’, which became widespread in the US and attract 
extensive coverage and ridicule in the right wing press.

More generally, England has been experiencing ‘culture wars’ on the 
American pattern, notably with respect to trans rights and freedom 
to express ‘gender critical’ views. There have also been widespread 
demonstrations relating to the Gaza war. However, English campuses 
have not been the main locus of protest on either of these issues and 
they do not seem to have any major impact on public support for 
universities. Indeed our research at King’s shows that net satisfaction 
with universities has doubled since the early 1990s, unlike most other 
institutions19. 

However universities (let alone university funding) also do not enjoy 
high salience with the public. And among the political and media elite, 
there has been growing criticism of universities for supporting and 
enabling a ‘cancel culture’. This is largely but by no means only on the 
political right. In 2023, the then-Conservative government passed a law 
codifying and formalising an obligation on universities to both secure 
and promote free speech, and gave the university regulator the task of 
policing the act. On coming into power in 2024, the current Labour 
government first moved to pause the law. However it then U-turned. 
The Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Act consequently came 
into force in January 2025. 
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4. Research

A very high proportion of government research funding in the UK goes 
to universities. Compared to some other European countries, the UK 
supports rather few free-standing research institutes, and indeed has 
moved away from these over the years. 

Some government research funding comes directly from individual 
government departments (notably the Department of Defence). 
However the most important funder of university research, by far, is 
UKRI, ‘UK Research & Innovation’. UKRI organises and hands out 
money from competitive grant applications through a group of subject-
based Research Councils, which operate through a standard peer review 
system across the UK. ‘Innovate UK’, which is part of UKRI, funds 
organisations to carry out innovative projects and industrial research 
and feasibility projects, often in collaboration with universities. And 
‘Research England’ – also part of UKRI – is in charge of determining 
and allocating ‘quality-related research funding’ (QR) for England. 

QR funding – which unlike the other parts of the UKRI budget is 
organised separately in the four nations – is ‘block grant’ money which 
institutions can use as they wish to pay for and improve their research 
infrastructure. Its allocations are determined on the basis of a large-scale 
evaluation of research excellence which takes place roughly every 8 
years, has been in place since the early 1990s and is currently called 
the “Research Excellence Framework’ or REF. The money handed out 
on the basis of the REF tends to go overwhelmingly to a sub-section 
of research-intensive universities, and is very important to them. 
Competitive research grants also go disproportionately to a limited sub-
set of institutions but this is less visible, and the money is tightly tied to 
specific costed projects.
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UKRI was created in 2018 and centralised the bulk of research 
funding within a single organisation, rather than distributing it across a 
number of independent research councils. The major exception to this 
centralising trend for research funding (and regulation) is the Advanced 
Research and Invention Agency (ARIA), established by legislation in 
2023 explicitly in order to undertake high-risk, blue-skies research with 
minimal bureaucracy and independently of UKRI. The Conservative 
government of the day concluded that the existing UKRI-based system 
was incapable of backing high-risk breakthrough research and ARIA 
was therefore set up to fund this type of research.

Recent British governments have been strongly supportive of research 
funding, seeing it as central to the country’s economic future, although 
the country is not a top spender on research relative to GDP. Moreover, 
while there has been a growing tendency to regulate (and criticise) 
universities’ teaching activities, the research quality of UK universities 
is generally recognised as something to be valued and protected. The 
total research budget grew in the early 2020s and continues to enjoy 
strong cross-party support. However, there is growing tension between 
universities and government over the way in which research is funded 
at project level. The government fails to provide ‘full-cost funding’ 
for the grants it makes, expecting universities to make up some of the 
cost themselves. This is increasingly problematic given the large fall 
in the real value of home student fees and the forthcoming levy on 
international students. 
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Higher education in France: the 
social contract in crisis

Professor Christian Gollier 

Director of Toulouse School of Economics

The 20th century witnessed the triumph of universities, particularly 
in the Anglo-Saxon world. They demonstrated their capacity to 
create value for society through each of their three missions: research, 
teaching, and providing scientific insight into public debate. In just a 
few decades, universities saw their responsibilities expand dramatically, 
from training a select elite to making higher education accessible to a 
majority of the population, and to massively shifting the frontiers of our 
knowledge, creating new industrial breakthroughs that foster prosperity 
and well-being.

Underpinning this was a social contract, established in the post-
war period, around the academic values ​​of the Enlightenment, the 
freedom of the researcher, the transfer of knowledge, and the role of 
the intellectual in society. In exchange for more or less generous public 
funding, and with broad freedoms to govern and organise themselves, 
universities were expected to create and distribute knowledge to a 
grateful nation in a context far removed from market forces. In France, 
this meant providing free access to higher education, prohibiting 
selective admissions to individual universities, and a near total absence 
of performance evaluations.

This social contract is now in crisis, in France as elsewhere in the 
world. For over 20 years, the extraordinary increase in the international 
mobility of students and researchers has constituted a major shock to 
our academic system. States with a strategic vision have understood the 
role of elite universities in attracting the cream of young students and 
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young scientists and so creating the conditions for local success. In these 
countries, governments freed their best universities from administrative 
constraints, and these universities took advantage of this, setting out 
to attract the best researchers with better salaries and better scientific 
equipment. The brain drain could then begin. 

It worked remarkably well, particularly for the United States, which 
left old Europe behind, the latter having suffered the consequences of 
reacting too little and too late. The explosive growth of salaries for the 
international scientific elite, in universities as well as in private research 
centres, has made the race for scientific excellence extremely expensive. 
In this race, the winner takes all, as seen in Silicon Valley or in Boston 
along the Charles River. Woe to the loser.

As all international rankings have been showing for years, France 
has fallen far behind in the globalized higher education market. Its 
academic social contract has firmly entrenched a moral taboo on higher 
tuition fees for higher education studies, and also attempts to maintain 
the illusion that the quality of degrees and skills acquired from all its 
different universities is the same. Given the state of our public finances, 
tuition-free education eliminates the only real option for funding 
competitive salaries for teaching and research staff. Who is aware that in 
France, today, young lecturers, having accumulated ten years of higher 
education plus a few years as a postdoc, are faced with a gross annual 
salary of €30,000, while the best universities in the world are able to 
offer five to ten times more to recruit the most promising among them? 

Most French universities have long since abandoned any attempt to 
recruit researchers from the international market, and a kind of mental 
paralysis comes over them whenever their best researchers fly off to the 
wonderful world of major Anglo-Saxon universities. The collapse of the 
French academic system has been exacerbated by the existence of élite 
and selective grandes écoles20 – a group of highly prestigious selective 
institutions focused on teaching – as well as other private institutions 
that have the considerable advantage of being able to select and charge 
their students. The signalling effect which results from being selected for 
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an élite school makes this alternative to university very attractive, even 
when these schools remain far removed from the frontiers of scientific 
knowledge. Obviously enough, this applies to a good portion of the 
country’s economic and political élite.

The crisis in our social contract is also been intensified by a major 
problem with academic governance. In 2008, President Nicolas 
Sarkozy granted autonomy to universities without providing the sticks 
and carrots which are needed for any working system of delegated 
power. This error, which stemmed from a desire to preserve our social 
contract, has had disastrous consequences for the country. Spendthrift 
universities have been bailed out financially. Conservatism reigns 
supreme, and entrepreneurial initiatives are discouraged. The system is 
trapped in mediocrity: the low scientific productivity of existing teams 
does not motivate them to recruit more productive colleagues, and 
governing boards, largely composed of internally elected representatives, 
do not seek to elect, as their presidents, leading scientists who would 
promote academic excellence.

The billions of euros invested over the last two decades in the 
“investment programmes for the future” have struggled to bear fruit 
for this reason. For several years, universities have had the option 
of charging non-European students tuition fees of €6,000, but most 
refuse, citing that same famous social contract and preferring to make 
French taxpayers foot the bill rather than the wealthy Chinese parents 
of our students. More recently, universities applauded the launch of 
a recruitment program for top American scientists fleeing Trumpism, 
but were quick to announce that these hires would be at the prevailing 
French salaries. 

Faced with this conservatism, the French political establishment 
has attempted to circumvent a system it can no longer regulate by 
creating a series of parallel academic institutions, starting with changes 
to the CNRS21 and ending with “experimental public institutions” 
(établissements publics expérimentaux) that don’t know what to do 
with their experiments. Personally, I think Europe should push this 
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workaround to its logical conclusion: the creation from scratch of 
two or three European “Harvards” by handing the reins to leading 
entrepreneurial scientists with considerable flexibility in recruitment 
and university management, with the support of major private donors. 
Europe’s strategic autonomy and prosperity are at stake.

Competition in research and teaching is segmenting the higher 
education market, strengthening a few major research universities that 
attract the world’s best researchers and also the most able students, who 
are willing to pay to fund this scientific elite. The rest are becoming 
unable to finance cutting-edge research and are increasingly limited to 
a teaching mission. While this segmentation and star system may be 
regrettable, ignoring them would be a grave mistake. In France, there 
is still a belief in the State’s ability to protect our academic system from 
the onslaught that this fierce competition generates. But other countries 
are attempting bold reforms that are yielding some results: academic 
competition between regions in Germany and Switzerland, and tuition 
fees of £9,000 per year (with a public loan system) in Great Britain. 
Those who are not moving forward are falling behind. France absolutely 
must change its academic social contract by acting simultaneously on 
two levers: university governance and funding methods.
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Dutch higher education in the 
2020s: navigating Europe’s shared 
challenges

Professor Cisca Wijmenga 

Professor of Human Genetics, former Rector Magnificus, University of Groningen

Introduction 

The Netherlands spends more on education as a percentage of GDP 
than the OECD average, with recent figures around 5.3% compared to 
the average of 4.9%. The country also spends more per student than the 
OECD average, particularly in secondary and tertiary education. Public 
spending on primary to tertiary education makes up a larger portion 
of total government expenditure in the Netherlands (11.4%) than the 
OECD average (10.6%). Some 33% of its total education budget is 
spent on tertiary education.

Tertiary education in the Netherlands is a binary system with two main 
tracks: research universities (WO) and universities of applied sciences 
(HBO). There are 14 research universities in the Netherlands which 
are all government funded but vary in size (from 6.000 to nearly 40.000 
students). The research universities intertwine research, education, 
and innovation by integrating pioneering research into curricula, 
training students with investigative and entrepreneurial skills, and 
translating research outcomes into solutions for societal challenges 
like sustainability and AI. All universities offer international degree 
programs (in total nearly 200 English-taught Bachelor programs and 
more than 1000 Master programs). The 14 universities are united under 
the umbrella organisation Universities of the Netherlands (UNL). 
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Nearly 50% of academic staff and about 25% of students are non-Dutch 
(with big differences between universities and programs). The statutory 
tuition fee for Bachelor students from the Netherlands and the European 
Union is around 2500 EUR. Non-EU students pay more depending on 
the type of study (ranging from €13,000 to €32,000); the annual fees are 
directly paid to the Dutch universities. Most of the university programs 
only require a high school diploma equivalent to a Dutch VWO diploma 
and selection is rare (a numerus fixus only applies to a small number of 
programmes). It is this accessibility and affordability that led to a tenfold 
increase in the number of international students between 2000 and 
2020.

Taking all international students, 57% are still in the Netherlands 1 
year after graduation; this number declines over time (some 25% after 
5 years). More non-EU students stay for a longer period than EU 
students, probably because the Netherlands is a rather pleasant country 
to live in.

Education quality

The Netherlands-Flemish Accreditation Organisation (NVAO) 
is responsible for ensuring the quality of higher education in the 
Netherlands and Flanders. The NVAO awards accreditations (a quality 
mark) to programmes that meet statutory quality standards, meaning 
the programme is recognised and students receive a valid diploma. 
Courses that have received a quality mark from the NVAO are re-
examined every 6 years. A course loses its recognition if the quality is 
no longer adequate. Non-recognised courses may not issue recognised 
diplomas. In addition, the NVAO periodically assesses the internal 
quality assurance of the entire university.

It is possible for institutions to call themselves a university or 
university college without being legally recognised. A recognised 
private educational institution can also offer both recognised and 
non-recognised courses. These courses do not receive funding from 



European Higher Education in the 2020s: where are we heading?  | May 2026

36

the government but receive recognition after an investigation by the 
Education Inspectorate and the NVAO. The diplomas are then legally 
recognised. Without the NVAO quality mark, programmes may not 
issue legally protected certificates or diplomas and graduates from a 
non-recognised programme may not use a legally protected title.

The Education Inspectorate supervises the NVAO accreditation system. 
The Education Inspectorate also investigates whether universities 
comply with the statutory regulations.

European University Alliances and micro-credentials

All Dutch universities participate in various European university 
networks, often within the framework of the European Universities 
Initiative to create joint degrees, and to strengthen cooperation in 
education and research. What is interesting about these alliances is that 
they are developing micro-credentials as a way to offer short, skill-
based, and flexible learning opportunities to students and professionals. 
These micro-credentials are not a full European diploma, but they are 
stackable and can be formally recognized within the alliance, leading 
to a formal degree and enhancing employability. These European 
university networks have contributed in the Netherlands to discussions 
about legislative frameworks to offer students a European-level diploma 
from a consortium of universities.

PhD students 

Funding for a PhD is usually provided through a university salary after 
research projects have been funded by external sources such as the 
government, industry, or charity or other foundations. Hence, PhD 
students often do not receive a direct student grant or funding and are 
therefore employees rather than students who pay tuition and receive a 
grant to carry out their graduation work.
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The total number of PhDs has more than doubled over the last 25 
years; in 2024, almost 5,600 PhDs were awarded in the Netherlands. 
Nevertheless, the competition for research grants covering PhD 
positions is fierce with an average success rate of approximately 15%. 

In 2022, the universities and the Minister of Education, Culture and 
Science signed the Administrative Agreement on Higher Education and 
Science. In this agreement, they agreed that the national government 
would make €300 million available annually for start-up and incentive 
grants for PhD students. The aim of these grants was to encourage 
independent and curiosity-driven research and reduce the workload and 
application burden for junior group leaders.

Threats to the Dutch system of higher education

There are several threats that will affect Dutch universities in the 
coming years.

Financial cuts

Dutch universities are facing a significant overall reduction in their 
budget which amount to approximately €1 billion. However, the recent 
elections may lead to a government that partially reverses the financial 
cuts. There are however additional factors negatively influencing 
the financial budget of Dutch universities: a) the current decline 
in enrolment of international students will also affect the budget of 
universities; b) plans to abolish the start-up and incentive grants for 
junior group leaders (mentioned above).
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Internationalisation and the immigration debate

The significantly increased numbers of international students are 
faced with difficulties finding affordable housing (due to the housing 
shortage). The increased polarisation in the Dutch society has led to 
blame of all migrants (including international students) for the housing 
crisis. 

The government’s response was that the Dutch language should be 
restored as the default language for Bachelor programs. In response, 
the 14 universities have agreed that major bachelor’s programs will at 
least be offered in Dutch, and that no new English-taught bachelor’s 
programs will be developed. Investments are also being made in 
improving the Dutch language skills of both lecturers and students.

Although the policy has not yet been implemented, the influx of 
international students at Dutch universities has reduced by almost 5% 
this academic year (2025-6) compared to last year, and this is already 
the third year in a row that there has been a decline in international 
students. 

Sadly enough, our political attitude makes international students and 
staff feel unwelcome. This is a bad development because there is a great 
need for international talent in the Netherlands, especially in sectors 
with a skills shortage, such as the innovative and technical sectors. This 
is especially the case because demographic trends, such as declining 
natural population growth and an aging population, will lead to a 
shrinking student and working population. To address labour market 
shortages, an influx of foreign talent is needed, both through migration 
and by utilizing the existing potential of migrants already living in the 
Netherlands.
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Culture, identity and academic freedom

The hostile political climate leads to universities being portrayed as 
know-it-all bastions of identity politics and wokeness. The aversion 
to universities has been actively fuelled for years. The PVV (Party 
for Freedom) played a significant role in this. But the “war on woke” 
in the US under Trump has also spilled over into the Netherlands in 
recent years and universities have become the target of the culture war. 
Furthermore, universities are now regularly targeted for occupation by 
protesters. These occupations are currently primarily focused on the 
fossil fuel industry and the conflict between Israel and Hamas.

These developments are leading to academic freedom in the 
Netherlands being seen as vulnerable and under pressure. Although it is 
legally enshrined in the Higher Education and Research Act (WHW), 
it lacks a constitutional anchor as in other countries, and there are signs 
that the space for researchers is shrinking due to political and societal 
influence.

Academic freedom is now also linked to whether you are allowed to 
demonstrate against for example the fossil fuel industry or the war in 
Gaza and puts pressure on university administrators to take a (political) 
position. Another issue that raises questions about university autonomy 
is the increasingly close collaboration between defence and education in 
this era of geopolitics. How desirable is it for education and the armed 
forces to merge?
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Societal challenges and the expected role of universities

Nowadays universities are expected to play an active role in addressing 
major societal challenges such as climate change, health, artificial 
intelligence, strategic autonomy, dealing with uncertainties, and 
equal opportunities through innovative research and the development 
of practical solutions. They must also prepare students for a rapidly 
changing labour market by instilling creative skills and curiosity. This 
requires graduates who are critical thinkers, who can collaborate with 
various partners, have a more entrepreneurial mindset and are aware of 
both current and future challenges.

This will require that individual universities should profile themselves 
much more strongly based on disciplines, types of education, 
collaborations with universities of applied sciences, international or 
regional orientation, involvement with European universities, flexibility, 
practice-oriented, and more. This way, universities can more easily find 
complementarities and collaborations with each other. But it will be 
quite a challenge to achieve this and requires administrative vision from 
the Minister of Education together with the university administrators.
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A note on tertiary education in 
Sweden

Professor Christofer Edling 

Professor of Sociology, Lund University

Overview of the sector

As in the rest of Europe tertiary education has grown tremendously over 
the past 30 years. Between 2000 and 2023 the share of the population 
with completed tertiary education (defined as three years or more of 
post upper secondary school education) rose from 16 to 31 percent. 
In total 47 percent of the population now have at least some tertiary 
education (Statistics Sweden, Statistical Database 2025). These 
numbers comprise significant gender (40 percent of men having tertiary 
education compared to 54 percent of women) socio-economic, and 
urban/rural differences. The share without upper secondary education 
has decreased in parallel, from 21 percent in 2020 to 10 percent in 
2023. Foreign born residents have a take-up of tertiary education that is 
similar to the Swedish born; 44 percent compared to 47 percent (among 
the least educated the share is 7 percent for Swedish born compared to 
16 percent among those born abroad).

Fundamental and applied research in Sweden is almost exclusively 
carried out in universities, and there are no research institutes 
comparable to, eg., Germany’s Max Planck or Fraunhofer institutes. 
(Despite its name, Research Institutes of Sweden – Rise – is basically an 
innovation partner.) Sweden has a total of 35 universities and university 
colleges, from Malmö University in the south to Luleå University 
of Technology in the north (some 1500 km apart). Of these, 18 are 
universities, 12 are university colleges and 5 are university colleges of 



European Higher Education in the 2020s: where are we heading?  | May 2026

42

the fine, applied, and performing arts. These are all public institutions 
with four exceptions; Chalmers University of Technology, Stockholm 
School of Economics, Jönköping University, and Beckmans College of 
Design are all independent. (Sweden has additionally 15 specialized 
and small independent higher education providers.) The differences in 
size are notable; from a total annual income of MSEK 580 at University 
of Skövde to MSEK 10880 at Lund University. 

“University” is not a protected term in Sweden and there is no legal 
definition of a university. However, in general, higher education 
institutions with university status are entitled to award third-cycle 
exams in many subjects, whereas most university colleges only have 
that entitlement in a limited number of subjects. Degree awarding 
powers and rights to award professional qualifications are granted by 
the Swedish Higher Education Authority (or by the Government for 
independent higher education providers). 

In the fall semester of 2023, 383 500 students were registered for 
studies at the bachelor or master level at a Swedish university (in 
the fall 2024 that number had increased to 402,000), which for the 
academic year 2023/2024 translates into 330,000 full-time-equivalents, 
a 3 percent increase from the previous academic year. The majority 
of the students, 61 percent, are women. Approximately half (143,000 
FTE) are registered in a 3-5 year professional program. Around 65,000 
are registered for a general 3-year Bachelors degree, around 35,000 
for a 1 or 2-year Masters degree, and 82,000 are registered for free-
standing courses. The remaining students are registered in fine arts 
(3,200) or university diploma programs. The three largest professional 
programs are MSc in Engineering, BA in Nursing, and MA in Primary 
Education. The most popular choice of free-standing courses is Social 
Science, including Law, which accounts for around 50 percent of the 
registrations. Among the graduates from professional programmes 
in the academic year 2023/2024, 70 percent were women. Swedish 
students are older than in the rest of EU, and the average age at first 
cycle graduation is 28 years. In 2024 some 3200 students were admitted 
into PhD programs, of which 35 percent began studies in Medicine or 
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Life Science, 28 percent in Natural Science (including Agricultural and 
Veterinary), and 20 percent in Technology and Engineering. The total 
number of registered PhD students in 2024 was just short of 17,800. 
While the number of first and second cycle students has increased over 
the past 10 years, the number of registered PhD has slightly declined.

At SEK 93.6 billion in 2024, higher education spending accounts 
for approximately 1.5 percent of GDP. Higher education is almost 
exclusively Government funded and makes up 3.8 percent of the total 
Government budget. About three quarters of the total revenue streams 
to higher education institutions come from the Government. First and 
second-cycle education account for 41 percent of the total revenue 
(research and third-cycle education make up the other 59 percent). 
Education is free for all, except for non-EU/ESS students who pay 
tuition fees (that account for less than 4 percent of the total budget). 
Tuition fees are set by each university by educational programme 
and vary considerably; for instance, in 2024, the tuition for a two-
year Master programme at Lund University was SEK 250,000 for 
European Studies, SEK 340,000 for Nanoscience, and SEK 800,000 for 
Performing Arts. 

Most third-cycle students tend to be employed for the equivalent of four 
years of full-time study, by the university or through their employer. 
Scholarship funding, predominantly international, is accepted but rarely 
covers more than 10 percent of third-cycle students funding at a large 
university, often significantly less. Student unions are strong and are 
represented in all decision-making bodies.

Some observations and challenges

Many of the challenges that face Swedish universities mirror those of 
other European countries but might nevertheless be worth highlighting. 
It is interesting to note that the Government recently put forward 
an ambitious research bill. Whether it is the largest to date, as the 
Government claims, or not, is a matter of debate but regardless of which, 
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it will add substantial research funding to Swedish universities over the 
coming years. Overall, this has been very well received, if criticized 
by the sector for steering/directing research to a much greater extent 
than previous bills and for targeting STEM research only. Thus, in the 
enthusiasm that Sweden invests in research, the bill is perceived as 
particularly challenging for universities, the Swedish Research Council 
and other authorities who are requested to rapidly develop new funding 
instruments. Apart from a small adjustment in funding remuneration per 
student, no parallel investments in first and second cycle education have 
been announced (despite repeated requests from the universities and 
student unions).

The transition of Swedish higher education from elite to mass education 
has lowered the standards, created a division of labour between old and 
new universities, and reinforced the status hierarchy between them. In 
general, a large fraction of the student population now lacks the relevant 
prerequisites (including knowledge) to take them through traditional 
tertiary education. Consequently, course requirements and expectations 
on student performance have lowered, and universities must channel 
more resources to students with special needs and to pedagogical 
support. Moreover, students with higher grades from upper-secondary 
school tend to go to the old universities, leaving the new universities 
to educate – on average – weaker students, within the same financial 
framework. Since the old universities also tend to attract more research 
funds, both direct and external, and attract and retain the most merited 
professors (including international hires), the student experience and 
payoff, is markedly different between old and new universities. While 
this is a widely known characteristic of the sector, it is not much spoken 
about nor accounted for politically, neither in trying to diversify the 
sector into one of “elite” and “standard” institutions, nor in considering 
the significant pedagogical challenges of new, and research poor, 
universities. 
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The current Swedish debates about the scope and limits of individual 
academic freedom very much echo those of other western countries, 
gaining new potency from the Israel-Palestine conflict. The whole 
sector, from the Association of Swedish Higher Education Institutions, 
and the unions to the Royal Academy of Sciences, have joined forces to 
demand explicit constitutional protection of academic freedom. 

When it comes to institutional academic freedom, and autonomy, 
Sweden is an interesting case. Over the past 10 years Swedish 
universities have become increasingly aware of just how exposed they 
are to direct political governance. The boards of public universities 
consist of students, staff and external board members, and the vice 
chancellor. The external board members, including the chair, are 
always in the majority and they are appointed by the Government 
(upon recommendation from two nominators, also appointed by the 
Government). While the Government has occasionally poked into what 
universities (rightly) believe are internal matters, for instance related to 
diversity and sustainability, it was widely accepted that the Government 
would remain at arm’s length. The lingering worry that this was about 
to change has been proven right by recent Government interference, 
including a deviation from the usual terms of office for external board 
members, and the Minister of Migration recently telling universities that 
“It is the government that governs the country and our universities are 
state agencies that report to us.” Also on this challenge the sector has 
mobilized, although in this case the political response is less receptive. 

Growth of administration has also been identified as a threat in recent 
years. University leaders have targeted an increase in the number 
of assignments that are put on universities; an obvious trend is that 
universities are expected to take on more functions and contribute to 
society in a multitude of ways. (In the longer run, this risks undermining 
the meritocratic core of university recruitment and talent management 
as non-traditional tasks require non-traditional competences, an 
effect not widely discussed.) While this trend is certainly real, it 
is also true that universities themselves, in their aspiration to be 
both capable authorities and strong brands, have built up large 



European Higher Education in the 2020s: where are we heading?  | May 2026

46

administrative support structures. In the process, administration has 
undergone a dramatic professionalization that occasionally manifests 
itself in a tug of war between core and administrative priorities in 
organizational development, especially in human resource management, 
communication and external affairs. The Association of Swedish Higher 
Education Institutions has commissioned several reports on the growth 
in administration. 

The nationalist turn of the Swedish Parliament has been challenging 
for both universities, and industry. First, a growing suspicion of non-
Western immigrants has prolonged and complicated visa and residence-
permit processes for non-EU/ESS students, adding increased stress on 
prospective students and requiring additional support structures at those 
universities that target foreign students. Second, stricter requirements 
for work and residence permits are restricting the mobility of non-EU/
ESS Swedish students and make it more difficult for newly graduated 
foreign students to remain and apply for work in Sweden. In many of 
the sciences a significant fraction of third cycle students are non-EU/
ESS citizens, so potentially this is a serious challenge for the national 
supply of competence. 

A final challenge, and on the topic of international relations, is the 
increased securitization of university operations. The Government 
has introduced strengthened requirements on universities to carefully 
document and protect research of potential dual use (with implications 
also for the visa issue above, as well as that of growing administration). 
Research collaboration with Russian universities is off the table (on 
a “recommendation” by the Government and without debate in the 
sector), and all relations with China are scrutinized in detail. The 
debate on whether to collaborate with China is ongoing and a source 
of contention. Politically, the country is split, but as a rule Swedish 
university (and industry) leadership promotes an “as open as possible” 
approach to international cooperation, including that with China (and 
also the US). The number of Chinese (and US) students is growing from 
year to year.
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Swiss higher education in the 
2020s: navigating Europe’s shared 
challenges

Professor Yves Flückiger 

President of the Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences

1. Introduction – European convergences, Swiss 
specificities

Across Europe, universities have entered a period of profound 
transformation. As Alison Wolf observes earlier in this report, the higher 
education systems of the continent share not only historical roots in the 
mediaeval university model but also a set of contemporary challenges: 
the cost pressures generated by massification; the cultural and political 
tensions surrounding universities’ globalisation and the new dynamics 
of research in an increasingly competitive international environment. 
Switzerland, while often presented as an exception for its excellence and 
stability, is by no means insulated from these broader dynamics.

In the 2020s, Swiss higher education stands at a strategic crossroads. 
With one of the highest public expenditures on tertiary education in 
the OECD (around 1.3% of GDP), Switzerland maintains a dense and 
diverse academic landscape, encompassing ten cantonal universities 
(with another one which should be created in the coming two or three 
years), the two federal institutes of technology (ETH Zurich and EPFL) 
and a network of universities of applied sciences (HES/FH) as well as 
15 universities of teacher education spread across all linguistic regions. 
The system is internationally recognised for its quality, autonomy and 
strong integration of research, teaching and innovation. Yet, the country 
now faces the same pressures that preoccupy its European peers: the 
sustainability of public funding, demographic and technological shifts, 
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but with a specific preoccupation related to the uncertainty surrounding 
its relationship with the European Union’s research framework 
programmes.

This contribution explores these challenges through the lens of Wolf’s 
analysis, highlighting both convergences and contrasts between 
Switzerland and the other European systems she discusses, particularly 
those of England, Germany, France, the Netherlands and Sweden. 
It argues that the Swiss model’s strengths of federal balance, high 
autonomy and strong research orientation provide resilience, but that its 
future competitiveness depends on strategic political choices concerning 
international cooperation, talent mobility and the question related to 
early researcher careers.

2. Expansion, funding and the cost of excellence

Like elsewhere in Europe, Switzerland’s university system has 
expanded dramatically since the Second World War. Participation 
rates have grown steadily, particularly in the social sciences, health and 
engineering. Yet, in contrast to many European countries, this expansion 
has been accompanied by a sustained level of public investment. 
Whereas Wolf notes that most European systems face “long-running 
downward pressure on real levels of spending per student”, Swiss 
spending per capita remains among the highest in Europe. Public 
authorities (federal and cantonal) finance more than 85% of total higher 
education expenditure, and tuition fees remain symbolically low, rarely 
exceeding CHF 1,500 per year.

However, this high level of investment also entails structural challenges. 
First, demographic and fiscal pressures are tightening. Universities 
have grown faster than GDP and maintaining per-student spending has 
become increasingly difficult. Like their European counterparts, Swiss 
institutions confront what Wolf identifies as “Baumol’s cost disease”, 
the inability of labour-intensive sectors such as teaching and research 
to achieve productivity gains comparable to those of the private sector. 
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Academic salaries, research infrastructure and administrative costs have 
all risen, while expectations of quality and international competitiveness 
remain high.

Moreover, the traditional division of funding responsibilities between 
the Confederation (supporting the ETH Domain, research, and 
coordination) and the cantons (responsible for universities) introduces 
a delicate equilibrium. Cantonal autonomy ensures responsiveness to 
local needs but complicates the pursuit of national strategies. In the 
2020s, this balance faces strain as universities seek to expand digital 
infrastructures, invest in sustainability transitions and compete globally 
for talent.

In contrast to England’s fee-based system, which Wolf identifies as a 
European outlier, Switzerland’s model relies on collective financing and 
mutual trust between political authorities and academic institutions. 
This approach has preserved accessibility and quality but may prove 
increasingly difficult to sustain if economic growth slows or public 
priorities shift. The debates surrounding cost-sharing, particularly for 
non-cantonal students, and the growing reliance on competitive research 
grants illustrate the tension between autonomy and accountability that 
runs through European higher education today.

3. Governance and autonomy in a federal context

Switzerland’s governance model remains distinctive within Europe. 
While Wolf highlights the trend toward increasing governmental control 
in most European countries, Swiss universities enjoy a high degree 
of institutional autonomy, protected by both constitutional principles 
and political culture. The Swiss University Conference (SUC) 
and Swiss Higher Education Council (SHED) ensure national 
coordination, but decision-making authority largely resides at the 
institutional and cantonal levels.
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This autonomy, however, operates within a system of negotiated 
interdependence. Federal funding instruments, such as the Message 
FRI (Education, Research and Innovation message) and the competitive 
mechanisms of the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF), set 
national priorities that influence universities’ strategies. The ETH 
Domain (comprising ETH Zurich, EPFL and four federal research 
institutes) represents a model of federal coordination, combining 
academic excellence with direct accountability to the Confederation.

Compared with the highly centralised French system or the 
market-oriented English one, the Swiss approach offers a hybrid 
model: decentralised governance with national coherence. Yet, this 
arrangement is not immune to tension. The increasing complexity of 
global research funding, the demand for digital transformation and the 
political expectation that universities contribute directly to innovation 
and economic growth all challenge the traditional boundaries between 
academic freedom and policy-driven coordination.

In this sense, Switzerland mirrors the broader European debate 
described by Wolf: how to preserve academic independence while 
ensuring societal relevance and fiscal responsibility. The resilience of 
the Swiss model will depend on its ability to adapt federal-cantonal 
cooperation to a more competitive and integrated global higher 
education landscape.

4. Institutional autonomy in Switzerland: a European 
perspective

As Alison Wolf and other observers have noted, the autonomy of 
universities is one of the defining and contested features of higher 
education governance in Europe today. It is both a principle of 
institutional freedom and a test of political trust. Across the continent, 
autonomy has evolved unevenly, reflecting historical, legal and 
cultural traditions. Switzerland offers a particularly revealing case. Its 
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universities enjoy broad freedoms in several areas, yet remain anchored 
in a federal system that tempers independence with accountability.

The European University Association’s Autonomy Scorecard (2023) 
provides a comparative framework for understanding these dynamics. It 
measures university autonomy across four dimensions – organizational, 
financial, staffing (human resources), and academic. On this scale, 
Switzerland presents a distinctive and contrasted profile.

First, staffing autonomy is exceptionally high. With a score of 91 out of 
100, Switzerland ranks among the most advanced systems in Europe, 
alongside the Nordic countries and the Netherlands. Swiss universities 
have full control over recruitment, promotion and remuneration, 
including the possibility of offering salary supplements and authorising 
secondary professional activities. This latitude enables them to attract 
and retain leading international scholars, contributing directly to their 
academic competitiveness.

By contrast, organizational autonomy remains limited (55 %). The 
appointment of rectors and the composition of governing boards are 
generally defined by cantonal laws, often requiring confirmation by 
cantonal governments. Institutional structures (faculties, schools and 
research centres) are relatively flexible, but the overarching governance 
framework remains politically regulated. In this respect, Switzerland 
resembles countries such as France or Spain, where public universities 
operate within tightly defined legal frameworks.

Financial autonomy lies in an intermediate range (72 %). Universities 
can manage their surpluses, reallocate internal budgets and plan multi-
year investments, yet tuition fees are strictly regulated by cantonal or 
federal law and remain symbolically low. Most universities do not own 
their buildings, which belong to public authorities, and have limited 
capacity to borrow for capital projects. Still, within these constraints, 
institutions have demonstrated strategic agility – particularly where 
cantonal governments provide global rather than line-item budgets.
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Finally, academic autonomy is relatively strong (around 72 %). 
Universities freely define their curricula, languages of instruction and 
internal quality assurance mechanisms, though national standards 
established by the Swiss Agency of Accreditation and Quality 
Assurance (AAQ) and the Federal Act on the Promotion and 
Coordination of the Swiss Higher Education Sector (LEHE) set 
external reference points. In practice, institutions have considerable 
latitude to innovate, as seen in the introduction of interdisciplinary 
degrees, micro-credentials and new professional doctorates.

Taken together, these patterns highlight the federal logic underlying 
Swiss higher education: high local autonomy balanced by strong 
political oversight at the cantonal and federal levels. The system’s 
diversity (ten cantonal universities, with a eleventh one coming soon, 
two federal institutes of technology and a wide network of universities 
of applied sciences and universities of teacher education) reflects a 
negotiated equilibrium rather than a uniform model. Autonomy in 
Switzerland is thus less a legal abstraction than a pragmatic outcome of 
intergovernmental coordination and mutual trust.

The case of the University of Geneva (UNIGE) provides an illuminating 
example of how autonomy can transform institutional performance. 
Following a governance crisis in 2006, the canton of Geneva revised its 
University Act to enshrine a principle of institutional autonomy. Nearly 
twenty years later, the results are striking. The new legal framework, 
concise and flexible (around fifty articles), enables the university to 
operate under a global budget, to carry forward unspent funds and 
to create internal innovation mechanisms such as the Innovation and 
Development Fund. This structure allows the institution to finance 
new projects on a three-year basis and integrate successful initiatives 
into long-term planning. It also provides financial flexibility through a 
strategic reserve, used for urgent or emerging priorities.

Autonomy at Geneva has proven crucial not only in financial 
management but also in academic innovation. The university has 
established inter-faculty centres such as the Global Studies Institute 
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and developed novel credentials (such as the Doctorate of Advanced 
Professional Studies and the Certificate of Open Studies) to serve lifelong 
learners and online students. The ability to adapt curricula rapidly 
has also allowed the institution to respond to social needs, for example 
through early-credit initiatives (Programme Athéna) or tailored access 
programmes for refugees (Horizon académique).

Empirical evidence supports these experiences. Comparative research, 
such as the study “Excellence of Universities versus Autonomy, Funding 
and Accountability”, demonstrates a strong correlation (≈ 0.84) between 
human-resources autonomy and measurable indicators of excellence 
(scientific visibility, international reputation and research impact).22 In 
other words, universities that control their recruitment and promotion 
processes are systematically more successful in global rankings and 
research outcomes. Autonomy, therefore, is not merely an administrative 
convenience, it is a structural condition for excellence.

In this comparative light, Switzerland’s experience represents a broader 
European lesson. Autonomy is neither a luxury nor a guarantee of 
success. It is a precondition for universities to fulfil their public mission 
in a rapidly changing environment. The Swiss case demonstrates that 
when autonomy is coupled with clear governance, shared accountability 
and a culture of trust, it becomes one of the most powerful levers 
for sustaining excellence, innovation and social relevance in higher 
education.

5. Globalisation, identity, and the language of science

One of the most striking features of Wolf’s European analysis concerns 
the cultural and political reactions to universities’ growing global 
orientation. She notes that in countries such as the Netherlands and 
Belgium, the expansion of English-medium instruction has provoked 
public and political debate over national identity and linguistic balance. 
Switzerland, too, faces its own version of this tension, though expressed 
less in political polarisation than in institutional pragmatism.
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With over 50% of doctoral candidates and 30% of academic 
staff coming from abroad, Swiss universities are among the most 
internationalised in the world. English has become the de facto language 
of research and postgraduate education, particularly in the natural 
and technical sciences. This internationalisation has been a key driver 
of excellence: it has allowed Switzerland to attract top researchers, 
participate in transnational collaborations and maintain one of the 
world’s highest scientific impact indices per capita.

However, this openness also raises questions of cultural identity and 
long-term sustainability. The Swiss system’s success relies on its ability 
to remain globally connected, a task complicated by Switzerland’s 
partial exclusion from Horizon Europe and Erasmus+ following the 
breakdown of negotiations with the European Union in 2021. These 
developments have not only disrupted access to major research funding 
streams but also complicated the mobility of young researchers. As Wolf 
remarks of Europe more generally, “the evolving nature of high-quality 
research… is creating challenges to which countries have to respond”. 
For Switzerland, re-establishing full association with the EU’s research 
and education frameworks is thus not merely symbolic but essential to 
maintaining its comparative advantage.

Culturally, Swiss universities must also navigate the balance between 
global competitiveness and local engagement. While the ETHs and 
major cantonal universities rank among the world’s best, smaller 
regional institutions face the challenge of sustaining visibility and 
funding in a global academic marketplace increasingly shaped 
by research rankings and English-language publication metrics. 
Maintaining multilingualism (the three most important national 
languages, i.e. German, French, Italian as well as English) is both a 
national duty and a strategic asset, ensuring that universities continue to 
serve the linguistic and cultural diversity that defines the country.
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6. Research, innovation and European competition

Research is the axis around which Switzerland’s higher education 
system revolves. In this domain, the country has long stood as a model 
for Europe. With research and development expenditure exceeding 
3% of GDP, one of the highest in the OECD, Switzerland consistently 
ranks at the top of global innovation indices. The Swiss National 
Science Foundation (SNSF), Innosuisse, and institutional research 
councils provide competitive funding mechanisms that mirror and 
often anticipate European trends described by Wolf, such as the rise of 
project-based financing and the valorisation of excellence.

Yet, these strengths also come with vulnerabilities. The increasing 
globalisation of research, coupled with mobility pressures, creates 
competition not only for funding but also for human capital. As Wolf 
notes, “the pay differential between France and Switzerland is very 
large indeed,” attracting many researchers to Swiss institutions. While 
this benefits Switzerland in the short term, it also exposes the system 
to geopolitical fluctuations, migration policies and international 
competition for talent from the United States and Asia.

Furthermore, the partial exclusion from Horizon Europe has been 
deeply felt. Although transitional measures have preserved some 
opportunities through national funding, the loss of access to large-scale 
collaborative networks weakens Switzerland’s integration into the 
European Research Area. For a country whose research ecosystem is 
inherently transnational, this isolation threatens the very principle of 
scientific openness that underpins its success.23

At the same time, the Swiss government’s efforts to foster technology 
transfer and public–private partnerships through Innosuisse, the ETH 
Domain, and regional innovation parks align with the European shift 
toward research valorisation. This echoes Wolf’s observation that 
governments increasingly “direct large sums of money to universities 
specifically for research” with the expectation of economic return. The 
challenge for Switzerland is to sustain frontier research, often long-
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term and curiosity-driven, while responding to political and industrial 
demands for immediate impact.

7. Talent, careers, and the next generation

A key insight from Wolf’s paper is the growing tension between 
universities’ expansion and the employment prospects of graduates. 
Across Europe, the “graduate premium” (the salary advantage of degree 
holders) is shrinking, and many graduates face underemployment. In 
Switzerland, this trend is less pronounced but still visible, particularly in 
the humanities and social sciences.

Switzerland’s dual tertiary system, combining academic universities, 
universities of applied sciences (HES/FH) as well as a very strong 
apprenticeship system, has so far mitigated the mismatch between 
qualifications and labour market needs. The permeability between 
vocational and academic pathways, supported by apprenticeship 
traditions, distinguishes Switzerland from many European systems. 
However, the rapid digital transformation and the changing nature 
of work are challenging this equilibrium. Universities must prepare 
graduates not only for existing professions but also for new forms of 
interdisciplinary, data-driven and socially complex work.

Another challenge concerns the academic career pipeline. Swiss 
universities have adopted tenure-track models inspired by international 
standards, yet career insecurity remains significant for postdoctoral 
researchers. Many young scientists depend on short-term project 
funding, creating competition and stress similar to what Wolf 
describes in other European systems. The SNSF’s initiatives – such as 
the Eccellenza and Ambizione programs – aim to support early-career 
independence but structural imbalances persist.

The Sandoz Foundation for Academic Careers, established 25 years 
ago, is one of several philanthropic instruments contributing to career 
development. Such initiatives are increasingly vital in sustaining 
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academic renewal and diversity, especially given the international 
competition for talent. As Wolf reminds us, “the contemporary research 
environment encourages researcher mobility in a way that would 
not have been true a generation ago”. For Switzerland, maintaining 
attractiveness for young researchers requires not only funding but also 
predictable career structures, inclusive recruitment and a clear vision for 
the next generation of academics.

8. Conclusion – Switzerland at a strategic crossroads

In many respects, Switzerland embodies the best of the European 
university tradition: strong public support, institutional autonomy 
and world-class research performance. Yet, the 2020s have exposed 
the fragility of even the most successful systems. Like its European 
neighbours, Switzerland faces cost pressures, political debates about the 
role of universities and increasingly global competition for talent and 
resources.

Three strategic priorities emerge from this analysis:

1.	 Sustaining excellence through stable and diversified funding. The 
balance between cantonal and federal responsibilities must evolve 
to secure long-term investment without compromising autonomy. 
Exploring new funding mechanisms (including public–private 
partnerships and philanthropic endowments) could relieve pressure 
on public budgets while safeguarding core academic values.

2.	 Reinforcing international integration. Full association with Horizon 
Europe and Erasmus+ is essential to preserve Switzerland’s role 
in the European research and education ecosystem. Without it, 
the country risks isolation in precisely the domains (scientific 
collaboration and talent mobility) where it was traditionally very 
successful.
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3.	 Empowering the next generation. Strengthening early-career 
support, ensuring gender and international diversity and aligning 
education with future societal needs will determine Switzerland’s 
capacity to remain at the forefront of innovation and knowledge.

Ultimately, Switzerland’s situation confirms Alison Wolf’s broader 
conclusion that European higher education systems, despite their 
differences, share a set of structural dilemmas rooted in their very 
success. The expansion of access, the pursuit of excellence and 
the pressures of globalisation are intertwined. For Switzerland, the 
challenge is not to replicate other models but to preserve what has made 
its universities exceptional (autonomy, quality and openness) while 
renewing them for a world in rapid transformation.
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