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Contemporary challenges 
for the Swiss – and 

the continental European – 
university system

Antonio Loprieno

A SLIGHT DISCOMFORT
hese are very interesting times for university education at the world
level, and Switzerland is indeed no exception to this generalization.
The importance of higher education in our societies and our economies

is being constantly stressed, universities enjoy a higher level of institutional
autonomy worldwide than was the case even a few years ago, and a more
intense dialogue between academia and society at large causes a higher number
of stakeholders to take an interest, and sometimes even to make an invest-
ment, in our institutions. In Switzerland, the 12 research universities — a def-
inition which includes the 10 universities supported by the Cantons and the
two federal Schools of technology in Zurich and Lausanne — have generally
seen their budgets increase in the last 10 years to a much higher degree than
other state-funded institutions; they have gained a substantial degree of deci-
sional autonomy from their respective political governance; and they have
been the object of sometimes very substantial private donations (the energetic
EPFL more than any other Swiss university, but the recent investment of
CHF100 million by the UBS bank in the School of economics at the Univer-
sity of Zurich shows that private involvement in institutions of higher educa-
tion can be seen as a more general national reflection of a global trend.
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Yet, the evolution of our university system (in Switzerland as much as in its
neighbouring countries) is also affected by a slight malaise, or discomfort,
which I think has to do with the evolution in the understanding of what I
would call the societal mandate of an academic institution. As our universities
become richer, they also become less sanguine about their place in our society.
I detect several forms of this slight malaise both within academia and in Swiss
society at large:

1. The first aspect is a general contraction of the presence of humanities
and social sciences in our academic — and frequently also social —
texture. This also applies to “soft” aspects such as the involvement of
universities in social and political discourse. While a move towards
empirical research is indeed a general characteristic of the history of
science, and therefore of the academic institutions for which science
is the basic value, one cannot refrain from wondering whether the
generally felt “crisis of the humanities” does not imply, at least in
part, a renegotiation of the very role of the university as a mirror of
society’s intellectual change (and exchange).

2. The second aspect concerns what is sometimes felt to be a utilitarian
drive in our academic environment. Partly because of an increased
attention devoted to the issue of students’ time-to-degree, partly
because of a closer modelling of academic curricula upon the needs of
the job market, partly because of increased sponsoring, a more or less
broad segment of Swiss university culture feels that we may be currently
betraying the mere educational function (Bildungsauftrag) inherent in
a primarily state-funded understanding of higher education.

3. The dramatic appearance of indicators of overall institutional perfor-
mance (rankings, ratings, etc.), reliable or unreliable, legitimate or
illegitimate as they may be, has underlined the primacy of research in
global academic competition. A certain number of university stake-
holders feel that focusing on the empirically measurable performance
of an educational institution automatically implies devoting a lesser
attention to teaching, and generally speaking to the “soft”, more
impalpable and culturally-driven aspects of university education.

4. The last form of malaise is specifically continental and concerns the
philosophical change from a cumulative to a sequential view of aca-
demic curricula — what is usually labelled as “Bologna reform”.
Many members of the academic community (not only in the human-
ities, but also in medicine, engineering and applied sciences) feel
uncomfortable about a break of solidarity between the Bachelor and
the Master education that has been brought about by the Bologna
reform and resist de facto this evolution by maintaining a mono-dis-
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ciplinary view of university education, whereby curricula at the Mas-
ter’s level ideally represent a more or less direct sequence of the cor-
responding undergraduate program at the same institution.

‘SPECIALIST’ OR ‘GOOD CITIZEN’ ?
This potential renegotiation in the understanding of the role of universities in
Swiss society is the result of a conflict that has emerged in the last 15 years
between two readings of the educational mandate of the university. In the
German-, French- and Italian-speaking tradition, “academic formation” (in
spite of the different connotations of the German words akademische Bildung as
opposed to French formation universitaire and Italian cultura universitaria) is
generally considered to be a more or less flexible receptacle of knowledge and
competence acquired through academic training. In other words, a close link
is perceived to exist between Bildung and Ausbildung, the latter representing
the ideal path in order to reach the former state: what we study at the univer-
sity is cumulatively acquired and prepares us paradigmatically, i.e. by choosing
one particular discipline as a model of the world, to a professional activity in a
higher stratum of society. While there is no absolute overlapping between
socially relevant Bildung and academically transmitted Ausbildung, the educa-
tional offer unilaterally conceived by your professors becomes the key to your
own social and professional future.

In Western Europe, and probably in Switzerland more than in other coun-
tries, this model has been dramatically challenged in the last generation by a
fundamentally different understanding of the role of universities at the global
level, an understanding which is rather based on the Anglo-Saxon model of
higher education. In this model, Bildung and Ausbildung are ideally covered by
two different segments of the academic life: college (or undergraduate) educa-
tion vs. university (or graduate) training. The former provides the intellectual
frame and the social context (including its potential stratifications) of your life
project; the latter prepares you in a systematic way (graduate school, school of
medicine, school of engineering, etc.) for your future professional activity,
whether in an academic or in a professional environment. The ideal professo-
rial model is also different for the two academic stages: on the one hand, you
expect your college professors to inspire you for life; on the other hand, you
expect your graduate instructors to inform you in a competent manner. At the
end of your academic experience, you may end up being well educated but
poorly trained, or poorly educated but extremely well trained — something
very unlikely in the traditional European academic encyclopedia.

The question mark I put in the title of this paragraph mirrors the transi-
tional dialectic between these two models in the contemporary Swiss univer-
sity system. We have come to realize that the historically predominant conti-
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nental model no longer corresponds to the structure and the behaviour of the
global academic market, and, to a certain extent, that it does not correspond
to the expectations of many of our stakeholders (research peers, industry, etc.)
But the lukewarm implementation of truly modular curricula at our universi-
ties shows that we are not yet ready to productively digest the effects of the
Anglo-Saxon dichotomy between an undergraduate education founded upon
values (of the Bildung type) and a graduate education founded upon contents (of
the Ausbildung type). We find ourselves in a transitional state in the history of
our understanding of what a university should be; a moment of trial and error
caused by the radical change that has affected the relationship between society
and academia in Switzerland (and perhaps in other European countries) over
the last 15 years.

FROM THE LOGIC OF EMINENCE TO THE LOGIC 
OF EXCELLENCE

During this period, our universities have experienced a functional evolution
that has challenged both their place in society and their internal organization.
This evolution affects three domains of the personal and of the institutional
sphere: (a) governance, (b) identity, (c) administration. I shall now briefly
describe them by linking them to three ideal states of transition.

Governance: from confederation to republic. Traditionally, European univer-
sities, particularly in the German-speaking world, used to think of themselves
basically as virtual constructs consisting of aristocratically led small units
(institutes, seminars, chairs, etc.), each of them revolving around individual
forms of leadership and each of them pursuing an autonomous intellectual or
scientific agenda. In this “confederate” view of academic governance, there
was little need of cohesion between the different units, institutional gover-
nance being usually soft and delegated de facto to the political level. What has
happened in recent years is a gradual development of corporate governance for
universities as compound entities, with a more coherent corporate identity, a
relationship with the political power based on checks and balances, but with a
lesser autonomy at the level of the single academic units. Bottom-up processes
are usually framed within a “republican” approach to academic decision-tak-
ing, with relatively coherent mid-size units (departments, schools) replacing
the old, decentralized small-size units.

Although the most abundant share of the budget of Swiss universities and
federal schools (around 80%) still derives in one way or the other from the
public purse, the former hegemonic role of the state tends to be replaced by
governing bodies (university councils, advisory boards, etc.) characterized by
the presence of a variety of stakeholders. It is fair to state that within the uni-
versity’s community, this development is accompanied by considerable reser-
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vations both in terms of the representativeness of the internal government of
the university as “republican experiment” (rectorate, presidency, etc.) and of
the — usually politically chosen — members of the external governing board
(council). The solidarity between the culture of the university and its gover-
nance is a matter of sometimes intense debate.

Identity: from “corporation” to “association”. While a “corporative” view is
usually characterized by the awareness of membership as belonging to a partic-
ular social class or professional group, in associative thinking the predominant
feature is culturally driven identity. The second major recent development in
the Swiss university landscape is precisely the emergence of stronger institu-
tional identities, following once again the model of the English or American
academic experience. While in the traditional European approach (what has
come to be known as the Humboldt type of university, although Wilhelm von
Humboldt himself would probably turn in his grave if he saw what his name
has come to be associated with) academic identity was founded upon the cor-
porative belonging to a disciplinary horizon (Fach), combined with an under-
developed institutional identity, the latter now occupies the centre of a uni-
versity’s self-understanding and self-presentation. Thus, Swiss universities find
themselves on their way from universitas to university: although in principle the
same word, the Latin term implies a higher commitment to the diversity of
scholarly or scientific endeavours, while the English term stresses the unifying
factors at the institutional level. It is not surprising that this development
appears to be most advanced at institutions such as the federal schools of tech-
nology (ETH and EPFL) and programmatically compact universities (such as
the University of St. Gallen), but less advanced at traditional full-fledged uni-
versities (such as in Zurich, Basel or Geneva), where institutional marketing
tends to still be successfully challenged by disciplinary interests and where
societal stakeholders (including sponsors) are more inclined to link their name
to individual projects or research areas than to large scale, university-wide
endeavours.

In general, the current Swiss university culture tends to de-emphasize the
professorial status as such and to privilege instead the academic career. This has
led in many instances to a revision of the traditional status-based selection pro-
cess for appointment to the professorial rank in favour of a flexible selection
process with the possibility of tenure-track appointments.

Administration: from “club” to “business”. The third development affecting
the Swiss academic landscape is what I would call the “controlling turn” affect-
ing institutions of higher education. What I mean by the use of this term is that
current university administration is confronted with the expectation — shared
by political decision-makers and many segments of civil society — that the uni-
versity should be administered at the same level of efficiency, reliability and
transparency that is characteristic (or is thought to be characteristic) for busi-
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ness-like enterprises. Perversely, the understandable wish by both taxpayers
(and their representatives) and academic peers to be transparently documented
about all aspects of the management of a university automatically leads to an
increase of the often chastised “administrative costs”. In general, the complex-
ity of institutional decision processes obliges university leadership to adopt a
bipartite behaviour: on the one hand, university leadership needs to make sure
that there is enough “free space” (and free money) in the system to allow for
potential excellence to emerge, on the other hand, it has to guarantee a maxi-
mum of accountability to conveniently represent the position of the institution
among its stakeholders. This of course generates in many members of the aca-
demic community the (correct) impression that in the “confederate” era of
autonomous units, the administration was far less pervasive than under modern
“republican” governance. The concept of “running a university”, which in
Switzerland would have been unheard of until 20 years ago, now makes our sys-
tem of higher education compare favourably with the hegemonic Anglo-Saxon
model, whereas in other European countries a centrifugal administration is still
often viewed as a guarantee against the loss of academic freedom.

A typical phenomenon of the controlling turn in Swiss university life is the
emergence of institutional “strategies” designed to forecast and guide the
development of a university in the years to come. The choice of this concept,
derived from the military (and the corporate) world, suggests that the endeav-
ours of a university in the years to come need to be presented as plausible
within a sustainable conceptual as well as administrative frame. Here too the
dilemma is clear: while future investments, especially in terms of infrastruc-
tures, must be carefully prepared and usually require a long (and often politi-
cally steered) executive process, scientific evolution per se cannot be foreseen
— not to speak of individual excellence. Institutional strategies, therefore,
tend to be taken as a textual genre aimed at convincing stakeholders rather
than at guiding the university leadership’s decisions.

On the one hand, it is certainly correct that the academic market now oper-
ates at the global level; on the other hand, Swiss universities are confronted
with the specific challenge that their immediate neighbours, from which a vast
portion of their academic personnel is recruited, prove more resistant to the
evolutions in terms of governance, identity and administration that I just
touched on. Academic competitiveness is not something absolute, but is always
expressed within a specific geographic, cultural or disciplinary horizon. In a
small and diverse academic landscape such as ours, the challenge is not trivial.

SOCIAL MANDATE AND PERSONALIZED BIOGRAPHIES
To sum up, one can say that in recent years the Swiss academic community,
whose performance compares rather well at the global level, has experienced
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the emergence of new challenges that have somewhat shaken its conceptual
and emotional foundations. The predominant model of Swiss university has
distanced itself from the traditional administratively decentralized, professori-
ally driven and state controlled institution to reach a higher level of stake-
holder diversity, corporate identity and executive efficiency. The price paid to
sustain this evolution is a certain neglect of the social mandate of the university
in favour of a higher attention devoted to the needs of a variety of personalized
biographies: research rather than teaching, social media rather tutorial assis-
tance, lifelong learning rather than extension classes, logos rather than lógos.

Focus on research, personalized instruction, global understanding of the role
of the university in society: these seem to be the main features — and the main
challenges — of contemporary Swiss academic landscape. In many respects,
this evolution dovetails quite well with the demographic expectations of our
knowledge society: Switzerland does not produce nearly as many graduates as
its academic as well as professional system would need. Thus, the more rapid
pace of adoption of an Anglo-Saxon model of higher education in Switzerland
in comparison with its neighbours will probably maintain a high degree of
innovativeness and may turn out to be its strongest competitive advantage in
the years to come.


