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INTRODUCTION 

1 
t has become a banality to affirm that the world is changing at an increas, 
ingly rapid pace and that this affects the cnvironment of all social, eco, 
nom1c and political activities. Although perhaps less visibly, this evolu, 

tion concems also education, and in particular, the higher education sector 
and its institutions (Weber, 1999). However, the implications for the mis, 
sions and the govemance of higher education institutions, and in particular 
of research,intensive universities, as well as for national and even regional 
policies, diff"er significantly from those of other organizations, in particular 
business firms. If, in order to survive, firms have practically no alternative 
other than to be responsive to the changing environment, research,intensive 
universities should not only be responsive, but also responsible towards the 
community they serve, that is, they should protect the long term interests of 
soc1ety. Although they converge in the long run, these two sicles of universi, 
ties' missions can well be contradictory in the short run. Obviously, a period 
of rap1d change, as we experience now, creates a growing tension between 
the nccessities to be responsive in the short run and responsible in the long 
run. Whereas universities can often be blamed for being tao conservative or 
even neglectful, in other words not responsive cnough to the changing envi, 
ronment., they may also, under pressure, makc decisions w1thout paying due 
attent10n to thcir long term responsibihties. 

This paper has two aims: first, to show why research,intensive univers1ties 
have to be responsive to their rapidly changing environment, but also assure a 
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long term responsibility towards society; second, to examine how the main 
characteristics of the changing environment are increasing the tensions 
between responsiveness and responsibility, making it more difficult than before 
to govern a university and to design a national or a regional policy. Without 
a clear understanding of the mechanisms of change, as well as of the missions 
of a university, it is hardly possible to identify what the correct attitude and 
policy should be. 

Responsive and responsible universities 

Whatever the nature and rhythm of change, there is a duality in the missions 
of universities. It is useful to consider the challenges in terms of two con
cepts: responsiveness and responsibility (Orin, Harayama & Weber, 2000). 

On the one hand, universities are cxpected to be responsive to shorHcrm 
needs of the private economy, the Statc and their main stakeholder, the stu
dents. This means that universitics should respond to what society demands 
at any one time. This influence is in general positive: universities cannot prc
tend that they are the only institutions with knowledgc and offer only what 
they like; they should pay careful attention to the aspirations and needs of 
their students, the economy and the public sector. Today, thesc pertain in 
particu1ar to: 

• rising enrollments, which is still the situation in many countries, 
• safeguarding cquality of access and encouraging the enrolment of 

underrepresented groups, 
• maintaining the "purchase" price of education as low as possible, 
• diversifying course contents and increasing the range of courses 

offered, 
• guaranteeing efficient and transparent operations, 
• all this while, of course, ensuring relevance and quality in teaching 

and research. 

In addition, universities are expected to fulfill an ever-expanding list of 
missions that have less to do with teaching and research, and more to do 
with the provision of fundamental aspects of quality of life and general cdu
cation. Meeting these multi-faceted demands is the "responsiveness" side of 
the role of universities. Univcrsities should take these needs or requests very 
seriously as they are lcgitimatc pubic demands (Glion Declarat10n, 1998). 

On the other hand, while responàing to society's needs and demands, uni
versities have also to assume a crucial responsibility towards society. Universi
ties are one of the oldest surviving institutions, clearly older than modem 
States. Moreover, they remain practically the only institution able to secure 
and transmit the cultural heritage of a society, to create new knowledge and 
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to have the professional compctcnces and the right status to analyze social 
problems independently, scientifically and critically. The great difference 
between being responsive and being responsible lies in the fact that, in the 
first case, universities should be receptive to what socicty cxpect from them; 
in the second case, they should have the ambition to guide reflection and 
policy,making in society. While universities exccl at making new discoveries 
in all disciplines of science and technology, they must also scrutinize system, 
aticall y the trends that might affect soon or later the well being of popula, 
tians, and, if necessary, raise criticism, issue alarm signais and make recom, 
mcndations. 

lt is precisely this responsibility that justifies why universities have been 
granted "'autonomy", which is unique in the whole education sector, not to 
speak of other sectors or the State. This responsibility used to be a strong 
mission of the press; however, the political and cconomic pressures of our 
Ume push the media to be too responsive to the tastes of thcir audience, their 
govcmmcnt or the business world. Therefore, the responsibility of universi, 
ties is cven greater. 

This rcsponsibility, as well as the principles necessary to allow universities 
to assume them, has been repeated with strength by a thousand rect:ors and 
presidents of European universities gathercd in 1988 in Balogna for the ninth 
centenary of the oldest university in Europe. In "The Magna Charta Universi, 
tatum" signed on this occasion, it is first of all stressed that Universities "must 
also serve society as a whole" and "must give future generations education 
and training that will teach them, and, through thcm, others, to respect the 
great harmonies of their natural environment and of life itself'. Secondly, it 
is stated that "the univcrsity is an autonomous institution at the heart of 
socictics''' whose "research and tcaching must be morally and intellectually 
mdepcndent of all political authority and economic power". 

"Bccausc socicty is changing, it nccds refercnces and frames for social, 
political and economic dcbate, construction of meaning, identity, and con, 
scnsus on policies. The universitics have a key rolc to play in providing 
these. W'c have noted that some of the duties that higher education is 
cntrustcd with can quitc casily conflict with each other. ln thesc cases, 
higher education must exercise its scnse of responsibility vis-à-vis society, by 
adopting solutions t:hat maintain and rcasscrt the mtellectual, ethical and 
social values on which it is butlt. This reassertion precisely constitutes one 
way of cxercising its leadership rolc in society. lt can sometimes mcan select, 
ing ways in which change should take place, sometimes encouraging and 
advancing change, but also sometimes reststing change" (Grin et al., 2000). 
Thesc two responsibilities can obviously be contradictory in the short: run, as 
the pressures of the market and of politics require from univcrsities to 

rcspond to immediate needs or to business or political opinions which arc too 
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often basically utilitarian, reflecting short term, or even partisan needs, as 
well as sometimes temporary fashions, or possibly the result of pubic hys; 
teria in some particular topics such as nuclear power and genetically mod ificd 
food. Therefore, it is crucial that universities have the freedom and the 
UL•·-···~L·· to pursue their search for knowledge away from undue pressure, 
political or financial, and to have the last word in designing their teaching or 
research programs. This does not mean that they should ignore their chang, 
ing environment. On the contrary, universities have shown for centuries an 
extraordinary capacity for adaptation and change; otherwise, they would 
have disappeared. The reality for them is that they arc situated at the center 
of forces, between the necessity to be responsive to the short term needs of 
their stakeholders and to be responsible for the long term interests of the 
society they are serving. In other words, a responsible society is also responsive, 
but in the long run, and universities incarnate the type of institution best 
suited to maintain this long term perspective, neccssary for the society. 

The tension between responsiveness and responsibility has been increased by 
the accelerating changing environment Hence, meeting the challenges of 
permanent change and engineering the corresponding changes require recur; 
ring arbitration between the requirements of responsiveness and responsibilily. 
However, examining these challenges, it is difficult to escape a feeling of diz; 
ziness. "Seldom has any institution been required to meet so many chal; 
lenges, each of them so demanding and specific in its implications, all at: the 
same time. The State itself, of course, is one of those institutions that has to 
discharge a large number of complex duties, but latter do not scem to be 
socially defined in such an exacting manner. Furthermore, the state apparatus 
normally enjoys the use of a wider range of instruments (not to mention 
authority itself) to act upon the situation; by contrast, the univcrsities have 
much more restricted courses of action at thcir disposal" (Orin et al., 2000). 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CHANGING ENVIRONMENT AND 
THEIR CONSEQUENCES FOR UNIVERSITIES: AN ECONOMIST'S 

POINT OF VIEW 

The econom ists' foc us 

Economists arc, like the other social scientists, particularly interested in 
changes taking place in society duc mainly to the process of economic 
growth and its main dctcrminants, to demographic and social transforma; 
tion, and to the changing political and economic organization of the world. 
They observe and analyze their impact globally on the standard of living of 
nations, the distribution of income and wealth betwcen and within nations, 
as well as in a more focused manncr, thcir impact on business and govem; 
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ments, regional development (at continental as well as national levels), on 
the labor and financial markets, on exchanges of goods and services and on 
the wclfare of human beings. Even if they do not put as much emphasis on 
the question, they are also interested in the impact of change upon the world 
of education and research. 

The key transformations of our time 

The key events, the source of deep transformation, are well known: the col, 
lapse of the Communist regime and the apparent end of the Cold War, the 
intensification of scientific discoveries and breakthroughs, the revolution of 
the information and communication technologies, the liberalization of world 
trade of goods and services and the simultaneous creation of regional eco, 
nomic or even political power blocks, the increased mobility of tourists and 
workers, the ever growing divide between those who have and can and those 
who have not and cannot, as well as the demographic imbalances between 
West and East. 

These events, as well as related ones, are generally quoted under one head, 
ing: globalization. The movement of globalization has multifold and deep 
political, economic and social consequences. To the economist (but this 
should also be true for political scientists and sociologists), by far the most 
important one is increased competition in all aspects of social, political and 
economic life. 

This obviously concerns business firms. Big firms have to play globally to 
survive, and merge with other firms if they are not the right size. In merging, 
they try to reach some sort of monopoly position and also to exploit a situa, 
tion of decreasing cost per unit of production or service, which might be 
originated by the growing importance of the initial investments necessary to 
market a new product or service. Under the increased pressure of the finan, 
cial market, firms have also not only to secure their profitability, but to aim at 
a higher return on capital. Among the many consequences are that they 
have more than ever to employ a quality labor force, to implement good 
strategies and provide better goods and services, thanks to a greater incorpo, 
ration of advanced knowledge in their products and services, as well as in the 
production process. 

This concerns also the State and other governmental organizations. The 
climate of strongly increased competition is pushing the public sector to pay 
more attention to its efficiency, and less to social justice, nationally and 
internationally. This has led to the privatization of utilities like telecommu, 
nications, clectricity, collective transport or even postal services and water 
services, as well as to the search for increased efficiency in the provision of 
public services. 
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The climate of increased competltlon affects deeply the relationship 
between States. The necessity to assure the competitiveness of a country has 
become one of, if not the first, policy priorities of many govemments. It has 
led to the creation of regional alliances, the main aim of which is to increase 
the competitiveness of the alliance towards other leading countries or 
regions. This has certainly become the most frequently quoted target of the 
European Union in order to counter or to match the threatening economic, 
political and military hegemony of the United States, as well as the industrial 
capacity of Japan. 

Globalization and the climate of severe competition that it provokes does 
not spare the university sector from transforming itself in order both to take 
advantage of new opportunitics and to adapt its provision of services to 
changing needs. Three developments are csscntial, as are their immediate 
consequences for universities, in particular research,intcnsivc universitics, 
pushing thcm to be rcsponsive without weakening their responsibilit:y 
towards society. Thcse developments are: first, that universities are incrcas, 
ingly confronted with compctition; second, that their activity will be 
increasingly dependent on the business scctor; and third, that they should 
respond to an increasing need to be critical towards some social, political and 
economic dcvclopmcnts. In fact, therc is a fourth impact: as the movemcnt 
of change has accclerated, the govemance of universities must significantly 
become more pro,activc and requires more and more clear and unpopular 
decisions. 

The increasingly competitive university environment 

In many respects, universities used to bcnefit from a quasi monopoly situa, 
tion. In countries like the USA or the UK, this is ccrtainly true for the 
national univcrsity system, as the immense majority of studcnts study within 
the country. The pool of rccruitmcnt becomcs cvcn regional for more 
professionally,oricnted institutions. In continental Europe, dcspitc the great 
visibility of the Erasmus and Socrates programs of the Europcan Commission, 
thcre is still little mobility. The majority of students choose to attend an 
institution in their own city or region, and spcnd their whole study time in 
the samc institution. This is going to change gradually, due to the great 
efforts made to crcatc a European Highcr Education Arca as well as a Euro, 
pean Rcscarch Area, and duc to global ization. The main forces at work will 
strongly reduce the quasi monopoly situation of univcrsities, in particular for 
tcaching, which has always becn more local than research. Although the 
incrcased competltion has also an impact on research, wc shall examine this 
question undcr anothcr angle in the second point. 

Regarding the tcaching mission of universities, multifold developmcnts 
arc rcducing the monopoly position of universitics: 
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• The increasing demand of students to do part or all of their studies 
abroad and multinational agreements like the Balogna process in 
Europe, which aims at eliminating all administrative barriers to free 
movement from one university to the other and one country to the 
other over a ten;year period in order to create the European Higher 
Education Area (Balogna Declaration, 1999). 

• The increased demand for continuing education, due to the fact that 
the length of validity of knowledge is decreasing rapidly and that 
everyone is now forced to change job several times in a professional 
lifc. 

• The improved information from universities, which is the fruit of a 
broad genuine effort, and which is supported thanks to the elimina; 
non of time and distance made possible by Internet. 

• The implementation of new technologies for teaching and research is 
at a starting point. If teaching has been clone for centuries basically 
with the same chalk and blackboard, and with students remaining 
rather passive, the new technologies, in particular CD, DVD and 
Internet, will offer very attractive teaching material and methods 
locally or at a distance. 

• The accelerating creation of new, more specialized, teaching institu; 
t1 ons, some of them run as "for;profi.t" businesses, will increasingly 
provide on a location or at a distance attractive teaching programs, 
which can be completed more rapidly than in traditional universities 
or in parallel to a professional activity. This development is not yet 
significant in Western Europe, seems to speed up in the USA and 
mns at full steam in the East and Central European states, where, 
over a lO;year period, 600 so;called universities were created, for 
example, in Russia, and 180 in Poland. However, things are changing 
in the West too and the number of new, often very specialized, insti; 
tutions will greatly increase in the years to corne. 

Thcse developments will soon be considered as serious and even threaten; 
ing competition for traditional public or private not;for;profi.t universities. It 
is therefore in the interest of the latter to rcact in order to improve their 
offer, in particular the relevance and quality of thcir programs and of their 
teaching methods. Moreover, they are pushed to do so by their govcrnments 
and/or by the business world, which ts fast to complain that universities are 
not providing the qualifications that they need. 

It is precisely here that the tension between being responsive and being 
responsiblc appears. Yes, univcrsities will more and more have to pay atten; 
tion to the market, i.e., to treat their students as customers, in the sense that 
thcy have to serve their pcrceivcd needs and not only offer them what faculty 
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pleases. The more the higher education market will become competitive 1 the 
more it will become transparent, and the easier it will become for students to 
choose the program and the institution best adapted to their needs and most 
prominent. 

However, does this mean that universities should reduce or abandon the 
disciplines providing a general education without specific professional knowl, 
edge or that they should transforrn their teaching programs to make them 
more professionally oriented? They should not do so, because of their long, 
term responsibility towards society. If they were to do so, they would only 
promote disciplines ltke information and tclecommunication technologies, 
life science, material science, business management and law. These sciences 
are criucal for the competitivencss of the national business sector, but they 
arc not the only ones. The welfare and cohesion of a socict:y dcpcnds also on 
knowledgc, the rate of retum of which cannot evaluated in tcrms of cco, 
nomic growth. This is obviously truc for the humanities, as they contributc 
grcatly to the timclcssncss of our cultural heritagc. But it is also truc for social 
sciences like sociology, political science or cconomics, as thcy help to under, 
stand the deep rooted transformations that: affect society, as wcll as to pin, 
point the sources of tensions and, consequently, to suggcst policies to over, 
corne them. In this context, cthical issues raised by the development of 
science, the consequences of economic developmcnt on the environment, or 
the increasing <livide between those who have and can and those who have 
not: and cannot, require that programs aim not only at providing knowlcdgc 
to the students, but also a better general education and a sense of their 
responsibility towards the long term intercst of soc1ety and not only the 
essentially short term targets of the business world. 

Morcover, providing professionally,oriented programs might be qmte 
tempting in disciplines like law, business or education. This would probably 
makc it casier for young graduates to find a job. However, this would mean 
giving less importance to pure intellectual training and to the study of 
related, more cultural, disciplines, which will rapidly appear as a great loss, 
making it more urgent and diiticult to correct afterwards. And more than 
that, as soon as one leams that half of gradua tes, 5 to 10 years, do not 
have a professional activity narrowly related to the discipline they studied, 
one is forced to realize how much the university provides, above all, intellec, 
tual training and not fixcd knowledge that can be used indcfinitely. 

The increasing financial dependence and decreasing intellectual 
autonomy 

The second main consequence of globahzation, and of the climatc of 
increased competition which follows, is to decreasc the financial indepen, 
dence and intcllectual autonomy of univers1ties. In the ninetecn sixties and 
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seventies, universities benefited from a generous budget allocation from the 
public sector, because politicians were convinced that higher education was a 
crucial investment. In the eighties and particularly in the nineties, the State 
financing of public universities changed significantly on both sicles of the 
Atlantic. Universities have become the target of increasingly numerous cri, 
tiques emanating principally from right wing politicians and from the busi, 
ness world, and their budgetary allocations have suffered deeply from the 
higher priority given in particular to social security and redistribution poli, 
cies, health and agricultural policy. This competitive climate has a negative 
impact on the quality of teaching and condemns the leaders of research labo, 
ratories to search for compensatory or additional financial resources outside 
of the public sector, entering increasingly into contracts with industry. 

Moreover, the ever increasing complexity of the research topics and the 
sophistication of research methods contribute to make research more and 
more expensive in many fields: sophisticated equipment and the creation of 
multidisciplinary teams or networks have become indispensable. More than 
ever, advanced research in the hard and life sciences, and even for some 
projects in the social sciences and humanities, is strongly impeded by tight 
budgetary constraints. On the industry sicle, the transfer of new knowledge 
into new product:s is also becoming a real challenge. The hard competitive 
envmmment makes it crucial to shorten the lapse of time between a scien, 
tific discovery and its application to a new product or a new service. 

These two developments push industry and universities to collaborate 
more closely and to create a true university,industrial complex. There are 
clear gains of trade for both parties: 

• Industry is generally lagging behind in basic research and avoids 
mvesting in free basic research because its financial retum is hypo, 
thetical. On the other hand, the world of universities and indepen, 
dent research laboratories provides an immense reservoir of knowl, 
cdge, with leading teams in most fields of scientific enquiry. 

• Industry finds it generally casier to secure the necessary financial 
means for investigating what it considers as a priority. 

• In addition to that, the challenge of the transfcr of technology makes 
it important that there is a much doser collaboration between funda, 
mental and applied research, in other words that university and 
industry create together effective knowledge networks. 

The developments in public universities described above can also be 
observed, howevcr in less dramatic terms, in private not,for,profit institu, 
tions, which are numerous in the USA and hardly existing in Western 
Europe. They have also to collaborate much more closely with the business 
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world in order both to secure adequate funding and to have the opportunity 
to remain an important, or better, a leading actor in some domains of 
research. 

The fact that both parties are more and more demanding1 as they bot h 
gain from the collaboration, explains the intensification of the university, 
industry links and cooperation. However, the deep difference of culture, mis, 
sions and aims of two types of organizations makes of this complex a 
"marriage against nature", which is very difficult for both parties for the fol, 
lowing reasons: 

• Industry is inevitably thinking in terms of retum on research invest, 
ment. The necessary condition is therefore to commercialize the 
result of successful research, in other words to become the pri vate 
owner of the knowledge discovered. As industry is providing the 
financial means to the complex, it is in a position to impose a great 
deal of the contractual conditions. 

• University and independent research laboratories, on the contrary, 
have a mixed motivation between the sheer disinterested curiosity t:o 
do a piece of research on a topic and hopefully make discoveries 
which will make thcm known, and the necessity to find the funding 
to buy expensive equipmcnt and to secure the payroll of the rescarch 
staff. 

In summary, the reinforced competition, which makes it crucial for indus, 
try to have a knowledge lcad and for universities to find the necessary finan, 
cial means for their research activity, despite a lack of adcquate public 
financing, places the university in the middle of its dilemma between being 
responsive and being responsible. The dangers are obvious as universitics 
may try to reach their research objectives, more or less whatever the means. 
This implies mainly two things: universities are tempted to accept more con, 
tracts in applied research than thcy should, and/or thcy could accept con, 
tractual conditions that impmge upon thcir academic freedom. Moreover, 
some laboratories could be tempted to arrange somehow the results of their 
research to pleasc their sponsors or would accept to reserve the results of 
their research for their sponsors, which would then commercialize thern if 
they are of interest to them (Nature, 2001 ). This might be profitable for the 
laboratory and/or the researcher, at least in the short run, as in the long run, 
he (or she) could also lose his (or her) reputation. But, it is against centuries 
of tradition where research results are a pure public good, made available to 
everyone through scientific publications or communications. 

Moreover, the consequences may be even deeper for the whole institution. 
Bcrdhal (2000), chancellor of the University of Califomia Berkeley, has 
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observed that the fact that only some sectors of the university are partners of 
industry creates many serious imbalances and tensions within the institution. 

lncreased need for universities to be critical observers of society 

The fact that universities benefit from a large autonomy regarding the choice 
of their staff, the object and content of their teaching and research, does not 
guarantee that they take advantage of this unique privileged position to be 
pro,active as a fine and critical observer of societal developments. Conserva, 
tism, conformism, as well as the lack of consciousness of independence, a 
lack of civil courage, or even of financial independence, mean that the aca, 
demie community is often too hesitant or too passive to embrace serious soci, 
etal questions, therefore not assuming fully the responsibility society has 
given toit in guaranteeing autonomy and academic freedom. 

This is rather disappointing, because the key transformations described 
above, and in particular the climate of fierce competition affecting business, 
govemments and the media, are dramatically increasing the need for people 
or organtzations ( why not universities?) to act responsibly towards the long, 
tcrm needs of populations. This implies above all that they should pay more 
attention to societal developmcnts and, if neccssary, be more openly critical. 

The challenges for universities and research are immense and include: the 
increasing disparity of wealth and access to education and new technologies 
at the world level, the inversed relationship between population and eco, 
nomic development, the dcgrading environmcnt, the increasing importance 
of moncy and capital as a critcria of political and social decisions, the inca, 
pacity of the world to solve long lasting rcgional conflicts, the relative ineffi, 
ciency of social policies and of the provision of public services. These ques, 
tions, and many others, would deserve more attention on the part of 
researchers and a larger place in the tcaching of many disciplines. Obviously, 
umvcrsities cannot change the facts, even force changes of policies. How, 
ever, researchers, thanks to their scientific training, are in a better position to 

foresee the consequences of different trends and to see the possible interde, 
pendence between separate cvents. Morcover, the frecdom and indepen, 
dence which is given to the academic community allow it to express publicly 
its v1ews, and, if these are critical towards an enterprise or a govemment, 
w1th much less risk than for anyone being part of the business or political 
word. This is why that it is part of the responsibility of a university to watch 
critically what is going on and issue alarm signais if necessary. 

CONCLUSION 

Universities must permanently strive to adapt to their changing environ, 
ment, in order to be more responsive to the needs of the community they 
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serve. They have been granted autonomy to allow them to be responsible 
towards society by identifying present and forthcoming difficulties and help
mg to solve present and future problems. 

However, there is obviously a tension between these two aspects of t:heir 
fundamental mission. The recent development of the world, in particular the 
phenomenon of globalization and the climate of increased competition it 
creates, is increasing this tension within the university between respons1ve
ness and responsibility. Not only is it ever more important that universities 
take seriously their responsibility as the main critic of social, political and 
economic development, it is also important that they avoid to be fully sub
mitted to the increased pressures of the market and of politics, among other 
reasons, to secure alternative sources of funding. 

If universities are unablc to balance their two missions, they will lose the 
justification for the autonomy granted to them, which, in the long run would 
be a grcat loss, not only for them, but for society as a whole. This is why the 
fact that universities spend relatively little time on societal issues, compared 
with more abstract questions, deserves to be at the top of the list of criticisms 
addressed to universities today-not the fact that they are not responsive 
enough to the short term needs of society. 
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