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Universities, we often hear, should both function and behave more like business enterprises. Is this a welcome trend that will free us from much waste, complacency and arbitrariness? Or is it a trend to be fiercely resisted because it would corrupt the very core of what a university should ambition to be? These were the questions submitted to the participants in 9th Forum of the University Foundation.

To answer these questions, it is important to distinguish between universities being subjected to the market and universities being run in managerial fashion. True, if one considers that universities should be more responsive to the laws of the market, it will be hard to resist the view that they need to be run like enterprises more than is currently the case. But there may be arguments for running universities in a more managerial style even if there is no need to make them more market-minded. The two issues, therefore, are related, but they are distinct. Let us consider them in turn.

Is more market necessary?

Of all speakers, Jo Ritzen, chairman of the University of Maastricht, argued most vigorously that there was no real option, for European universities, other than greater subjection to the market.
 In support of this conviction he invoked the fact that in the European Union, the average rate of income tax fell by nearly 10% in the last twenty years. Do we really believe, he asked, that it will rise back to its earlier level in the next twenty years, rather than drop further still? Of course, if an existing trend is bad, there may be better things to do than simply extrapolate it into the future. It may make sense to fight it. In particular, the impoverishment of public authorities through downward tax competition and emulation is not exactly the most beneficial by-product of European economic integration. In order to halt or reverse it, however, EU-wide mobilization and action will be needed with an intensity that is unlikely to be achieved any time soon. In the meanwhile universities will need to survive against the background of sharp pressures on public resources, with pensions and health care systems getting ever greedier.

Is there nonetheless some hope for a growing share of public resources to be devoted to universities? All the hype about the knowledge economy suggests that there may well be. As economist Mathias Dewatripont put it, we academics should not be quite as worried about our jobs as post office workers, for example. However, there is another trend also emphasized by Jo Ritzen that should temper such optimism. In his own university, 30% of the students are German. This is nice enough as an indicator of the international attractiveness of his university, but increasingly embarrassing as a pill to be swallowed by the Dutch taxpayer. Such trans-national student mobility can be expected to keep expanding, if only because of the steady spreading of competence in English among young Europeans and the correlative development of English-taught courses.
 At the same time, direct and indirect discrimination on grounds of nationality is likely to keep being banned by EU law. Allocating more of a member state's revenues to higher education will therefore be hard to defend, especially in small countries (or sub-countries) such as ours. In this context, fighting for an EU-funded EU-wide solution makes a lot of sense, but is unlikely to bear abundant fruit in the foreseeable future.

Consequently, however deplorable many of us may find it, greater reliance on private funding — and hence greater subjection to market competition of some sort — seems inescapable in the coming years, at least if we want European universities to keep developing. In this carefully circumscribed sense, the answer to this component of our title question is yes: greater reliance on the market is necessary. Would it be disastrous? Subjecting the teaching side and the research side of higher education to market forces raises quite different questions. Let us consider them in turn.

Would more market be bad for universities as teaching institutions?

On the teaching side, more market would essentially mean that a higher share of the cost of higher education would be charged to its immediate beneficiaries (or their parents), i.e. higher student fees. This is an important issue, complex and fundamental enough to have our next Ethical Forum largely devoted to it. 
 Just a few remarks directly linked to our theme. To start with, one should not exaggerate the difference it would make relative to the present situation. In most countries, there is already a quasi-market for higher education, as a direct reflection of the universities having their resources tightly linked to the number of students they manage to attract.
 Owing to economies of scale, the marginal subsidy per student tends to exceed the marginal cost incurred by the institution as a consequence of admitting them. Hence, universities are already involved in a competitive struggle for market shares. In Belgium, this is less and less buffered by the ever thinner ideological divide between Catholic and non-Catholic universities. What used to be a set of neatly distinct captive pools from which each university could comfortably fish has become a restless pond with volatile clients that need to be reached, lured and retained.
 Whether enrolling a student means more state-funded subsidies or vouchers or more real money directly cashed out by students or their parents, the market logic to which universities are subjected is essentially the same and induces them to the same extent to divert part of their scarce resources into marketing, advertising and PR operations.

Nonetheless, reliance on higher student fees would make more than one difference. The most obvious one is that, for many potential students, access would be hampered by financial considerations. This can in principle be attenuated by a system of means-tested grants and/or cheap student loans. But limits are quickly reached as a result of administrative costs (who will check whether the means-test is satisfied or the loan can be repaid?), perverse effects (is a job worth taking if it means paying for your children's full fees?) and unavoidably arbitrary implementation (whose incomes should be taken into account when the student's parents are separated?). However, perhaps we should not worry unduly about the impact of higher fees on the equalization of opportunities. As discussed at an earlier Forum
, Belgium's higher education system is at the same time particularly affordable relative to other OECD countries and particularly inaccessible to the children of the less educated. This suggests — but falls far short of establishing — that for those genuinely concerned with the equalization of opportunities, lowering student fees or keeping them as low as they currently are should not be the top priority. Monitoring the process of social selection from the kindergarten to the end of secondary school and channelling resources accordingly then seems far more important that yielding to our (on the whole) privileged students' understandable wish to enjoy the privilege of higher education at an even lower cost to themselves.

Less obvious, perhaps, but no less important is another difference. If students (or their parents) have to pay directly themselves a higher share of the cost of higher education, they may become fussier on the question of whether the study programme offered is worth its cost. This will be hailed by some as having the welcome effect of strengthening the propensity of curriculum designers and teachers to adjust content and method to the needs of their "customers". But it may have the less welcome effect of reducing the share of courses and programmes that are more geared to the production of the broadly educated citizenship that any well-functioning democracy requires than to the transmission of lucrative professional skills. Whereas various considerations reflecting the public interest can affect the pattern of government support to university education, only private benefits will systematically affect how much students and/or their parents are willing to pay for particular courses.

Further, once people are made to pay for a significant part of the higher education they receive, the price range will unavoidably tend to widen, in line with the expected return to the privately appropriated human capital they provide. Driven by this logic, prices will vary from subject to subject, but also, and probably even more, from one institution to another. Price differentiation will in turn feed a pressure towards wage differentiation for university teachers, in line with their productivity, narrowly understood as their ability to attract and satisfy fee-paying students. As a result, except in top universities, there will be a tendency for many professors to constantly be "on the market", with a greater concern for the assets they can take with them as they move and hence a reduced involvement in the life and progress of their current institution.  

Thus, on the teaching side, a bold and big move from a quasi-market to a real market with real money and good value for that money may well generate consequences that some will not hesitate to call disastrous. The strongest reasons for such concerns, however, is not directly a matter of social justice linked to access to higher education. It rather relates to the to capacity of universities to keep producing enough of the public good it needs to produce in addition to the private benefits accruing directly, in the form of enhanced earnings, to its immediate beneficiaries. 
Would more market be bad for universities as research institutions?

What about the research side of higher education? A case can cautiously be made for commercializing some of the knowledge produced at university, and for making such commercialization more systematic or more professional than it currently is. Of course the credibility of the university must not be jeopardized in the process. It should be the highest priority, and a central part of the ethos of any self-respecting academic researcher, never to earn money at the expense of the truth, for example by falsifying results or biasing their presentation so as to please those who commissioned the research, whether a tobacco company or an interior ministry.
 But it makes sense for universities to diversify their revenues by sharing in the profits made possible by their research — whether through patents or spin offs —, rather than let them be monopolized by the capitalist firms that exploit them.

A case can also be made, along lines developed in various publications by Mathias Dewatripont, Andreu Mas Colell and Philippe Aghion, in favour of public support for scientific research on the ground that the latter makes a significant contribution to the competitiveness and sustainable growth of an economy. But the possibility that the knowledge produced may be used elsewhere more than locally could easily deter significant public investments in research, especially with governments operating on such a small scale as our regions or communities. The time horizon may be lengthened, relative to private support motivated by profitability in the relatively short term, but the geographical horizon may remain cripplingly narrow.
For universities to be able to keep fulfilling their research mission, therefore, neither private profitability nor national competitiveness will suffice as driving forces. As recalled by Ingrid Robeyns, no capitalist or government could have guessed that Gottlob Frege's arcane speculations in philosophical logic would have paved the way to computer technology and hence to one of the most formidable technological revolutions in human history. Moreover, as she also pointed out, some research — refugee studies for example — can be expected to be of some use only, or disproportionally, to human beings with precious little purchasing power. Not to mention the research that can be safely expected not to be of much use to anyone — for example on the nuances of 8th century Persian poetry or on the probability of our solar system exploding in a billion years.
As remarked by several participants, however, competition itself, in the sense of emulation rather than subjection to the market, can provide an instrument to help preserve this dimension of the research mission of universities: scholarship, the quest for knowledge and understanding for their own sake or for the common good rather than in the service of a firm’s profits or a country’s competitiveness. However crude the indicators used — from the number of Nobel laureates to the number of citations in peer-reviewed journals —, research-based rankings of universities do not give any special weight to marketable research. To the extent that universities care about their place in such rankings, if only because of the impact of the prestige thereby gained or lost on their attractiveness to both students and staff, they will remain under pressure to produce knowledge valued by scholars rather than just by markets.
  

Thinking about both the teaching and the research dimension of greater subjection to the market seems to lead to the following general conclusion. Both the education and the knowledge produced by universities have an important public good aspect. The optimal production of this public good requires a significant amount of public or public-spirited funding, which national (let alone sub-national) governments can less and less be relied on to provide, as transnational spill-over effects grow in importance.
Should universities be run like enterprises?
Let us now turn to the second issue. Whether or not they should be more market-oriented, universities, we often hear, should be more efficiently managed. The performance of its personnel — its teachers no less than its researchers, its rector and deans no less than its administrative staff — should be monitored, evaluated, benchmarked and sanctioned, and the university as a whole should be professionally run by real managers rather than amateurishly as a side activity or the culmination of a career by academics with no special training. Is this trend to be welcomed or resisted?

Among participants in the Forum, views on this second issue turned out to be more sharply opposed than on the first one. Against the background of a consensus on the vague notion that academic authorities and academics need to be “accountable”, disagreement quickly surfaced. To start with: accountable to whom? Are university leaders accountable to the members of the university community in the same way as political leaders are accountable to the political community? André Oosterlinck, former rector of the K.U.Leuven pointed out, with perceptible envy, that all universities better placed than the K.U.Leuven in university rankings had non-elected rectors. And Jo Ritzen stressed that the way in which our universities are run — not least owing to a culture of collegial decisions at all levels ​— is dominated by a concern for conflict minimization, which is not a recipe for good management. Without denying that universities are a special sort of enterprise, both obviously find the model of a Chief Executive Officer accountable to an external body more appropriate than that of a primus inter pares accountable to the universitas of scholars. 
What about the way individual members of the academic personnel can be made accountable? Should their performance be measured, benchmarks established, material incentives strengthened, tenure be abolished? Several interventions, some quite passionate, stressed the perverse effects which the naïve import of a business management model could produce. 
Firstly, as stressed, among others, by Bart Pattyn, evaluations tend to focus on “deliverables”, and hence to miss out and discourage riskier activities with significant potential — such as more innovative, less conventional research — and altruistic activities of great indirect productivity — such as detailed feedback on the work of colleagues and students. As Raymond Boute put it, what you measure is what you get. 

Secondly, attempts to make evaluation less simplistic by moving away from straightforward indicators (such as number of publications or impact-factor-weighted citations) will tend to absorb precious time in the form of reporting and monitoring by both academic and administrative staff. This holds in particular when expert commissions, internal or external, are being set up in order to evaluate research and teaching performance. The more qualified the people who are asked and accept to do this job and the more seriously the job is done, the heavier the opportunity cost in terms of direct involvement in research and teaching. The more second-rate the composition of the commissions and/or the more superficial the evaluation, the less prohibitive its opportunity cost, but also the more counterproductive the whole exercise is likely to end up being.

Thirdly, attempts to introduce more material incentives by attaching financial consequences to good or bad evaluations may weaken cohesion and the propensity to collaborate as a result of invidious comparisons between members of the academic community. As pointed out in particular by Jean-Luc De Meulemeester, it may also weaken the intrinsic motivation for academic work, which can be presumed to have been decisive, in most cases, in the choice of an academic career, generally less rewarding than some other accessible options. Most of us have no need for material incentives in order to work far more hours than we are supposed to, and massively more hours than what could be controlled by our authorities without cumbersome constraints or intrusive devices. The combined pressure of our intellectual curiosity, of our professional ethos of service to students, science and society, and of our concern for our reputation among colleagues nearby and far away may prove insufficient in a few cases. But for these few cases where managerial governance might do some good, how many would there be where it would be counterproductive?
  
Administration versus research versus teaching
Does it follow that nothing could or should be done to make members of the university community more accountable by adopting a more managerial mode of governance? This would be too strong. To start with, all universities have developed, in the course of the last decennia, a large administrative sector, just as important to its daily functioning as its teachers and researchers. The various considerations expressed at the forum and summed up above do not apply to them in the direct way they apply to the teachers-researchers that form the academic staff and therefore leave wide open the possibility that an application of a more professionalized managerial model to university administrations may make a lot of sense. There may be other, more general reasons to resist such application, but they were hardly discussed at our forum, where the bulk of the interventions both by the speakers and from the floor related to the academic rather than the administrative part of institutions of higher education. 
As regards the academic part, no simple transposition will work because of the specific characteristics of higher education, and in particular its connection with scholarship and research. As emphasized by Andreu Mas-Colell and Sven Bossuyt, institutions of higher education differ greatly and should do so: they cannot and must not pursue the various missions of universities to the same extent, and the optimal mode of governance is likely to vary accordingly. In particular, as forcefully argued by Daniel Zajfman, director of the Weizmann Institute of Science (Rehovot, Israel), at another conference held at the University Foundation
, the more research-oriented an institution, the more it should rely on extremely tough selection at the start, followed by full freedom to investigate as one wishes, without bureaucratic interference, with plenty of tolerance for slack, slowdown and reorientation, and with the protection of tenure. The idea, here, is that you can detect at the latest by the early thirties who has a “calling” for research and the capacity to do high-quality work.
 Once appointed, those who passed this test can be expected to be driven by their own inner flame, and the best thing to do is to let them choose themselves what to investigate, when, where, how and with whom, guided by their own tastes and potential but also by interest in the scientific community and relevance to society and the world at large.
The more narrowly teaching-oriented an institution is, on the other hand, the more closely the performance can be monitored and the stronger the constraints deriving from the need to offer specific courses. Even here, however, petty management through regular assessments, reports, commissions, benchmarks and the like is unlikely to be the most productive method, taking all side effects into account. Giving far greater publicity than is currently the case in our universities to intelligently designed and efficiently implemented student evaluations would involve less waste of time and less arbitrariness. The creation of prizes and distinctions for conscientious or imaginative teaching may also provide a cheap way of strengthening incentives and bringing recognition to an aspect of academic jobs that tends to carry less prestige than the research aspect. 
More generally, making some simple indicators of the nature and quality of the various dimensions of an academic’s work more visible, preferably accompanied by appropriate warnings against rash interpretations, is likely to be more cost-efficient and less cluttered with unwelcome side effects than having university authorities or (even worse) education ministries meddling — directly or through the mediation of professional managers or expert commissions — with the evaluation and supervision of each member of the academic community. 
Academics as trustworthy child minders?

As a sort of radical extension of these remarks, Bart Pattyn provocatively suggested that the resources society allocates to universities and the wages it pays to their individual members should have no more strings attached than child benefits allocated to parents. In the case of child benefits, it is considered out of place to organize a detailed monitoring by managers or experts of what parents do for their children with that money, or to set up performance-related financial incentives. Doing this would unnecessarily intrusive and unacceptably humiliating. Should academics not be treated with the same trust and respect as parents? The money attached to the status is hardly more the reason for choosing to become an academic than for choosing to become a parent. The money is there to enable parents and academics to do the job properly. In both realms, tenure and trust should be, save in marginal cases, at the core of the relationship. 
This analogy is no doubt more than a bit stretched. But is it more fanciful than the analogy between an academic institution and a corporation run by a performance-obsessed CEO?   
� Held on the 18th of November 2010 at the University Foundation, Brussels, with presentations by Mathias Dewatripont (then chairman of the Solvay Brussels School of Management and Economics, ULB, now director at Belgium’s National Bank), Jo Ritzen (president of the University of Maastricht, former Minister of education for the Netherlands), Bart Pattyn (director of the Centre of Ethics of the K.U.Leuven), Andreu Mas-Colell (professor of economics at Pompeu Fabra University, Barcelona, former secretary general of the European Research Council, former minister of higher education for Catalonia), André Oosterlinck (chairman of the Associatie K.U.Leuven, former rector of the K.U.Leuven) and Yves Roggeman (member of the cabinet of the minister of higher education for Wallonie-Bruxelles, former vice-rector of the ULB); and prepared "interpellations from the floor" by Ingrid Robeyns (Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam), Raymond Boute (UGent), Yves Fassin (UGent & Vlerick School), Paul Grosjean (UCL), Jean-Luc De Meulemeester (ULB) and Sven Bossuyt (Aalto University, Helsinki, and VUB). Many thanks to all of them and to several other participants in the forum for insightful contributions only some of which are explicitly acknowledged below but from all of which the present text benefited greatly. 


� See also his recent books: Jo Ritzen, A Chance for European Universities, Amsterdam University Press, 2010.


� See our Ethical Forum n°2 (“�HYPERLINK "http://www.fondationuniversitaire.be/nl/forum2.php"��Go English?� What language for higher education in 21st century Europe?”, 16 October 2003) and B. Wächter & F. Maiworm. English-Taught Programmes in European Higher Education, Bonn: Lemmens, 2008.


� Ethical Forum n°10 (“Who should pay for tomorrow’s higher education?”, Brussels, University Foundation, 17 November 2011). See also Ph. Van Parijs, "Est-il juste que l'université soit gratuite?", Ethics and Economics (Montréal) 2(1), 2004, 1-8 (downloadable from: www.uclouvain.be/cps/ucl/doc/etes/documents/2004v2n1_Van_Parijs.pdf).


� Note that a shift from quasi-market to market is not the same as a shift to a capitalist framework. Fully private universities operate on a market but do not need to be profit-seeking. Most of them, including the most famous American universities, are non-profit organizations, but some are real capitalist firms. The biggest one is the University of Phoenix (Arizona), with 200 campuses worldwide and an enrolment of nearly half a million students, most of them part-time.  


� Voir Ph. Van Parijs, “ULB-UCL même combat? ”, Bulletin du Cercle du Libre Examen, Université libre de Bruxelles, septembre 2006 (downloadable from : � HYPERLINK "http://www.uclouvain.be/cps/ucl/doc/etes/documents/2006.Librex1.pdf" �www.uclouvain.be/cps/ucl/doc/etes/documents/2006.Librex1.pdf�) and « Pour une université bien dans sa peau », in L'Université de Louvain : à la fois chrétienne et pluraliste ? (Paul Löwenthal ed.), Louvain-la-Neuve : Groupe Martin V, 2009 (downloadable from : http://www.uclouvain.be/cps/ucl/doc/etes/documents/2009.ActesMartinV.pdf).


� See our Ethical Forum n°5 (“�HYPERLINK "http://www.fondationuniversitaire.be/nl/forum5.php"��The end of free entry?� Can university admission tests and numerus clausus provisions make higher education more cost-efficient and more socially responsible? », University Foundation, 23 November 2006) and Ph. Van Parijs, "The end of free entry? Some synthetic considerations and personal reflections", in Ethical Perspectives 14(2), 2007, 193-203. (http://www.uclouvain.be/cps/ucl/doc/etes/documents/2007zr.EndFreeEntry.Eth.Persp.pdf)


� See our Ethical Forum n°3 (�HYPERLINK "http://www.fondationuniversitaire.be/nl/forum3.php"��Free to speak out?� On the rights and responsibilities of academics in the public debate, 25 November 2004) and Ph. Van Parijs, « Free to speak out. Selective synthesis and personal conclusions », http://www.uclouvain.be/cps/ucl/doc/etes/documents/2004.SynthesisEF3.pdf 


� For a critical discussion of this issue, see our Ethical Forum n°4 (Cash for Knowledge?, November 2005) and its proceedings (The Ethical Implications of Patenting Academic Research, Bart Patttyn ed., Ethical Perspectives 2, 2006.


� See our Ethical Forum n°7 (“�HYPERLINK "http://www.fondationuniversitaire.be/nl/forum7.php"��University Rankings.� From curse to blessing?”,  University Foundation, 20 November 2008) and Ph. Van Parijs, “European Higher Education in the Spell of University Rankings », Ethical Perspectives 16(2), 2009, 189-206 (downloadable from www.uclouvain.be/cps/ucl/doc/etes/documents/2009u.Rankings.pdf).


� Some other, more specific attempts to introduce financial incentives generate their own specific perverse effects. For example, the obligation to pay student fees for a bachelor degree only if the degree is not completed within three years (as proposed innthe Netherlands) puts strong pressure on examiners and juries to let students pass: making them fail then amounts to inflicting them a huge financial penalty. And the allocation of subsidies to supervisors or research units in proportion to the number of doctorates completed within three or four years creates a downward pressure on standards.


� Conference « The future of European Universities after Bologna » organized by Jacques Vandamme, University Foundation, Brussels, 13 December 2010.


� Incidentally, this modus operandi may have the collateral effect of hindering gendering equality, as the proof of both calling and talent needs to be delivered at a biological time at which pregnancies, breast feeding and associated constraints may prevent one gender more than the other from sustaining the commitment required to deliver that proof. This suggests the existence of a trade off between the equalization of academic opportunities across genders and the possibility of dispensing with managerial control over academic performance  — though one that may lose at least some of its sharpness if young mothers (and mothers-to-be) are granted some serious compensatory privileges. 
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