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Cohedissent–Specific Behavior 
of University Unions to Increase 
Competitiveness

ABSTRACT

The change of the political regime in Romania determined a real revolution in the activity of 

the trade unions which suddenly had to change their objectives and their working methods. 

These organisations were in a position to struggle for the status of universities and their pro-

fessors in a society that considered that 3% of GDP for education is too much. Is possible to 

understand that trade unions acting instead of universities managers, but immediately after 

1989, the rectors and their teams depended by the politicians in a way that they cannot ask 

more for the needs of universities, and these situations are comparable with ones manifested 

in other countries, like Peru, Bolivia or Ecuador (Haggard and Kaufmann, 1995). The social and 

professional involvement of university unions is now much more significant, and their role in 

the life of higher education institutions is becoming more and more imperative. Not only do 
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they struggle for financial resources and real autonomy, but they also support the didactic and 

research activities of their members. They also try to prevent and stop the abuse of university 

leaders. This work aims to present the activity of the union of UniversitasTimisiensis (West 

University of Timisoara), the role it plays to increase the cohesion between its members and 

the cooperation with other university unions of Romania. We will also present some current 

and future solutions that can develop the competitiveness of our institution to make it more 

attractive not only for professors and researchers but also for students.

Methodology: In almost two decades we have observed that the role of education is treated 

differently in political declarations and public budgetary allocation. We tried to understand 

what the causes of these differences are, and we noticed that the formal voice of different 

union federations (there are four in the education field in Romania) is quite the same, but also 

there are some informal arrangements with governmental officials. Even in the higher education 

area, there are different aspects related to the goals of groups of universities (comprehensive, 

technical, medical) so the cohesion of different unions can be only apparent. We tried to in-

vestigate these aspects using quantitative research based on data supplied by Eurostat and 

National Institute of Statistics and about 15 interviews with different persons involved in the 

management of union organisations to see the characteristics of common patterns and also 

the specific differences.

Findings: We discovered that in the field of education there is a paradox of functionality of 

a system. All political parties sustain the idea of a consistent allocation of resources for ed-

ucation (there is a National Pact for Education signed by all parties in 2008 and assumed by 

all other parties that appeared after 2008), but in ten years the allocation was around 3% of 

GDP that represents only half of the agreement. The unions were forced to adopt different 

strategies in an unfriendly environment: they cooperated in most of the cases but, due to the 

lack of resources, they had to rally to the positions of the management of universities and that 

sometimes determined the dissent with other unions.

Value Added: It can be assumed that the unions can have an important role in education 

environment, even if they act in cohesion (most of the cases) and dissent (especially in case 

of improvement the position of the home university). The cohedissent (we try to underline 

the combination between the terms cohesion and dissent because it is almost impossible to 

have only cohesion in educational area) behaviour can represent a key factor to understanding 

the specificity of the role of university unions in improving the educational environment and 

insending more suggestive messages to the political parties.

Recommendations: The scientific research in universities is an essential aspect of higher 

education and the specific research within and between university unions can potentiate the 

activities of teachers and researchers. The cooperation between unions must be improved and 

the dissent must be used constructively.
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Introduction

Our research aims to demonstrate that, in the current Romanian socio-eco-

nomic context, university unions could play a more significant role in devel-

oping a new approach, a new strategy that will allow universities to benefit 

greater visibility in society, to be better connected to the realities and de-

mands of the economy of their countries. Thanks to the less formal relations 

that they develop between their members, the unions are able to know better 

the people who work in education and their problems.

The endless transition that Romania is still going through has upset not 

only the country’s economy but also social life. Since no one had yet expe-

rienced the transition from the planned economy to the market economy, 

there were many hesitations and mistakes in all areas. Paradoxical or absurd 

situations exasperated people who were already accustomed to enduring 

misery (material and moral), extreme poverty, injustice and dictatorship and 

made them to develop a reaction.

After almost a decade of transition from communism to capitalism, the 

realities generated a lot of questions and frustration for all categories of pop-

ulation and especially for young generations. A large part of 16-23 years of 

age population often considered that Romanian government cannot ensure 

decent conditions for work and taken in consideration to emigrate in foreign 

countries (Sandu, Stoica & Umbres, 2014).

The financing of education was an important issue of transition concerns, 

and in this case the approach had to be different for higher education be-

cause there appeared a lot of private universities and the treatment must 

be different related to public universities (Commission Européenne, 2008).
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It was hoped, after the events of December 1989, that education and the 

development of education could change something in the fate of the Ro-

manians, that they would change the mentality of people and improve their 

lives. But it was forgotten that Eugène Ionesco, the creator of the theatre of 

the absurd, was born in Romania and that his descendants continued the 

deconstruction of logic and common sense.

Thus, social dialogue has become more the dialogue of the deaf. Unions 

and their federations have had paradoxical reactions to the injustices of 

right-wing or left-wing political regimes, and the country’s leaders have taken 

advantage of this lack of experience and cohesion to give ambiguous laws 

and ordinances that should have triggered essential but did not provoke any 

reaction from trade unionists.

Many studies signalised that the direction of education, generated by the 

government, is not proper for future development and many organisations 

involved in educational environment started a movement to find better 

solutions. Step by step, this movement included political parties, specific 

institutions and NGOs, trade unions that tried to identify the most appropriate 

instruments to formalise all actions. Surprisingly, they noticed that there are 

no significant differences between these diverse groups and they needed 

to identify a common solution (for example Ciutacu, 2011).

Thus, on March 5, 2008, all political parties in Romania signed the Pact for 

Education, a document aimed at setting directions and goals for the future 

education system strategy and reaching a political agreement that would 

have allowed a coherent reform of education. Political parties, civil society, 

NGOs, parents and students deliberated and worked together on the final 

form of the document. They established an 18-month deadline to sketch 

a strategy that needed to be backed up by a package of laws.

This pact began with general formulas, with grave and pompous words 

(conscious, preoccupied, worried, convinced) about the political class. “We, 

the representatives of the parliamentary political parties, the institutions and 

the undersigned organizations, solemnly undertake to achieve, through all 
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our future actions concerning national education, the following objectives: 

the increasing of competitiveness of Romanian economy; the increasing of 

financial allocation for education at 6% of GDP and for research at 1% and 

de-politicization of the subject of education” (own translation).

The second objective of this pact was to talk about a minimum of 6% of 

GDP for education for the period 2008-2013. Of course, this was an optimistic 

expectation, but even pessimists thought that 5% of GDP wouldbe attained. 

And this is what we learn from the final report of research carried out by 

ETUCE on public budgets for education: between 2008 and 2015 Romania 

allocated between 2.8% and 4.4% of its GDP for education. The report also 

shows that after 4.4% in 2008 (the year of the famous pact), the sum fell to 

4% in 2009, 3.3% in 2010, and 2.8% in 2013. After that year there was a slight 

growth up to 3.1% in 2015. For 2018, 3.8% of GDP is expected for education 

but is improbable to be upper 3.5% despite the real increasing of wages. 

The third objective was related to the escaping from the trap of politici-

zation in education. Probably is almost impossible in a country as Romania 

to attain this objective because there are a lot of advantages for politicians 

to appear to solve the problems of education, especially in the electoral 

campaign. Also, some politicians consider that they can obtain additional 

funds for schools or universities and they expect to have some advantages 

like nominalisation of some friends in the board of schools or to receive some 

honorary titles from universities. This kind of behaviour creates a negative 

impact, and not only can the image of universities be compromised but also 

the image of the teachers of universities. 

Table 1. Evolution of the percentage of GDP allocated for education

Romania Var. EU27 Var. Euro area Var.

Year

2008 4.30 4.90 4.60

2009 3.90 -9.30 5.30 8.16 5.00 8.70
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2010 3.30 -15.38 5.30 0.00 4.90 -2.00

2011 4.10 24.24 5.10 -3.77 4.80 -2.04

2012 3.00 -26.83 5.00 -1.96 4.80 0.00

2013 2.80 -6.67 4.90 -2.00 4.80 0.00

2014 3.00 7.14 4.90 0.00 4.70 -2.08

2015 3.10 3.33 4.80 -2.04 4.60 -2.13

2016 3.70 19.35 4.80 0.00 4.60 0.00

2017 3.60 -2.70 4.80 0.00 4.70 2.17

2018* 3.80 5.56 4.90 2.08 4.70 0.00

Source: own calculation based on data available at http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/sub-

mitViewTableAction.do.

When analysing the allocation of resources for education (% of GDP) it 

can be noted that the start was good, but the finish of the period means 

a lower relative allocation, so it is obvious that the second objective of the 

Pact wasnot attained. If the decrease in 2009 and 2010 can be explained 

by the severe recession experimented by the Romanian economy, it is very 

difficult to explain what happened in 2012, 2013 (with a minimum of 2.8% 

of GDP), 2014 and 2015, when the objective was cut to around 3% of GDP. 

These two periods were determined in an aggregate decreasing of 1.26%, 

that puts us in a different position related to the EU27 average (an aggregate 

increase of 0.48%) or to Euro area (an aggregate increase of 2.62%).

The efforts of university unions and higher education federation was 

ineffective. The high pressure did not work out, partly because of dissent 

within the members of unions or federation, partly because the budgetary 

constraints were so powerful that it was impossible for the government to 

allocate the promised resources (Voss, de Micheli, Schöneberg and Rosini, 

2017) and one of the leading cause for that was the evolution of total general 

government revenue as is presented below.
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Table 2. Evolution of total general government revenue (% of GDP)

Romania Var. EU27 Var. Euro area Var.

Year            

2006 33.10   43.60   44.70  

2007 34.50 4.23 43.80 0.46 44.80 0.22

2008 32.40 -6.09 43.70 -0.23 44.50 -0.67

2009 30.50 -5.86 43.50 -0.46 44.50 0.00

2010 33.00 8.20 43.50 0.00 44.40 -0.22

2011 33.90 2.73 44.00 1.15 45.00 1.35

2012 33.60 -0.88 44.70 1.59 46.10 2.44

2013 33.20 -1.19 45.30 1.34 46.80 1.52

2014 33.60 1.20 45.10 -0.44 46.80 0.00

2015 35.00 4.17 44.70 -0.89 46.30 -1.07

2016 31.60 -9.71 44.70 0.00 46.20 -0.22

2017 30.50 -3.48 44.90 0.45 46.20 0.00

2018* 32.00 4.92 45.00 0.22 46.40 0.43

Source: own calculation based on data available at https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-expla-

ined/index.php/Government_expenditure_by_function_–_COFOG.

Table 2 explains the main problem of the Romanian public policy. As data 

shows, the difference between total general government revenue in Roma-

nia and the average of this indicator in EU27 and Euro area varies from 9.7% 

(in 2007) to 15.7% (in 2017), and that makes the attainment of the second 

objective of the Pact impossible. Also, we consider that this is a real prob-

lem not only for education and it is necessary to reveal the causes of this 

involution. The European Union means the harmonisation (not equalisation) 

of the main indicators, but the budgetary discipline related to the allocation 

of resources is ineffective without a strong discipline in collecting taxes and 

other contributions of economic agents.

It is almost impossible to optimise the role of trade unions in improve-

ment processes and competitiveness if the efforts of collecting taxes are 

inefficient. Romania has lower taxation than other EU countries, and that can 
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explain a part of the distance. However, there are countries with lower taxation 

than Romania, and the total relative government revenue is higher, meaning 

that there are some deep problems related to the underground economy.

Governance of higher education

Between democratic culture, academic aspirations and market forces, the 

management of Romanian universities had to respond to the challenges 

of a new society. This notion is relatively recent and is not characteristic 

of traditional higher education.

In the communist period, there was an interaction between universities and 

society because the Ministry of Education managed the number of places 

allocated to higher education given the demand on the labour market. The 

tendency to not reserve higher education for elites but to address the mass 

of the population already existed. Despite the statements of the leaders 

of the Communist Party, because of the attitude towards the intellectuals, 

Romanian universities had a smaller and smaller number of places.

After 1990, higher education has grown rapidly, and the number of stu-

dents and universities has risen sharply. Private education, which had not 

existed before, developed many universities. Unfortunately, their quality was 

often doubtful and, as soon as the number of candidates for higher education 

dropped because of the demographic crisis, they were the first to disappear.

At present, the educational reforms in Romania are both hailed and crit-

icised for their rapidity and radical nature. They are fast because they envi-

sion a complete transformation of the system regarding strategy, content, 

legislation, governance, funding and structures, but they are also radical 

because change is systemic and encompasses all forms and levels of change, 

namely: formal, non-formal, informal, pre-primary, primary, secondary, higher 

and vocational. A great part of the society supports reforms and recognises 

that they are inevitable. However, there is also vigorous opposition from 

predominantly conservative groups who refuse any attempt to change that 
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would “threaten” their way of life. Despite this diverse approach, there is not 

a single group in the country that openly claims that the previous system 

was progressive and merit-based. The degradation of academic and pro-

fessional values was so obvious that it would be unreasonable to deny the 

facts. Most of the Romanian governments after 1990 started their activity 

by elaborating a new law of education.

The superficial introduction of innovations without taking into account the 

specific national problems, rapid decline in the financing of the system, the 

desire to emulate Western, or especially American universities at all costs 

have led to anomalies such as the dilution of quality, widespread corruption, 

elitism, nepotism, the “brain drain”, all leading to a growing distance of Ro-

manian universities from the world of work.

Fortunately, recent years have been marked by changes in prestigious 

Romanian universities that have realised the need to continuously improve 

their performance and adapt to the demands of the labour market. As a re-

sult, they have tried to diversify their sources of funding and to create closer 

cooperation with business. Romanian universities are also trying to adapt 

their research to find solutions to problems of public interest and the needs 

of the society. Thus, the governance of higher education passed from college 

to managerial, and there is more talk of university service provider, universi-

ty-business or corporatist spirit in universities. These transformations have 

often caused tensions within the institutions, and the emergence of a new 

type of university is not done “without pain”.

The problem that concerns all actors is to better organise and manage 

universities so that they become equal partners with other European 

universities in all fields. Solutions must be found to deal with the politi-

cal and social reforms that affect the whole of Romania to create a more 

market-oriented education system characterized by a reduction in state 

funding and also by a greater autonomy in governance and management, 

financial and, last but not least, autonomy in the appointment of teachers 

and in program design.
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In this context, the social dialogue between university administrations 

and the unions of these institutions is a necessity and an obligation to find 

solutions that can avoid tensions. On the other hand, trade unions must no 

longer be exclusively critical and demanding. They must also see and propose 

solutions for better university governance (Varga, 2013).

Develop and modernise with minimal resources

Our approach envisaged the dialogue and the cooperation between the 

unions of the universities belonging to the Universitaria Consortium, the 

five largest and most successful universities of Romania. We initiated dis-

cussions with the leaders of these unions and with some of their members 

because we realised that the unions have operational problems, that there 

is a tendency to make too much effort to solve problems daily and that 

management and prospects escape us.

We opted for maintenance as a non-directive research method that 

created mutual trust, a comfortable exchange of personal experiences told 

without constraints, without the idea of counting, of an empowering census. 

The selected sample (leaders of Romanian university unions and members 

of these organisations) provided us with valuable information especially on 

the methods used in the social dialogue and on the specific problems that 

seem to be the same in all universities.

For more than two decades, the primary goal of the unions of Romanian 

universities and their Federation Alma Mater (which is affiliated to the Car-

tel Alpha, one of the largest trade union confederations in Romania) has 

been to impose respect for the law. They also struggled for implementing 

its provisions. A lawyer invited to answer questions from members of the 

UniversitasTimisiensis Union of the Western University of Timișoara said 

that in Romania the mere fact of having provided a certain right by law is not 

enough. There are many situations in which this right must be regained after 

an endless trial. Because of this situation, we have neglected the challenges 
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of today’s society: the demands of the economy, the working conditions, 

and the steady decline in the number of students.

We started from the premise that unions must and can contribute to the 

healing of our society and our universities.

To facilitate the discussions, we organised in November 2016 in 

Timișoara a symposium dedicated to the Research Day, entitled The 

condition of the university professor between research and didactics. 

This theme has been chosen because, in recent years, the research had 

been made almost exclusively to promote in the academic career, without 

enthusiasm and for no other purpose than the increase of the salary. On 

this occasion, we realised that for most of our colleagues, it is quite chal-

lenging to find solutions to solve the problem of dropping out of school, or 

to build relationships with the business community. Change, in didactics 

or research, is difficult and few people want to leave the comfort zone of 

known and recognised things.

Nevertheless, the conclusions of the debates, at least at the theoretical 

level, were a little different. Most participants agreed that teachers should 

become labour market partners and organise courses in collaboration with the 

best employers, in line with their needs. Thus, university graduates would be 

truly qualified and able to meet the expectations of their employers. Interest 

in higher education institutions would be more significant, and adherence 

to their courses would increase as well. The most eloquent example is that 

of computer science faculties that have quickly adapted to the needs of the 

labour market and society.

Unions can support and encourage the connection of universities 

to the market by developing relationships with the unions of companies 

that are members of the Alpha Cartel. Their cooperation is possible not 

only at the level of the Alma Mater Federation but also between the local 

subsidiaries. Thus, university teachers would have the opportunity to 

know the needs and requirements of companies and to adapt speciali-

sations and courses.
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On the other hand, union money can be used to finance research pro-

grams, colloquia or collective volumes, an initiative that has been taking 

place for several years at the West University of Timisoara.

To encourage the research and creation of its members, the Universi-

tasTimisiensis Union has built a house of creation and recreation (in Roma-

nian “creaţie şi recreaţie”) in the village of Igriş, located about 60 km from 

Timișoara, in the vicinity from the Mureş River. Here one can find excellent 

conditions (from tranquillity to the internet) to write an article or a book. The 

area is also conducive to research for historians (the ruins of an ancient Cis-

tercian monastery), geographers and botanists (flora and fauna of the valley 

Mureş). The house and the land surrounding it can be used for team building.

The next year, 2017, the Research Day was organised by the union of 

the University of Bucharest. This time the theme became more specific 

than ever: Directorates of Union Research in Romanian Universities. Taking 

inspiration from the title of the International Journal of Labour Research 

published in Geneva by the International Labour Office, we discussed the 

topics that could be the subject of our future research. Representatives 

of Universitaria Consortium Unions raised their proposals several themes 

on themes including How to reach “noble” objectives under underfunded 

conditions? The degree of behavioural pathology in the university system; 

Unions for the healing of society; The relationship between university unions 

and the labour market; Contribution of trade unions to university cohesion as 

a factor in the sustainable development of these institutions; The relationship 

between university unions and student organisations.

All those who spoke insisted on the idea of depoliticising education in 

general and universities in particular. The majority of Romanian rectors are 

involved in political life, and their attitude is often harmful to the activity of 

the institution. A minimal detachment is necessary for those who decide on 

the future of Romanian higher education.

We noticed on this occasion that the ideas were not lacking, nor was 

the enthusiasm, but what was more difficult was to finalise the actions. 
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The participants decided, for example, to create a union publication to 

provide a framework and a purpose for their research, but nobody has 

yet started a coherent action for that. As the observers of these debates, 

we have found that the problems are the same in all universities and that 

the solutions exist provided that the unionists are able to present them 

and find arguments to convince not only the rectors and deans but also 

their work colleagues.

Social dialogue - a factor of cohesion

In both situations that we have created and organised, in Timișoara and 

Bucharest, an idea has been expressed several times: the need to solve 

problems through dialogue and negotiations between unions and university 

administrations. Everyone agreed that the dialogue between the union and 

the administration of the university should be considered on a professional 

basis and in full agreement with the legal stipulations because otherwise, the 

results will never be positive. One of the obstacles that may appear is related 

to the excessive specialisation of attributions as regards the management 

activity. Sometimes, because in the field of remuneration the law is more than 

dense and that to use it requires years of practice, it is only the specialist in 

personnel problems who can offer solutions for employee compensation 

issues. This can create difficulties because the university specialist interprets 

the law most often for the benefit of the institution and not for the benefit of 

the people. Even more: it applies a restriction in the sense that what is not 

provided for by the law is prohibited, contrary to the principle of law which 

asserts that what is not prohibited by law is permitted. In these cases, the 

role of the union is to explain any problems related to the interpretations, 

and if this is not possible by friendly discussions, then the representatives 

of the union must bring additional arguments obtained from the similar uni-

versities and also the higher organisms (ministries, coordinating institutions 

at national and European level).
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These aspects of union-level social dialogue with representatives of 

university administrations are but a few of the multitude that manifests them-

selves in the life of these institutions, but this dialogue must be approached 

in a constructive manner and in positions of responsibility, equality. It is not 

a matter of taking action because one is obliged to do it, as is often done in 

a society in transition, but of a necessary action, made by conviction.

Another type of dialogue that university unions should consider is the 

dialogue with student organisations. Due to lack of experience, these are 

sometimes easy to manipulate and use politically. Cooperation with student 

representatives in faculty councils and Senates has always been beneficial for 

both parties. Reciprocal support for specific problems is already a tradition. 

There are times when students are quicker in their reactions, and unions 

need to consider their opinions and help them.

For a new conception of university education, students should be 

consulted and encouraged by teachers as the primary beneficiaries of 

these changes. While we do not agree with those who see universities 

as exclusively service providers, we believe that “customer satisfaction” 

should be of concern to us. If young people are not attracted to univer-

sity courses, our institutions will be affected: in the short and medium 

term by dropping out of school and in the long run by creating a society 

without intellectuals and without elites.

At the conference Education in Europe: Public Investment, Privat-

ization and Reforms - What Role Do Trade Unions Play ?, organized 

by ETUCE in Brussels (30 May 2017), Susan Flocken, the president of this 

organization, said that to achieve the objectives of the Europe 2020 strat-

egy, especially for the European economy to become more powerful, some 

measures that require a reaction from trade unions are needed with regard 

to the recommendation to privatize education. ETUCE believes that we must 

fight to keep education as a public good because privatisation can make 

access to educational services more difficult. A consistent and effective 

social dialogue must exist at the national level so as not to favour the trans-

formation  educational services into commercial services. Decent wages 
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and decent working conditions are essential objectives for trade unions, at 

a national and European level as well.

Unfortunately, universities in Romania are often compared to corpo-

rations, and their leaders want to impose mentality and corporatist be-

haviour. They forget the specificity of the academic climate and try to 

accredit rigid rules and punitive measures that kill enthusiasm and creativ-

ity. The participation of union leaders in boards of directors and the Senate 

has often stopped these excesses.

Unions in Romanian universities have had to use all legal means for the 

administrations of these institutions to apply the provisions of the law con-

cerning wages. And since the law is often ambiguous and allows for several 

interpretations, it was necessary to create and operate a joint committee in 

each university to amicably settle disputes over the method of calculating 

wages. The cooperation between the unions of the Universitaria Consortium 

has been as beneficial in this situation. In fact, the five leaders proposed the 

participation of human resources directors and union presidents in meetings 

where the rectors of the Universitaria Consortium discuss compensation issues. 

For the time being it is only a project, but we hope that it will become a reality.

International relationships

Cooperation between university unions in the European Union has become 

a reality that Romanian university unions have not been able to neglect. The 

European Trade Union Committee for Education (ETUCE) is an organisa-

tion set up to solve national and international problems in education, and 

the representatives of Alma Mater participate in all its work and actions. 

Current challenges include: lack of social dialogue, poor acceptance of 

teacher status, reduced salaries in the education sector – those are calling 

for government action.

The UniversitasTimisiensis union is also carrying out regional cooperation 

projects with counterpart organisations in Hungary (the Szeged University 
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Union) and Serbia (the Novi Sad University Union). These projects contrib-

ute to the greater visibility of our university and the permanent exchange 

of experience.

Conclusions

Trade union research has become a necessity because Romanian trade 

unions have diminished their ability to influence educational change with 

governments and educational agencies. According to opinions and comments 

from the media, education unions have lost the confidence of Romanians, 

and changes in the teaching profession require a new approach.

On the other hand, to achieve remarkable results in the current cost of 

under-funding of education, we must find ingenious solutions, viable solu-

tions, in the long term, and the unions have the material and, above all, human 

resources to do so. They can convince their members that they must give 

up their traditional ivory tower to go down to the forum and make the voice 

of the elites heard.

One of the desired action directions of trade unions is to offer some sup-

port to public authorities in order to increase the total government revenue 

because this is one of the weak points of the general situation in Romania. The 

mobilisation of efforts through common research of causes of this problem 

must be a valuable desiderate for all parts, but that means investigation that 

can create a lot of troubles for some politicians and their friends or relatives. 

We, like our colleagues in the Consortium Universitaria, believe that dialogue 

and negotiation are the best methods to solve the problems of Romanian 

universities. In recent years we have achieved remarkable successes (Law 

85, payment of doctorate etc.) through dialogue in joint committees and 

ministries, thus avoiding lawsuits that would have been detrimental to the 

image of our universities.
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It is essential to convince all actors in university education (teachers, 

researchers, students, parents, companies, institutions, government) of the 

importance of dialogue that can resolve conflicts and replace traditional union 

fighting. We all agree that dissensions are necessary to stimulate creativity 

and to find better solutions, but finally, the debates must lead to cohesion, 

the condition of the sustainable development of universities of the future. 

Unions are able to contribute to changing pedagogical methods, curricula, 

student admission procedures, recruitment of researchers and evaluation. 

Unity and solidarity must be manifested at the level of each university and 

also at the level of the national federation.

The creation of a research department within university unions is an 

essential contribution to these organisations in adapting their strategies 

and practices. It can become “a source of internal dynamism while allowing 

a broadening of its modes and fields of influence” (Payeur, 2016, p. 59). Trade 

union research has the same rigorous requirements and fulfils a complemen-

tary function to university research. It can also play a role of substitution for 

academic research too often timid in its participation in debates that shake 

the education community.

Experience shows that the exchange between union research and univer-

sity research needs to be supported and improved, as these are, in practice, 

two complementary sectors. Exchange and dialogue are also beneficial in 

all areas of university activity and can be achieved with respect for each.



22

Ștefan Liana, Imbrescu Ion 

References

Ciutacu, C. (2011). Government and trade unions clash on new Labour Code. Euro-

pean Industrial Relations Observatory Online 2011/2012. Retrieved from: www.euro-

found.europa.eu/ eiro/2011/02/articles/ro1102049i.html.

Commission Européenne (2008). La gouvernance de l’enseignement supérieur en 

Europe. Bruxelles: Commission Européenne.

Haggard, S., & Kaufman, R.R. (1995). The Political Economy of Democratic Transi-

tions. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Payeur, Ch. (2016). La relation entre recherché et action syndicale en éducation: les 

cas de Québec. Revue française de pédagogie, 154, 45–60. 

Sandu, D., Stoica, C.A., & Umbres, R. (2014). Tineri în România: griji, aspirații, atitudini 

și stil de viață. Bucureşti: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung. 

Varga M. (2013). Re-focusing studies of post-communist trade unions: Searching for 

more encompassing dependent variables. European Journal of Industrial Relations 

19(2), 109–125.

Voss, E., de Micheli, B., Schöneberg, K., & Rosini, S. (2017). Final Study Report: 

Investment in Education and Training. Trend and Challenges, the Role of EU Poli-

cies and Financing from the Perspective of European and National Social Partners.

Hamburg and Rome. Retrieved from: http://adevarul.ro/educatie/scoala/educatiara-

mane-2018-repetenta-bugetului-cresterile-directionate-exclusiv-salariile-profeso-

rilor-1_5a37f87f5ab6550cb8558665/index.html.

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do.



23

Cohedissent–Specific Behavior of University Unions to Increase Competitiveness

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Government_expendi-

ture_by_function_–_COFOG.





Emotional Skills: an Essential 
Axis of Pedagogical Innovation in 
the Training of Buyers/Managers 
of External Resources

ABSTRACT

Objective: The transformation of many jobs within companies should give rise to a necessary 

evolution of skills used by individuals. Whether it is to improve the relevance of decisions or 

to preserve people’s health, the development of emotional skills for the last ten years has 

often been presented as a necessity. Buyers, who are more and more seen as managers of ex-
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ternal resources, are particularly concerned by this need. By strongly evolving, the purchasing 

function has become strategic and essential for achieving organizations’ performances. The 

development of soft skills like the emotional skills of the buyers implies a significant evolution 

of the training intended for them. It is true if we consider initial training at the University or 

Business School, as well as in the field of in-company training. Based on a presentation of new 

needs, we propose possible changes and additions that could be brought to current training. 

Methodology: The research was based on the analysis of literature review and real situations 

observed in companies (especially during training sessions).

Findings: Because of the evolutions of their job, buyers who become more and more managers 

of external resources should develop their emotional skills. These skills can be developed using 

adapted training sessions.

Value Added: The importance of emotional skills is pointed out and several ideas aimed at 

enabling the development of emotional skills are given.

Recommendations: It is recommended to use the TSP chain (Task, Skill, Pedagogy) in order to 

define adapted pedagogy for the development of emotional skills.

Key words: Emotions, emotional skills, manager, buyer, pedagogy

JEL codes: I20, M31

Introduction

Purchasing today is probably the function that evolves the most within 

companies and organizations in general. In doing so, it is also the function 

that contributes the most to the evolution of organizations. This is all the 

more true that within organizations of all types and all sectors, a major and 

increasingly shared feature of the purchasing function lies in its transver-

sality. Having become a strategic function, it interacts more and more with 

all the other functions (commercial, production, R & D, ...). As a result of this 

evolution, there are strong changes in the buyer’s profession. More and 

more, the missions given to the buyer contribute to make him become a real 

manager of external resources, as suppliers should more and more be seen 

and called (Poissonnier, 2017). While making his work richer and responding 
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to his strongest appetites, it causes difficulties that expose buyers and their 

businesses to new risks. Most of them are still largely ignored. In this article, 

we explain how the development of emotional skills, useful for everyone in 

his personal and professional life, is particularly welcome for buyers given 

the ongoing changes affecting their profession.

On the basis of a description of the basic emotional skills and development 

modalities of the latter, we propose tracks for training institutions – Universities 

and/or business schools or engineers – in order to allow the development of 

emotional skills for managers and in particular managers of external resources. 

New knowledge and skills, but also adapted pedagogies must be deployed.

1. From purchasing to the management of 
external resources

Purchasing has long been seen as a “necessary evil” within companies. Just 

a century ago, Henri Fayol, one of the “founding fathers of management” did 

not hesitate to present purchasing as a “sub-function” of the commercial 

function. This last one was described as a function which goal was to buy 

(a little) and to sale (for the main part of the activity) (Fayol, 1916). Even Mic-

kael Porter (1986), who developed so many and relevant visionary visions, 

presented purchasing, in his famous “value chain” as a simple “support 

function”. Faced with the ongoing changes in the function, he was also the 

first, a few years ago, to come back to this vision and to consider purchasing 

as a strategic function.

1.1. Innovating for creating value: an emerging and 
increasingly important mission for buyers

During the “Glorious Thirties” (1945–1975), most companies evolved in 

a production economy. This is characterized by the fact that manufactured 

products were very easy to sell. Mass production was associated with mass 
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consumption, which allowed companies to set prices in a comfortable way: 

costs were often considered as data, to which it was possible to add a comfort-

able margin to obtain a selling price that was able to satisfy many consumers.

Beyond the oil shocks, the real break in the 1970s, marking the end of 

the “Glorious Thirties”, lies in the shift from a demand for first equipment 

to a demand for renewal. This concerns many products. At the same time, 

competition was growing, becoming truly international. Prices were fall-

ing and, above all, they were imposed on companies that had to adapt to 

them if they wanted to continue selling and survive. The only way to re-

store margins in a context of lower selling prices was to reduce costs. This 

was the starting time of outsourcing.

It is not surprising, then, that purchasing was seen as increasingly im-

portant, representing the main lever of cost reduction. Historically, it is 

therefore this potential for cost reduction that was at the origin of the rec-

ognition of the strategic nature of purchasing. Today, considering this only 

aspect would not be enough. We would forget the important role of pur-

chasing in securing supplies, in the creation of value and the constitution 

of a sustainable competitive advantage.

The resource dependence theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) or approaches 

based on key competencies (Hamel & Prahalad, 1990) and dynamic capacities 

(Teece & al., 1997), are particularly enlightening for the understanding of the 

new missions given to buyers and to the purchasing function.

The scarcity of many resources contributes to the development of 

new and numerous risks on companies. At a time when security of supply 

becomes an essential mission for buyers, the relationship with suppliers 

becomes crucial. It is the latter who hold three-quarters of the resources 

needed by the company (since purchasing now represents three-quarters 

of the turnover for a very large number of companies).

Beyond this defensive vision, which perfectly illustrates the resource 

dependence theory, a more ambitious vision completes the new role given 

to purchasing. It is built on the resource-based approaches developed in the 
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1990s. Purchasing has, over time, become a key factor in the development 

and defense of the competitive advantages of businesses. It is therefore 

necessary to erase the traditional distinction between internal and external 

resources (after all, all resources are needed), which bases the reason-

ing on “extended enterprise”. At the very least, it is necessary to develop 

a real strategic management of external resources, i.e. suppliers and their 

distinctive competences, since the company’s performance in the short 

term, as well as in the longer term, is intrinsically linked to the performance 

of its external resources (Tréhan, 2014).

The current research and first attempts at the recognition of intangible 

assets, first and foremost suppliers and supplier relationships, is a proof to 

the relevance of the approach.

1.2. Collaborating for innovating

Whether to secure supplies, to better innovate with suppliers, to be more 

responsible towards them – collaboration with suppliers is now a major 

evolution in the world of purchasing.

In order to benefit from all the potential positive effects associated with 

collaboration (improving the quality of products, reducing delays, gains 

in terms of image, etc.), and developing true “cooperative advantages” 

(Kanter, 1994), it is important to develop one’s capacity to create new re-

lationships, but also its ability to coordinate the contributions of partners. 

Simonin (1997) refers to this ability speaking about “cooperation know-how”. 

Collaborating is only a prerequisite for successful collaboration. It is also 

important to collaborate well, which is important to attract the best part-

ners and to start a virtuous circle. Lorenzoni and Lipparini (1999) empha-

size the importance of these two capacities. They grouped them together 

under the concept of “relational capacity”.

The best way to collaborate well with suppliers lies in the internal collabora-

tion, a great coherence existing between the operations set up internally and 
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outside the company, as the concept of “control chain” clearly shows (Pois-

sonnier, 2005). To do this, the “collaborative buyer” has to develop new skills.

1.3. The three major types of collaborative skills

The development of innovation is based on the existence of an innovation pro-

cess. It also requires several skills. These ones are multiple. They are specific 

when innovation takes the form of co-innovation and is done in collaboration with 

external partners, whether they are customers, suppliers or even competitors.

Developing innovation with suppliers requires the mobilization of skills that 

are sometimes already developed and used in purchasing organizations. Most 

of the time, real efforts to develop these skills are nevertheless necessary. The 

level of control and implementation of these skills is indeed still very perfectible.

One of the main objectives of purchasing organizations, in order to con-

tribute optimally to innovation, is probably to build and strengthen trust with 

suppliers. Beyond that, it is important to transform this necessary but not 

sufficient trust into a fertile ground for developing innovations. It requires 

several important changes in the buyer’s jobs.

Developments in the buyer business can be summarized as follows:

 · The classic cost-killing, consisting of considering cost reduction as the 

ultimate measure of the performance of buyers is no longer relevant (if 

considered as the only measure). It remains of course present in many 

contexts but is, at worst, apprehended with reference to the total cost and 

no longer to the simple conventional purchasing cost (the effects in terms 

of loss of quality, overconsumption, image and so on are now better taken 

into account). In the most mature companies, it is even the contribution 

of buyers to the creation of value (in various forms) that is now targeted.

 · A significant part of the buyer’s contribution of value results from his 

ability to contribute to the innovation of his company. This innovation is 

no longer done without suppliers and is increasingly taking the form of 

co-innovation (having much outsourced, companies need, to continue to 
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innovate, skills that are found only from the supplier side). It is therefore 

important for the buyer to make his company the preferred customer of its 

suppliers (in order to benefit in a privileged way from their creative potential) 

(Chick and Handfield, 2015).

 · Another important part of the value generated by the buyer lies in his 

ability to be responsible. This responsibility can enable him to correct the 

often degraded image of the profession in the eyes of colleagues and the 

general public (at a time when purchasing represents on average more 

than 60% of the turnover of companies, it becomes difficult to develop 

Company Social Responsibility without making responsible purchases.

 · In addition to these recent developments, there is the current and future 

impact of robotization and digitization, which are already transforming (and 

will continue to do so) buyers’ activities. More and more purely operational 

and administrative tasks are assigned to the machines, literally crowding 

out the buyer of tasks that he sometimes enjoyed doing. Other tasks remain 

done by buyers but in a different way, with the help of machines (the famous 

“cobots”). They should be redesigned. Finally, new tasks appear: those that 

only the human is really able to take care of. They are often associated 

with the need to better collaborate to innovate together and create value 

and rely on the increased mobilization of relational and/or emotional skills.

Such developments in his business, affecting both the nature of its 

missions and the means to achieve them, expose the buyer to new difficul-

ties. Increasingly, buyers are subject to conflicting injunctions (delivering 

innovation and creating value while continuing to reduce costs, securing 

supplies while taking advantage of the economic opportunities of switch-

ing to another supplier, becoming the preferred client of his suppliers 

while negotiating with them good terms of payment for his company and 

so on). These difficulties give rise to frequent burn out. The enrichment of 

the profession, possibly experienced as a welcome development, quickly 

becomes a problem when the old goals persist and coexist with the new 

ones, creating “role conflicts” (Katz & Kahn, 1966). By incorporating new 
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criteria into his decision-making, the buyer often feels that he is losing 

efficiency as his decisions lose their purely economic relevance.

For the buyer, such a situation makes decision-making difficult while 

decision-making situations tend to multiply (gaining autonomy, the buyer 

becomes a real “manager”). The difficulties are further strengthened by 

resistance to change from colleagues who sometimes have trouble see-

ing buyers gain responsibility and recognition (a situation considered 

as being done to their detriment).

Buyers are also victims of strong criticism and accused of many problems 

due to a de-industrialization that they would have favored by deleterious 

daily choices to buy cheaper from the other side of the world than from 

their local historical suppliers. Although very broadly based, this criticism 

should not make us forget that the function is all the more important for 

pacifying inter-company relations. Buyers hold the keys to the implemen-

tation of much more balanced and fertile relations in terms of economic 

value creation.

To carry out these new missions, three main types of skills deserve to 

be distinguished (Poissonnier et al., 2012). Individual skills, those of buyers 

essentially; organizational skills mobilized by purchasing organizations; 

and inter-organizational skills.

In the rest of this article, we choose to focus on the individual skills that 

are emotional skills.

2. Emotional Skills: An Increasingly Essential Need 
for Buyers

The evolutions described in the previous section explain why buyers have 

a real interest in developing their emotional skills in order to build more 

collaborative (and therefore innovation-generating and value-creating) 

relationships with their suppliers and colleagues.
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The development of his emotional skills must allow the buyer to:

 · Better live the role conflicts he has to deal with and, more generally, the 

context of profound change that he is experiencing today;

 · Make better decisions, informed by a better knowledge of his needs and 

those of his interlocutors;

 · Better contribute to the (sustainable) performance of his company by 

integrating the best knowledge of these needs into his decisions;

 · Develop employability at a time when robotization can be considered 

as a threat;

 · And especially to better contribute to innovation by becoming, as it is 

often already the case, the first innovator of the company.

2.1. Emotions and management: a place more and 
more recognized

Two major paths are developing in parallel in terms of recognizing the role 

of emotions at work (Lhuillier, 2006). The first focuses on the management 

of emotional skills in the service of work performance. The second focuses 

more on the issue of mental health at work and examines the difficulties 

associated with a lack of emotional work.

Fredrickson (2003) has shown how cultivating pleasant emotions ( joy, 

contentment, pride etc.) can develop important resources. These can be 

categorized into three broad categories: physical resources (strengthening 

and preservation of health, increased energy levels), psychological resources 

(resilience development and optimism, sense of priorities etc.) and intellec-

tual resources (development of problem solving skills, creativity etc.). Each 

of these resources tends, in turn, to develop the ability to feel pleasurable 

emotions, generating a virtuous circle.

Beyond pleasant or positive emotions, it seems important to cultivate emo-

diversity. Unpleasant emotions are also very valuable because of the fact that 

they provide information on unmet needs. Without entering here into a very 
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detailed analysis, it is possible to account for origins (triggers), manifestations 

(particularly physiological) and the effects of basic emotions. Table 1, proposed 

by Kotsou (2016) provides an excellent synthesis of the elements mentioned.

Table 1. The dynamics of basic emotions

Emotion Physiological manifes-
tation

Driver Tendency 
to action

Effect/Goal

Anger Increased heart rate, 
muscle tone (especial-
ly in the arms)

Obstacle, 
injustice

Attack Mobilize energy 
to change a 
situation that 
does not fit

Fear Acceleration of 
breathing, increase of 
heart rate, contraction 
of muscles, tremors of 
the body

Danger Flight Protection

Disgust Unpleasant sensa-
tions, nausea, vom-
iting

Harmful ele-
ment

Reject Take distance 
from what is 
perceived as bad 
for oneself

Sadness Tears, decreased skin 
tone and temperature, 
muscle tightness

Loss Withdrawal Withdrawing 
from the action 
to reflect on 
mistakes, in-
forming other 
group members 
in order to re-
ceive support

Joy Smile, laugh, tears, 
hopping

Success, posi-
tive or impor-
tant element, 
adequacy 
with our val-
ues, self-actu-
alization

Approach, 
opening

Positive effect 
on immunity, 
self-confidence, 
action, sharing 
with others, 
vitality, altruism, 
creativity

Surprise Bursts, abrupt ges-
tures, twitching of 
certain muscles

Unexpected 
situation

Withdrawal Vigilance

Source: translated by the author from Kotsou, 2016.
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These basic emotions are of course very important in a professional 

context. Such contexts are also conducive to the emergence of more 

social emotions, felt, as their name indicates, when human relations are at 

stake. Table 2 presents some characteristics of the main social emotions 

observable in a professional context.

Table 2. The main characteristics of social emotions in a professional context 

Emotion Driver Tendancy to action Effect/Goal

Shame Perception of a stan-
dard deviation

Correcting the de-
viation

Conforming to the 
standards of the 
group

Guilt Damage caused to 
others

Repair Preserve the social 
order

Jealousy Competition/Rivalry Control Keep the exclusivity 
of the relationship

Pride Success of valued 
behavior

Make it remarked Strengthen one’s 
place in the group

Source: translated by the author from Kotsou, 2016.

Since emotions are intrinsically linked to lived experiences and are the 

result of a process of natural selection of the most appropriate responses 

(because they allow survival at the origin) in these different contexts, it is 

illusory to imagine, as it is sometimes suggested in some companies, let-

ting the emotions on the doorstep. Of course, strategies for neutralizing 

emotions exist. They do not change the lived experience of individuals and 

such strategies always fail. Beyond the public health issue, the development 

of emotional skills also has a real interest in the relevance of the decisions 

that individuals will be able to make or the quality of the relationships they 

can develop. A quality essential to trust, collaboration and the success of 

co-innovation and value creation.
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2.2. The five basic emotional skills

Table 3, also proposed by Kotsou (2016), presents the five basic emotional 

skills and clarifies their role at the personal and interpersonal level.

Table 3. The Five Essential Emotional Skills

On a personal level, it refers to 
the ability to ...

On an inter-personal level, it refers 
to the ability to ...

Identify Identify one’s emotional expe-
rience

Identify emotional processes in 
others

Express Express emotions in a con-
text-sensitive way

Allow others to express their feel-
ings and facilitate this expression

Understand Understanding one’s emotional 
experience in the context

Understand the experiences and 
reactions of your interlocutors

Regulate Manage and regulate unpleasant 
emotions according to the con-
text and its objectives
Regulate your positive emotions 
and make your emotions a 
strong point: use your emotions 
to be more creative, make better 
decisions

Regulate and manage unpleasant 
emotions in their relational dimen-
sion, for example in the context of 
a conflict
Regulate the positive emotions in 
the relationship, for example to 
create motivation, install a crea-
tive atmosphere

Use Use your emotions positively to 
cultivate our resources

Use emotions positively to enrich 
our relationships

Source: Translated by the author from Kotsou, 2016.

The first and third skills (Identify and Understand) are sometimes presented 

as analytical skills. They allow to analyze finely what is happening in a given 

situation. The second, fourth and fifth skills (Express, Regulate and Use) are 

further described as strategic skills. They make it possible to really choose 

what one will do with his emotion. 

These few paragraphs make it possible to understand the issues and 

interest of the development of emotional skills. Nevertheless, our ambition 

is of course not to provide all the keys that would be particularly useful to 

a buyer who wants to collaborate better to better contribute to the innovation 
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of his company. However, we propose here to highlight what Ilios Kotsou calls 

the eight stages of emotional hygiene.

2.3. Develop your emotional skills

Like any other skill, emotional skills can develop. The eight steps described 

in Table 4 seem to us an excellent first guide.

Table 4. The eight stages of emotional hygiene

1st part: Recognize and welcome the emotion

Identify and name 
emotions

Identification requires an increased sensitivity to the signals our 
body transmits about our experience: “What do I feel? Where 
does emotion manifest in my body? ... “
Trying to put in words our emotions is a way to better observe 
them and give them meaning.

Welcome emotions Recognize and welcome emotion. Recognize it by giving it a 
space, give it your attention. To welcome it is to look at it with-
out condemnation or judgement. Emotion-induced behaviors 
are negative or positive, not the emotion itself.

2nd part: Take care of our needs

Identify our needs What is the message of my emotion? What is its intention?
What needs or values do these emotions speak to me about?
What is really important to me?

Differentiate Distinguish between needs and means. Apart from the current 
situation, are there other ways to take care of the identified 
need? How can I be less active in the future?

Act To behave concretely to take care of my needs.
Apply a solution and test its effectiveness
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3rd part: Manage our thoughts

Question our beliefs Check if our beliefs are appropriate or limiting.
Where are they from? Do they seem adapted to me? Are 
they still useful today? What are they related to?

Change the dysfunctional 
rules

What does it take for our needs to be met?
Do our rules make us depend on others or ourselves?
What is the result of the rules I have adopted?

Reframe difficulties in a 
positive way

What is interesting about this situation?
What can it teach me?
What is the benefit today of this difficulty?

Source: Translated by the author from Kotsou, 2016.

Finally, there are many studies that confirm the direct or indirect influence 

of emotional skills on the parameters involved in the life of organizations 

(quality of interpersonal relationships, job satisfaction, absenteeism, level of 

stress, leadership, performance and commitment of the teams etc.). Such 

findings argue for the development of emotional skills in the training of future 

managers, and especially for future buyers.

3. Educational innovations likely to foster the 
development of the emotional skills of future 
buyers

In terms of emotional skills, knowledge, useful as it may be, is rapidly becoming 

insufficient. It is indeed true know-how and know-how to be that should be 

developed. In this section, we propose the TSP (Tasks-Skills-Pedagogy) chain, 

which aims to identify the most appropriate pedagogies according to the tasks 

that the learners will have to perform and the skills they will have to deploy.

3.1. Knowledge to transmit

In recent years, researches in psychology of emotions and neuroscience 

has produced very interesting results. They remind us of the role of emo-
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tions in professional activities (Cahour & Lancry, 2011). Kotsou (2016) cites 

numerous studies showing the role of emotions and emotional skills on the 

relevance of decisions made and the quality of life at work. This knowledge 

undoubtedly deserves to be integrated into the training of future (or current) 

managers and engineers (at least).

Presenting the basic emotions, as we did in the second part of this article, 

emphasizing the role (and usefulness) of each of them seems both essential 

and time-consuming. This constraint should of course be integrated in the 

reflection and the change brought.

Of course, the question of emotions is not, in existing formations, totally 

evaded. Buyers and prospective buyers often approach the latter in sessions 

specifically dedicated to negotiation. The generally favored approaches, 

integrating only a limited focus on emotions, are essentially characterized 

by their utilitarian purpose. It is a question of using at best an emotion felt 

to reach the best negotiation possible. The point is often also to hide the 

emotions that one feels (anger, fear and so on) not to be in a position of 

weakness. This vision is of course partial and insufficient. Better knowing the 

emotions, their role and their functioning should help to better understand 

its own functioning and that of the others.

Insisting on the virtues of all emotions must also facilitate emodiversity: 

accepting, even sharing, emotions felt without judgment. Emotional racket 

(replacing a socially non-accepted emotion with a more “acceptable” emo-

tion) prevents one from knowing better about its own way of functioning and 

often generates inefficiencies and tensions.

3.2. The development of know-how and know-
how to be

Beyond the theoretical knowledge to give concerning emotions and their true 

value, the emotional skills should be developed. The five skills and the eight 

stages of emotional hygiene, presented in the previous section, prove to be 
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very valuable in order to develop know-how and well-being. To really develop 

these skills, it is important to provide practice time as part of the lessons. 

If the role of individual practice, which can take the form of mindfulness 

meditation (Henry, 2014, Peillod-Book & Shankland, 2016) is essential, Uni-

versities and Schools need to further encourage this practice by developing 

specific lessons.

3.3. A pedagogy based on the TSP chain

In the context of strong business development, under the effect of many 

technological developments (digitization, robotization etc.), fears of seeing 

many jobs or activities disappear are becoming stronger. Numerous recent 

books point out the dangers of the rise of digital technologies and the en-

try of robots into our environments and in particular into companies. Many 

scholars are worried about this, basing their pessimism on philosophical 

analyzes (the dangers linked to a possible domination of machines over 

men) or more economical approaches (end of the “creative destruction” well 

defined by Schumpeter (1942) who saw new sectors and jobs take over from 

those made obsolete by technical progress). Some researchers, however, 

are optimistic, reminding us that the consequences of robotization will not 

be determined by the technologies themselves, but rather by the choices 

that come back to us in terms of the use of these technologies. Figures from 

well-documented studies are also dissonant. Carl Benedikt Frey and Michael 

Osborne, two researchers at the Oxford Martin School concluded in 2013 

that 47% of American jobs were threatened by automation. More recently, 

a study by the OECD put the figure of 9%, relativizing, while confirming (it is 

not nothing) the threat. Anyway, the phenomenon, accelerating, will quickly 

become a structuring element of the economy in the years to come. Some 

experts no longer hesitate to describe the consequences of what Andrew 

McAfee and Erik Brynjolfsson (2014) call “The second age of the machine” 

linked to the “fourth industrial revolution” or “robolution”.
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Beyond the management of a legitimate fear, training is the only activity 

that can allow a development of technical skills on the basis of which new 

professions could really emerge. Chief digital officers, developers, community 

managers, cybersecurity analysts, data scientists (freshly chosen to be the 

sexiest job of the 21st century by the Harvard Business Review) and their 

likes – all appear to become new business opportunities and require skills 

that are still largely lacking in the labor market.

Beyond the technical skills, a need for specifically human skills also 

emerges (O’Brien, 2017): emotional skills, relational skills – all these that are 

not currently mastered by robots and which development will undoubtedly 

become the essential condition for the many job creations to come. 

The diagram below is based on the recognition of three types of tasks that 

will be affected by the technologies associated with robotization or digitization:

 · Certain tasks, including those that current buyers are happy to complete, 

may no longer be made by these buyers since the machines can do them by 

being cheaper, faster and more reliable (essentially administrative tasks). );

 · Some tasks will always be made by buyers but will be exercised with the 

technology (for example with cobots, or collaborative robots), which is al-

ready largely the case today (search for suppliers, selection of the latter, ...)

 · Other tasks, still not supported by buyers, will be more made by them 

thanks to the time gained on old tasks now less time consuming. They are 

more value-creating tasks, including innovation, which is also consistent 

with the evolution of buyers’ missions described in the first part of the article.
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Diagram 1. Three types of tasks that will be affected by the technologies associated with roboti-

zation or digitization

Tasks

Skills

Pedagogy

Source: own elaboration.

With these three types of tasks correspond specific skills:

 · Some become obsolete (those which allowed to perform the tasks trans-

ferred to the machines);

 · Others must evolve and must be developed (those which make it possi-

ble to accomplish old tasks differently and those which make it possible 

to take on new tasks).

The development of these new skills must be based on new pedagogies, 

both in substance and in form. Besides the technical skills (hard skills) to 

better exploit the possible interfaces with the machine, more social skills 

(soft skills) deserve to be developed. Emotional skills are one of them, but so 

are relational skills based on psychology, philosophy and even geopolitics. 

Teachings of these skills are likely to give an indispensable complementary 

perspective. On form, learning by problem, the development of transversality 

and connectivity also prove to be teaching methods already mobilized and 

which first results are more than encouraging.
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Conclusion

The development of emotional skills is an important issue in terms of employ-

ability and quality of life for many people given the evolution of their missions. 

This is especially true for buyers. Training institutions such as Universities and 

Schools need to upgrade training in relation to relevant skills. In this article, 

we propose some possible evolutions concerning knowledge, know-how and 

know-how to be, as well as pedagogic evolutions, on the substance and on 

the form likely to accompany them. The TSP (Tasks-Skills-Pedagogy) chain 

offers a coherent and systemic vision of these evolutions.
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ABSTRACT

Objective: The paper aims at showing how the Knowledge Economy asks new and inter-active 

methodologies for training entrepreneurs and managers. In fact, the most important skills of 

modern entrepreneurs and managers are based on relational feeling and flexibility.

Methodology: The described methodologies and their limits and advantages are coming by 

the direct experience of the Authors.

Findings: The source is specific to the case studied in a participative way by the authors 

Value Added: The value of the paper can be seen from the illustration and comment on the 

main didactic methodologies adopted by commercial schools and faculties of Economics for 
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training students in entrepreneurship and management. Any methodology is synthetically 

described in order to evidence the constrains.

Recommendations: The described new methodologies clearly evidence their effectiveness. 

Nevertheless, are necessary additional tests and adaptations in order to adopt them in schools 

and universities in definitive way.

Key words: Knowledge Economy, Managerial skills; New teaching methodologies

JEL codes: A20, A29, I20

Introduction

Knowledge Society has a great impact on style of life and work of individuals 

and organizations.

Peter Drucker (1993) first introduced the concepts of Knowledge Society 

and Knowledge Economy.

Immaterial economy generates and increases new “hybrid” products 

and services, so that enterprises in any sector of the economic system 

must change their style of managing and production in order to adequate 

products and services to the new needs of individuals and communities.1 

Nowadays, successful enterprise is a knowledge-based organization; it 

is characterized by the fundamental role of knowledge generated by internal 

ideas and experiences as well as by learning from “others” (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

1997); enterprise becomes a learning organization where external people – 

clients, suppliers, banks and so on – are not only “partners in business” but 

also “bearers of knowledge.” Accumulation and organization of knowledge 

become the intellectual capital (Sveiby, 2001) used by enterprise for pursuing 

its own competitive advantage.

1. Actually, it happens vice versa also: individuals and communities must change their habits for adapting 

their behaviours to the changing world of Knowledge Era.
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1. Changing entrepreneurial models

In knowledge-based enterprises the role of intellectual capital is prevalent 

(Stewart, 1999) and its highest manifestation is the Human Capital, because it 

can develop either Organizing (or Structural) Capital (i.e.: procedures, proceeds, 

expertise) as Relational Capital (all relationships generated by business life). 

Entrepreneurs and managers have to change in this context: what is 

required is no more an authoritative and hierarchic approach, but the stim-

ulation of individual/common capacities in order to increase enterprise 

knowledge and to achieve useful conditions for innovation. This is the first 

condition for assuring structural and functional conditions for enterprise 

solidity and development.

Business systems and processes must change in order to satisfy three 

kinds of exigencies (Ricketts, 2002):

a) facing continuous changes in external and internal context;

b) governing transactions connected to opportunistic behaviors;

c) generating new knowledge.

In order to pursue these targets technicalities must reduce their role 

in managerial skill and look towards new skills emphasizing relational 

attitudes and practices.

Especially entrepreneurs and top managers are asked to have “transver-

sal” competences and to express particular character and behavior skills:

 · ability in identifying risks and running them in order to take all opportunities;

 · receptiveness in taking decisions in conditions of uncertainty;

 · attitude to change either interpretative models as organizing and rela-

tional structures;

 · disposition to delegate actions, still assuming responsibility in results.

These skills refer to their ability of interpreting internal and external con-

text, in order to pick out menaces and run opportunities. 

In addition, modern “captains of firms” have to integrate their business 

activity into a “cobweb” of reciprocal relationships, mutually advantageous, 



50

Mario G.R. Pagliacci, Stefania Proietti 

taking in account social dimension (ethic, ecology, and so on). It is not 

easy to make compatible private business interest with social conditions. 

That is why nowadays entrepreneur is asked to be conscious of his social 

role and be self-confident.

2. The need for new targets and methods in 
entrepreneurial/managerial training

Despite new models in running enterprises in knowledge society and economy, 

official courses in commercial schools and universities in economics, with 

the key role of training future entrepreneurs and managers, are still based 

on specialist subjects and traditional methods of teaching. 

On the contrary, present and future needs of Knowledge Society and 

Economy impose to scholar institutions to revise that didactic content and 

teaching:

 · about didactic subjects, it is necessary to enlarge inter-disciplinary vision, 

in order to train pupils in transversal approach to problems;

 · about processes of teaching, it’s necessary to use methodologies which 

can develop relational and inter-personal skills. 

This paper is based on the hypothesis that both traditional frontline and 

online methods adopted by commercial schools and universities are not 

enough for stimulating and training entrepreneurial/managerial abilities in 

students. Consequently, new interactive methods must be experimented 

and adopted.

The guidelines of the analysis concern2 different aspects:

 · diffusion;

 · contents;

 · methods.

2. Following questions was diffusely analysed in: Pagliacci, 2011.
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2.1 Diffusion

The school system must be a principal factor in drawing young people’s 

enthusiasm towards entrepreneurship, thus economic culture has to affect 

all students, from primary school to university. On the contrary, in European 

Countries economic and managerial culture is taught only in commercial 

school classes and economic university faculties. Moreover, courses are 

focused on specialist disciplines (i.e.: accounting, finance, marketing and so 

on) rather than in entrepreneurial skills, in order to stimulate characteristics 

of risk management, relationship, creativity and innovation pulsing. 

Whilst the economic system needs entrepreneurs and managers ready 

for the new economy and knowledge society, the school system is still 

training – in the best hypothesis – good professionals. This gap between 

the two systems is creating delusion among students and a significant loss 

in economic and social context.

2.2 Contents

A specific discipline and technical subjects-based training is perfect for 

middle managers and professionals, but it does not suit entrepreneurs and 

top managers, who need a distinctive competence focalized on relations: 

outside the firm, in order to keep the opportunities of growth by adequate 

policies of alliance; inside the firm to exercise leadership towards human 

resources, founded on the lever of motivation rather than on control.

On the other hand, courses on economy are frequently based on the 

principle of rational utility of homo oeconomicus; as an inevitable conse-

quence, the knowledge of technicalities and its regulating mechanisms is 

assumed as necessary and sufficient. 

European courses in Economics are characterized by strong presence 

of macro/microeconomic and specialist business disciplines, organized 

according to a multi-disciplinary logic, where the integration among dif-
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ferent teachings/teachers (typical of inter-disciplinary logic) is very low. In 

substance, courses are usually structured with the purpose to “produce” 

middle managers and professionals to be employed by big firms, not for 

training new entrepreneurs and “whole-managers”, so necessary for imple-

menting and reinforcing small and medium firms3. 

Entrepreneurs and whole managers need to be trained for analyzing com-

plex situations and taking decisions in uncertainness and risky conditions; 

they need to be quick in making decisions and ready to diagnose mistakes 

and to decide to take corrective actions. These abilities can be developed 

if students are trained to analyze problems from different points of view, 

even if they are divaricating. A high horizontal integration among disciplines 

is therefore necessary, as well as it happens in real running of enterprises.

University learning has big merits in enlargement and transmission of 

culture, but it suffers big limits in accompanying students towards auton-

omous and creative thinking, free of pre-existing schemes and models, of 

standardized formula and solutions. These are essential characteristics for 

successful entrepreneurship in knowledge-era. 

2.3 Methods

Teaching methods in universities are characterized by low level of com-

munication among disciplines, strong tendency to assertion, absence of 

critical spirit. It is necessary to admit that these limits concern teaching 

style of lecturers. In fact, several “(…) teachers have a strong inclination in 

presenting their own doctrine as the unique valid thinking line; they induce 

students towards any forms of intellectual obedience”4 . This is not the right 

way for training new generation of operators (not only entrepreneurs and 

managers) suitable in knowledge economy and society.

3. This approach is extremely incoherent comparing to European business structure, where SMEs are more 

than 95%.

4. See Pagliacci 2004, pp. 93–94.



53

Knowledge Society Asks for New Practices for Entrepreneurial and Managerial Training

Traditional model of teaching has to be replaced by a new model where 

lecturer is like a conductor, able in valorizing abilities of solos and the whole 

orchestra. In this way, university can recuperate its fundamental role in ed-

ucational process: instilling self-confidence and self-thinking in students, 

with the purpose to enable them expressing their abilities freely.

3. E-learning and simulation models

E-learning methodologies progressively increased the field of application, 

as far as substituting – rather than integrating – some traditional teaching 

areas is concerned (Barrett, 2011).

The best application of e-learning concerns people unable to go to tra-

ditional classes5, owing to various reasons:

 · psycho-physical problems preventing them to be present in institutional 

educational places (i.e.: physically or mentally handicapped, elderly people 

and any other people not able to attend personally);

 · occupational or legal impediments that are incompatible with the time 

and/or places of traditional classes (i.e.: sailors, workers operating in oil rig 

or platforms, prisoners and any other people not able to attend personally);

 · motivational or opportunistic choices (i.e.: entrepreneurs and top man-

agers do not like to confront de visu with others on professional topics).

Apart from special situations, e-learning applications are very useful when 

used as complimentary with traditional teaching, for instance, in teaching 

foreign languages in Faculty of Economics and others. The importance for 

economic operators (entrepreneurs and managers) to have a very good 

command of several foreign languages (English plays the dominant role) is 

widely recognized; nevertheless, didactic plans of the faculty are unable to 

5. It is a big opportunity that “technology has increased the possibility of more adult learners to participate 

in taking online courses (…) [but] changes still need to be done. While online learning has helped to reduce 

the number of barriers experienced by adult learners, there are still barriers that must be addressed and 

handled by educator” (Barret, 2011). 
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offer the necessary training. Time and effort that can be devoted to prac-

ticing writing, speaking and listening foreign languages are insufficient. In 

fact, teachers of foreign languages are in difficulty for balancing the knowl-

edge-area and communication area. Time and tools do not give the possibility 

to practice communication area, taking in account the different knowledge 

levels and personal skills of students. In this exemplary situation, e-learning 

methods can integrate teacher’s activity, supporting students – working 

independently or in small groups – to complete and increase their training 

(Maduekwe & Adeosun, 2011).

An important group of learning methods concerns virtual reality; infor-

matics and digital technologies get increasing applications, according to 

three typologies:

 · non-immersive approach: it allows to control virtual environment, without 

participating;

 · immersive approach: it enables to participate in virtual dynamics;

 · augmented reality: it is possible to enrich reality with virtual elements.

Multiple software products are well known for simulation, and they are 

diffusely used at schools and universities: what if applications and business 

games can engage students in refined problems of business manage-

ment and economic choices, on giving the feed-back and the evaluation 

of the adopted solutions.

In conclusion: e-learning applications offer students important tools 

for virtual interaction but often deprive them of relational added value and 

associated emotions. 

4. Learning by doing methodologies

Learning by doing methodologies in entrepreneurial/managerial training can 

give a real experience in starting-up and running business activities.

The most interesting programs give the students – organized in small 

groups – the chance to develop an entrepreneurial process: starting from 
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the entrepreneurial idea, to enterprise start-up, ending with engineering of 

products or services and their marketing. The entire process develops as 

well as a real enterprise; nevertheless, the young enterprise runs in “pro-

tected condition” and it cannot fail. In fact, the central network is engaged 

in supporting start-up with small money and in protecting young enterprise 

by possible risks, first of all financial insolvency. On the other hand, the role 

of school institutions is like an “incubator” in supplying real services: place, 

tools, and tutoring of specialized teachers.

This methodology is really effective for immersing students in entrepre-

neurial atmosphere, by this means motivating and encouraging them to put 

into practice the knowledge they received during lectures. 

As usual, the opposite side of the coin exists: it is very difficult to make 

these projects compatible with budget, procedures and time of institutional 

teaching. In addition, it is necessary to consider the barriers posed by 

traditional and conservative people, influencing educational and didactic 

guidelines both in the internal (lecturers and administrative employees) as 

well as external (parents, local and central stakeholders) aspects.

For removing barriers and improving good practices it is necessary 

to develop new paradigms and innovatively thinking researches in order 

to experiment original guidelines for assessing relational and creative 

abilities of students. 

In synthesis: learning by doing methodologies is the optimal final target in 

entrepreneurial and managerial training; but it has to be adopted gradually, 

by studying progressive intermediate solutions.

5. Dramatization: a way of learning by playing

Learning by playing is one constituent of methodologies of dramatization, 

where business experiences are lived in reality, even if in virtual way. They need 

active participation of persons in training. They – independently or in small 

groups – have to perform a role in competitive business games or in discussing 
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a controversial business question. They are asked to keep the most conven-

ient decision, taking in account the constraints of the context and the human 

dynamics of other players, having different roles and emotional behaviors.

Dramatization in business training makes it possible to simulate the contin-

uous sequence of decisions-actions-reactions characterizing the dynamics 

of enterprise, where the results are not strictly connected to the objective 

value of the single decision-action, rather to the subjective evaluation and 

reaction of people are involved in. It is a kind of training based on relationality, 

because players (as students as professionals) utilize theoretical knowledge 

in order to develop and optimize the inter-active process. 

Useful experiences of dramatization can include the dynamics of ne-

gotiation in commercial and financial, domestic and international context; 

i.e.: assessment of enterprises and risk of credit rating, import-export con-

tracts, factoring agreements, claims management, constitution of joint 

ventures. This kind of approach is useful in order to give a practical idea 

of the connection between knowledge-to know doing-to know negotiat-

ing and the relational feedback of negotiation. In addition, dramatization 

performances are welcomed as much by students as well as both young 

entrepreneurs and by managers.

Unfortunately, dramatization methods may cause perplexity in tradition-

alist lecturers. In fact, they are afraid to lose their centrality in the educational 

process. This is not true; on the contrary, teacher passes from the condition 

of soloist in his monologue to the role of stage-manager in dramatization; 

he has the responsibility to:

 · analyze real business cases in order to extract problems and situations 

that are didactically useful, in coherence with the level of learning and the 

maturity of students;

 · arrange the didactic context and the business plot, without prefiguring 

dynamics and results of “drama”, because of the scenario is freely created 

according to the different roles of players;

 · give fluidity to the “scenic action” in case of stops or useless deviations;
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 · finalize the didactic activity of dramatization by proposing to students the 

evaluation of results in the light of disciplines and researches.

It is understandable that dramatization reaches its best effects when more 

teachers are involved; in fact, this is the right way for pursuing the target of 

inter-disciplinary logic in entrepreneurial and managerial training.

Conclusions

In the era of knowledge, digital technologies play a fundamental role. They 

represent an important and profitable field for R&D activities and an advanced 

set of tools for progressing in any sector of economic and social life.

Many schools and universities are adopting digital technologies for opti-

mizing administrative jobs or for supporting didactic activity. Nevertheless, for 

didactic activities – especially for training future entrepreneurs and managers 

– digital and interactive technologies are not sufficient: in fact, enlargement 

of e-learning methodologies helps teaching modernization and receptive-

ness of lecturers, but these methods are not really useful for developing 

fundamental entrepreneurial and managerial skills; their competence can be 

synthesized as “rationality in decisions associated to relationality in actions”. 

In addition, traditional courses are based on multi-disciplinary logic, rather 

than on inter-disciplinary logic not coherent with reality of running a business.

The analysis proved that the best practices include the perfect mixture of 

experimentation in school and university, that is methodologies of learning 

by doing and by playing: the only methods that are able to train a new gener-

ation of knowledge-based entrepreneurs and managers. Nevertheless, the 

majority of didactic methods in schools and universities are not coherent 

either with budget or organization; another factor might also include the 

hostility of teachers with a more traditionalist approach.

Future research and experimentation needs to be undertaken in order 

to increase the effectiveness of the new methodologies, to improve the 

efficiency of the connected technicalities and to optimize costs.
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New research, applications and experiments are necessary; never-

theless, this seems to be the right way for reducing imbalance between 

budget and organization needs in schools and universities and the effective 

expectations of knowledge-based society. 

At the same time, it is necessary to start an “educational program” for 

teachers – university lecturers in particular – to let them understand their 

fundamental role in utilizing real and virtual simulation methodologies, es-

pecially in entrepreneurial and managerial training.
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Methodology: A study of three universities from three different countries, two public and one 

private, is proposed from the analysis of the internal official documents (strategic projects) of 

the structures and interviews with the leaders.

Findings: Elements of convergences and divergences are highlighted, which makes it possible 

to make hypotheses to verify in other researches.

Value Added: The approach is exploratory and complementary to the analyses in terms of the 

structure and strategy model of higher education institutions

Recommendations: The implementation of the Bologna Process is still often instrumentalized 

or rejected (defence of local specificities or fears of excessive standardization), but the current 

evolution of constraints and environments seems to go far beyond this non-normative project. 

It should therefore be considered as an opportunity for a positive and effective response to 

the present stakes.

Keywords: Governance, Universities, Structures, Bologna Process, European integration

JEL Codes: I23, H52, M14, Z18

Introduction

The university today is no longer that cenacle of thinkers and researchers that it 

was for a long time. In this university model, recruitment is done by co-optation, 

management is done by peers, the study period is only the first phase of a long 

apprenticeship that leads the student to obtain a diploma, a proof of his ability 

to control specific knowledge, and, sometimes, to produce new knowledge.

To cope with “massification”, the university has set up numerous training 

programs responding to both the demands of students and the expectations 

of organizations, private and public.

The university is now an actor of the territory that meets the needs of 

skilled labour markets and that tries to give students the best opportunities 

for their professional insertion. With public finances now very constrained, the 

university must also find new sources of funding. The university sometimes be-

comes “entrepreneurial” and adapts its mode of governance to this evolution. 
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The professional integration of the students supposes an extended network 

of economic partners and includes more and more, a network of alumni.

The constraints lead to new forms of governance (senate, strategic 

advice, etc.) and to broadening the profiles of decision makers. The Presi-

dent/Rector is “managerialized”, the administrative function, not to mention 

bureaucratic, becomes paramount.

To illustrate this evolution, this contribution is based on the study of three 

European universities, one French, one Slovak and one Bulgarian, two public 

and one private, which faced the same evolutions, respond to it in different 

ways, particularly in terms of governance structure. Based on a documentary 

analysis and a dozen interviews conducted with decision makers from these 

universities, four themes were highlighted: 

1) Entrepreneurship within university structures (devices, new formations 

in logic of autonomy, definition of objectives, specific management, see 

Shattock, 2005); 

2) The evolution of the modes of governance (managerial evolution in 

the sense of the NPM, empowerment of the managers, evolution of the 

powers of the stakeholders, ideological evolution);

3) Managerial and educational innovations and finally 

4) The place of digital.

The project of this study is to highlight, taking into account the differ-

ences of national contexts and the importance of the European context, the 

institutional convergences and divergences and the forms of adaptation, 

reactions or anticipation to evolution but also representations and values 

within the European Union (Dobbins, 2011, 2017). This study focuses on the 

evolution process of the three universities analysed. The sample is therefore 

not representative of European universities and none of the three is intended 

to be a university model in their respective countries.
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Convergences and Divergences of National 
Contexts

The Matej Bel University of Banska Bystrica (MBU) is experiencing a signif-

icant decline in its number of students. The migratory balance of Slovakia 

(5.4 million inhabitants) is low, but still positive since 2012, and it does not 

explain this decrease (from 165 000 to 120 000 students between 2012 and 

2017) whose cause is especially the emigration of part of the students after 

their secondary studies, to Western Europe. This phenomenon is even more 

important in Bulgaria (see below).

The Slovak universities (23 public, 12 private) face a new situation, having 

expanded rapidly after 1989 with an undergraduate enrolment increasing 

from 60,000 to more than 200,000 between 1989 and 2009. For the Rector 

of the University Matej Bel (MBU), “The position of public universities is clearly 

dominant compared to the whole system”, because “private higher education 

institutions are mainly oriented towards the law, economics, management, 

international relations”. Overall, “public universities have long had a tendency 

to become more attractive than private universities”, not least because “the 

quality of education in public institutions is higher.”1

The entrance to the university is generally with a process of selection for 

graduates of secondary schools, but this demarche has no longer selective 

effect in the current demographic situation. An independent Accreditation 

Commission was established in 1990 to monitor and evaluate teaching and 

research. This reform of the accreditation process has led to a decrease in 

the number of educational programs offered.

Excellence in research, the number and quality of teaching staff and the 

technical infrastructure are the main factors in the overall assessment that 

determine the type of recognition of institutions: 18 were recognized as 

universities at the end of 2012, including the MBU. This university is more 

1. Interview of the Rector, June 2018.
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resilient to the demographic crisis, with a population decreasing from 11,000 

to 9,000 students, a decrease of 21% (28% nationally), but with a proportion 

of foreign students three times lower.

Self-managed and autonomous institutions now try to maximize their 

budget allocation, which includes institutional funds (transfer of state budget 

and grants from the National Research Fund) and project-based funding 

(specific program grants, Structural Funds, etc.). For the regulation of the 

demographic situation, it is possible to decrease the number of teachers. 

The public university staff, for the most part, is not a civil servant in the French 

sense of the term, but under a fixed-term contract (1, 3, 5 years), renewable 

(as in most Slovak public services) and may evolve into an open-ended con-

tract after several contracts. The renewal of contracts is therefore not only 

linked to objectives (Come & Rouet, 2016), but also to a financial objective 

while the teaching activity decreases.

In 2003, a law allowed the transfer of ownership and management of 

the State’s real estate assets to the Universities, thus strengthening their 

autonomy, and an amendment, in January 2009, authorized them to engage 

their property, under certain conditions, to finance joint research ventures 

with private companies, or to rent their buildings for commercial purposes.

The context of the New Bulgarian University (NBU) is also a low birth rate 

and significant emigration. The Bulgarian population has thus decreased 

from 9 million in 1989 to 7.1 million now. This demographic decline is partly 

compensated for higher education by the increase in the demand for train-

ing. As in Slovakia, the Bulgarian university system is selective at the entry, 

but the number of candidates in many fields and the development of private 

education relativize this selectivity (Georgieva, Pilev & Todorova, 2002).

The budgetary rigor imposed by the European integration process (acces-

sion in 2007), corruption, tax evasion and tax fraud have led governments to 

reduce public budgets and to seek alternative sources of financing (includ-

ing in the form of tuition fees). Institutions have few means and academic 

professions remain unattractive in terms of income, which favours the con-
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tinuation of the brain drain now less visible, because it is oriented towards 

Western Europe rather than to the US. Another reason: young people are 

increasingly adopting a “mobile” attitude and no longer a “migrant” behav-

iour, making multiple trips between their Bulgarian home and their European 

workplace (Rouet, 2012).

The latest law on higher education gives institutions a great deal of aca-

demic autonomy, particularly in the area of financial management. However, 

an accreditation system was introduced in 2009. Academic degrees are now 

issued by the institutions (doctorate, but also qualifications to the functions 

of associate professor – docent – or full professor), which has given an im-

portant debate about the quality and the control of nominations, now linked 

to the strategies of each institution. The reputational effect of institutions, 

both private and public, is thus very important for student orientation.

The evolution of the policy and regulation of higher education has re-

sulted in a large fragmentation of the system: 51 accredited universities 

host 230,000 students in 2017 (280,000 in 2012, a decrease of more than 

17%), of which 37 are public and 14 are private. This situation is often con-

sidered as ineffective, given the number of small (less than 5,000 students) 

or very small universities (fewer than 1,000 students). This context is quite 

similar in Slovakia. The European Commission recommended Bulgaria in 

2017 to reduce the number of universities to ten. In 2012, the private sector 

welcomed 18% of students. This proportion is 13% in 2017: the number of 

students thus decreased less in the public sector than in the private sector.

The budget allocated to public higher education institutions has been 

calculated on the basis of the number of students since 1999. The trend is to 

reduce this funding, which corresponds to about 65% of total funding. Now, 

the government defines the number of students eligible for each training pro-

gram and thus financed by the State budget. However, the demand exceeds 

these quotas, and the public institutions can ask students’ registration fees. 

The increase in tuition fees in public universities is inconsistent with the State 

guarantee of access to higher education. Therefore, means-tested scholar-
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ships supplement merit scholarships were implemented and the government 

has launched a student loan program. About 2% to 3% of students get a loan 

each year and more than 6% of students have scholarships from the State.

On the other hand, private universities in Bulgaria do not receive any 

financial endowment from the state and must assume the full costs them-

selves. Tuition fees in the private sector can be high (3 to 10,000 euros per 

year, in Business Schools in particular) or lower (about 1,000 euros per year 

to the NBU). This latter amount is to be compared with the tuition fees in the 

public sector, compensated or not by scholarships. These tuition fees tend 

to increase (between 100 and 500 euros per semester on average). Unlike, 

for example, in Slovakia or France, the difference between the amount of 

tuition fees in the public sector and a part of the private sector does not have 

a repulsive effect for some of the students who can also envisage a more 

important financial effort, to obtain much more comfortable study conditions 

in some private universities, especially at NBU.

The University of Versailles St-Quentin-en-Yvelines (UVSQ) is of recent 

creation (1991). The French universities have evolved considerably since 

1968, and budgetary problems remain, while the demand for training from 

secondary school leavers continues to grow. At the same time, the respon-

siveness of the institution is regularly questioned. How to adapt training to 

the needs not only of the companies and organizations that propose em-

ployment, but also of the company itself?

A policy seems to have been unanimous since 1986: institutions must 

be more autonomous (but not with independence from government policy), 

meet the expectations of citizens and the training needs; participate in the 

influence of the country, especially at an international level (Imberti, 2015). 

From the point of view of successive governments, the number of univer-

sities in France is too high, so we need “large” universities capable of being 

present in the different ranking (Barbe, 2015), but governance must be based 

on instances of reasonable size, considering that a large assembly cannot 

be as efficient as a small one.
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After two unsuccessful attempts in 1986 (Loi Devaquet) and in 2003 (Loi 

Ferry), a law in 2006 provides for the rapprochement between universities 

and academic institutions of the same city or region, thereby encouraging 

mergers as in Strasbourg, Bordeaux or Aix-Marseille. In 2007, the Law on 

University Freedoms and Responsibilities changed the composition of 

councils (by reducing the weight of staff and students), as well as the method 

of electing presidents and establishing financial autonomy. In 2013, the Law 

on Higher Education and Research created a new structure (Community 

of Universities and Institutions) to speed up mergers. In the same vein, 

an order currently being prepared envisages the total deregulation of the 

governance of these groupings.

This evolution obviously implies the evolution of the modes of govern-

ance, with inspirations from the New Public Management, but sometimes in 

a difficult local context, because if the government has not yet made evolve 

the statutes of the personnel (as in Slovakia), the processes of association 

and merger are not always legitimized and recognized as progress by local 

stakeholders. The example of the UVSQ is, on this point, significant (more 

than representative). Medium in size, it welcomes around 16,000 students 

in 2017–18. The UVSQ is one of five universities located in the West-Paris 

region and welcomes only 0.6% of the total population of students that grew 

by almost 10% between 2012 and 2016, more importantly in the private 

sector (18% of the total student’s population) than in the public sector. This 

description can be put in perspective with the situation of the MBU and the 

NBU, which respectively welcome 7% and 4% of the totality of the students 

of the countries of implantation. In relation to the contexts, it should also be 

noted that the proportions of students in relation to the total population are 

quite close, between 3.4% and 3.9%.
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Strategies and Decision-making Structures of the 
Three Studied Universities

The MBU, like all Slovak public universities, has decision-making structures 

largely inherited from the pre-1989 system. Even in a “new” country like Slo-

vakia, which became independent in 1993, eleven years before accession 

to the EU, university structures have been maintained. However, beyond 

this apparent stability certainly linked to the positive role of organizational 

resilience during the crisis in the country, the abandonment of the state 

employee status (civil service) is a break that has very significant effects on 

the management of institutions (Côme & Meskova, 2011).

The second element is also decisive: the guardianship of the central 

authorities has changed logic. It is more a question of a technical and budg-

etary supervision than of a truly political supervision, which illustrates the 

difficulty of realization of the mergers between the public universities. For 

nearly fifteen years, the various governments have tried to reduce the number 

of public universities, without success since no merger has been achieved.

The autonomy of institutions, which is much greater since the last law 

on higher education, combined with this organizational resilience and the 

maintenance of joint structures that have become decision-making, runs 

up against the various incentives that governments can mobilize. All of the 

internal organizations and activities of the universities are decided by au-

tonomous internal bodies: the academic council, the rector, the scientific 

council and the disciplinary commission for students. Very “classical” struc-

tures that conform to the dominant “model” in continental Europe (Ministry 

of Education of Slovakia, 2004).

Nevertheless, universities now have the opportunity to organize or reor-

ganize their structure. The current Rector of the MBU, from the beginning of 

his first term, and because he had been elected with a mandate of “moderni-

zation” of the university, had undertaken consultations in order to change the 

current structure, considering in particular mergers of components. However, 
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the theoretical decision-making autonomy must be legitimized by council 

members, which obviously does not allow radical change without consulta-

tion and discussion. We find in this organizational logic the French situation.

For the Rector, “The governance of the university [...] is to a large extent 

limited by the national legislation [...] which restricts to a certain extent 

the autonomy of the institution [...] and determines the activity of gov-

ernance in a meaningful way [...]. The last years of university develop-

ment in Slovakia can be characterized by an attempt to get closer to the 

‘European’ university standard.”2

The NBU is a private university with a non-profit legal personality, very 

different from the two public universities studied. It is two-headed, based on 

a separation of powers: on the one hand, strategic and financial governance 

and, on the other, academic governance. Strategic and financial governance 

is the responsibility of the Board and the Honorary Chairman of the NBU. They 

decide on the general structure of the university, elaborate the institutional 

and social policy, decide on the educational, financial and economic strategy, 

and provide financing for its development. The Executive Director of NBU 

assists the Board and directs the administration of the university whose var-

ious departments deal with planning, development, financing, publications, 

archival holdings, and information technology, legal and economic issues.

For the Rector “on the one hand, this separation of domain helps to the 

extent that academic governance is not engaged with the daily concerns 

of the functioning of such a large organization as the university [...]. On the 

other hand, at another level, this separation is useful because it provides 

the opportunity for the Board, which is not limited by a time mandate and is 

not elected, to develop a long-term perspective for the development of the 

university [... no] subject to the cyclical interests of teachers.”3

The academic governance therefore focuses, within the limits of its man-

date, on the “operational” part of governance, according to the objectives 

2. Interview of the Rector, June 2018.

3. Interview of the Rector, June 2018. 
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set by the Board in its strategic plan. “This duality of governance makes the 

university much more flexible. On the one hand, the university is solid because 

with the CA, it has a strategic vision towards the future, but on the other hand, 

it is operational as, in the context of the strategic plan, the academic govern-

ance can make decisions that it considers as appropriate,” says the Rector.

The structural choice is inspired by Anglo-Saxon universities (some pri-

vate donors, since the founding of the NBU, are Bulgarians emigrated to the 

USA), even if the leaders do not claim such a filiation and prefer to defend the 

specificity of their model. Thus, the pedagogical organization is original in the 

European University landscape (faculties organize training programs according 

to levels and not according to specialties and disciplines). During the last two 

years of the first cycle, students may take a second specialty as part of a mi-

nor-major device. A specific faculty manages the distance-learning programs 

and assumes digital development for all NBU programs (including MOODLE).

The students have the option to opt for a particular provision: the individual 

program that can be defined for both courses of study and allows them to 

complete their training and obtain their degree in a short time. The NBU, then, 

takes into account the motivations, choices and projects of the students, 

with a flexible and evolutionary system that has some consequences on the 

organization of the university itself.

Financial governance is conservative and tends to protect assets from 

various risks. Thus, the accumulated financial reserves guarantee the viability 

of the NBU and the achievement of the tasks and priorities set. The NBU does 

not receive any State funds. Its resources are tuition fees paid by students 

(several NBU-related foundations offer numerous scholarships, on merit or 

on social criteria); project revenues; financial income; income from specific 

activities (research, expertise, consulting, audit, experimentation), but also 

donations, legacies or sponsorship.

The financial problem is crucial because of the drop in student numbers 

but especially the centring of the institution on the student and his project. 

The NBU must therefore act to obtain new financing and has defined a “strat-
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egy 2020” which provides for the creation of a company council. The role 

of this new body is to try to attract private investment, to promote external 

financing projects directly linked to the institution, to receive resources for 

complementary economic activities and new financial income, not only to 

improve revenues, but also to reduce the share of tuition fees for students 

in the budget (Vassileva, 2017, p. 8).

The UVSQ is now focusing its strategy on a major fusion project that could 

lead to the establishment of the largest French research university (Paris Sa-

clay), which raises the problem of linking this objective with the previous one, at 

the creation of this university, and regarding the training needs in West-Paris.

The UVSQ undertook, a few years after its creation, to develop continuous 

training and set up training programs that are directly linked to the needs of 

companies. On the basis of the former “Training and Research Units” (UFR), 

some institutes were created, more autonomous, in compliance with the 

regulations, smaller than the former UFR, likely to be more reactive, even 

proactive, in relation to their environment.

The comparison with the MBU here is interesting: the approach of succes-

sive Rectors was to bring together and merge the Faculties to search by scale 

effect of possible budgetary savings or staff while the UVSQ presidency gave 

priority to institutional dynamics. The second choice is obviously much more 

of an entrepreneurial logic. Nevertheless, the regulatory texts give little au-

tonomy to these new institutes related to central decision-making structures.

In compliance with the regulations, institutes have adopted a continuous 

development of training programs: a systematic evaluation by students is 

discussed, in parallel with consultations with representatives of the profes-

sional community, and then program changes are proposed to the various 

councils for a quick implementation, from one academic year to the next. 

Such an approach is possible at the NBU, but not at the MBU.

The UVSQ experienced a very difficult period in 2013 from the budgetary 

point of view. Being “young”, it is indeed not staffed at the same level as the 

older universities and, with financial autonomy and the integration of staff costs 
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with the budgets of the institutions (and no longer directly envisaged in minis-

terial level), the budget equilibrium was difficult to realize and necessitated an 

emergency plan and a request for additional budget from the State. To achieve 

a rebalancing, it was necessary to reduce investments, to limit the recruitment 

of staff (especially contract workers, since it is not possible to act on the civil 

servants) and set criteria for the opening of courses (minimum number of stu-

dents in particular, size of groups, etc.). The balance was reached after two fiscal 

years and the university was able to increase the share of off budget funding 

from the State. The UVSQ was one of the first universities to experience such 

a situation, which then touched more than fifteen universities, a direct con-

sequence of the effects of a regulatory evolution towards greater autonomy 

while the modes and structures of governance did not evolve or only a little.

Similarities and Divergences of University 
Governance

Putting into perspective the three national contexts and the three uni-

versity cases makes it possible to go beyond global thinking and attempt 

to evaluate the levels of convergence of governance. It is also a ques-

tion of not systematizing a link often made between the Bologna Process 

and the evolution of governance.

The same objectives can indeed be determined by different logic. For 

example, the Slovak, French and Bulgarian governments consider that the 

number of universities (public or private) on their national territory is too high 

for different reasons. The Slovak and Bulgarian governments wish to increase 

the quality of education and not to increase budgets; it is not a question of 

creating very large units, but of not let small units. The French government 

wants to increase the attractiveness and influence of the country by setting 

up major universities that can be recognized internationally, even if it means 

creating several categories of institutions and/or not prioritizing their public 

service missions.
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Bologna Process and Evolution of University 
Governance

In many sectors, the forced adoption of this level of bachelor’s degree has 

not kept pace with specialization demands and students have few oppor-

tunities in the labour market. This debate is very important within the MBU, 

which claims greater autonomy for the evolution of programs. Indeed, the 

declension of the BP did not include any flexibility on this point: the programs 

are very precisely defined by the establishments that propose them to the 

commission of accreditation every five years and then they cannot be easily 

modified between two accreditation campaigns.

Bulgaria signed the Bologna Declaration in 1999, and became involved 

in the monitoring committee. The country has carried out an institutional 

reorganization to strengthen the evaluation mechanisms (notably with the 

creation of a National Agency for Evaluation and Accreditation) (Rouet, 2012). 

The country has chosen to maintain a three-cycle architecture already in 

force in 1995: a first cycle of 3 or 4 years of study (professional bakalavar or 

bakalavar), a second cycle of 2 to 4 semesters integrating very often followed 

a course of 6 months (magistar, most in 3 semesters) and doctoral studies 

of three to five years. The structure of the studies is still the subject of a de-

bate in Bulgaria, because the duration of most masters does not facilitate 

European co-operation. The relevance of the four-year duration of the first 

cycle is also discussed, but it seems difficult to envisage adopting a 3+2 type 

structure not only because of the mechanisms of professional integration 

(and even if the number of students wishing to pursue a Master’s degree 

steadily increases), but also because the adoption of a 3+2 architecture 

would lead, in fact, to the increase of one year of study for the vast majority 

of students, which is not financially sustainable.

Thus, while in France, with the systematization of the second cycle in 

two years, the average time of studies has increased (while levels of exits to 

Bac+3 are still necessary), leading to a general increase in budget expend-

iture, the master is not so requested in Bulgaria where it is more recognize 
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as “post-graduate” programs. In France, the total population of students 

involved in master programs is 13% less than the total number of students 

in the first cycle (30% for Slovakia and 55% for Bulgaria).

As in Slovakia, the Bologna Process is considered in Bulgaria by a large 

number of stakeholders as an institutional reform linked to EU membership 

(Gura & Rouet, 2011), or even a “catch-up” instrument allowing a transformation 

of the existing system. The French situation is very different. The time for 

introduction of new instruments (curriculum, ECTS, diploma supplement) was 

longer than in the other two countries and the reforms were often rejected by 

Academics and Students who lambasted the BP (and some form of European 

integration denounced as an institutional standardization).

Thus, in the three countries studied, the implementation of the elements of 

the BP was often concomitant with very important reforms that have changed 

the structures and modes of governance. The BP, sometimes paradoxically, 

was used as external evidence (Bodin & Orange, 2015).

Constraints to Strategies

The three institutions studied have a major budget constraint, linked in 

Slovakia and Bulgaria, to a drop in student enrolment, in France to a con-

traction in public budgets. For the Rector of the MBU, “the budget of the 

university is underestimated for a long time [...]. Financial sources that come 

from the state cover two key expenditures: wages and energy. An important 

part of the operating [...] is covered by off-budget resources.” However, 

despite the possibility of not renewing the contracts of most of the staff, 

the organizational structure is resistant to such a radical solution and the 

non-renewals are decided only in extreme limits.

The MBU, signatory of the Magna Charta Universitatum, develops man-

agement in accordance with the academic values and considers the institu-

tional autonomy within these limits: first university in Slovakia to obtain the 

European label “HR Excellence in Research”, it aims to develop and maintain 
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a stimulating and beneficial work environment in the field of research. The 

MBU claims the valorisation of its experience for further optimization of the 

organizational structure, in particular the services of the Rectorate in order 

to make the work more efficient and reduce the overall salary needs. At this 

point, the UVSQ strategy is very close since a job map is being developed 

for the same purpose.

Governance and Stakeholder Participation

The three universities studied envisage the implementation of an effective 

internal quality assurance system and organize the preparation of accredi-

tations by mobilizing all the stakeholders (Saarinen, 2009). The NBU seems 

to be the most advanced institution on this point.

For the Rector of the MBU, the current situation is both a “moment of 

rupture” and a moment of stagnation, because the reforms remain “only in 

theoretical and verbal terms.”

The governance of the NBU is clearly liberal in orientation and the admin-

istration and the managers have a very important weight in the decisions and 

the policy of the establishment. The strategy is student-centred, linked to 

the needs of the labour market; it is a “customer relationship” approach and 

a search for innovative “products” in the fields of education and knowledge. 

Overall, this student-oriented strategy leads to significant changes in the 

practices of teachers themselves.

Two fundamental considerations may explain this neoliberal approach. 

First, managers must ensure the survival and good financial and eco-

nomic condition of the university in a context marked by several negative 

trends: the demographic crisis; political instability; lack of substantive 

reforms; lack of modernization of the educational system at the national 

level; and the competitive situation between Bulgarian universities and 

other European universities for a large proportion of students willing to 

study abroad.
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The NBU reformed its programs in 2003, creating 24 undergraduate 

programs. In 2010, the process continued and the number of programs 

was 54. The NBU has strengthened the place of “practical” courses and 

internships at all teaching levels in order to improve the link with the needs 

of the professional sectors, and has introduced free programs to be chosen 

in complementary program (minor). Currently, the NBU offers 106 master 

programs and 66 minor in the first cycle.

A situation is very different for the MBU where the regulation limits the pos-

sibilities of programs creation. The public universities in Bulgaria, according to 

the Rector of the NBU, have also difficulties to reform, first because their gov-

ernance is elected by the faculty, and therefore, “management decisions are 

very difficult [...] the reforms are difficult to implement since the management of 

the university has a limited horizon of action and [it] must take into account the 

opinions of those who elect this direction, the teachers themselves”. With the 

establishment of major universities in France, many stakeholders fear precisely 

such a situation that would lead to a democratic regression within the institutions.

How to reconcile effective management and democratic functioning 

giving the possibility to everyone to express and act? The structure of the 

NBU leaves place for internal democracy, but differently in nature than in the 

MBU or the UVSQ.

Digital Strategy and Innovations

The strategy of NBU is based on a design that can be discussed: in an envi-

ronment characterized by the Internet, ICT and mass dissemination of infor-

mation and knowledge, the teacher must increasingly ensure the mediation 

between the knowledge and the student and not just being a knowledge 

holder. NBU claims a continuous innovation approach and NBU teachers 

are constantly developing new courses, programs, and forms of e learning 

without always being provided with the necessary resources to obtain good 

quality or to be trained on a regular basis.
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The problem of innovation is also interesting at this level and an observation 

of practices and systems clearly differentiate the three universities: at first 

the NBU, then the MBU then the UVSQ could be considered as innovative. 

Digital technology has become very important to the NBU, whose project 

remains humanistic and not at all technically oriented. Since 2002, the NBU 

has adopted the Moodle system, also used at the MBU for over a decade. 

Electronic assessments and virtual classrooms are now part of everyday 

life for all NBU students and teachers, with an electronic system access 

system for teachers (E-Teacher) and students (E-Student). These systems 

alleviate and facilitate the administrative tasks, after obviously a time of 

adaptation. The situation at MBU is closed and the university has benefited 

from Structural Funds for the financing of this evolution. The situation at 

UVSQ is more contrasted, but overall less advanced at this point. Overall, 

innovative practices are rarer and more isolated.

The incitement of innovative practices obviously requires an effort on 

the part of the decision makers. The NBU has set up a special faculty that 

manages the digital developments, and the MBU have invested heavily not 

only in the materials, but also in the training and emulation of staff.

Internationalization strategies

The three institutions have formulated an internationalization strategy of-

ten very precisely (NBU), with the definition of priorities (MBU, UVSQ), and 

surpassing the short and medium term to truly integrate an approach to 

internationalization beyond the mobility and the attached programs.

While the MBU’s strategy mainly focuses on international exchanges 

(attracting foreign students) and quality of education (attractiveness factor), 

the UVSQ, whose strategy is also explicitly focused on a student, relates its 

international strategy to the process of looking for prestigious partners, re-

lated to the goal of a merger in the University Paris Saclay. Students are only 

concerned with improved attractiveness and a better international ranking.
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Conclusion

To put in perspective, these three universities highlight the low autonomy of 

their strategic field because of the weight of the constraints but also the path 

of dependence (a strategic reorientation is difficult or impossible, because 

the weight of the past decisions is too pregnant).

Governance structures have evolved differently (traditional bicameral for 

the MBU, bicameral unbalanced for the UVSQ, separation of powers for the 

NBU). The Bologna Process, finally, had an influence only for the NBU and 

the focus on the “student relationship” remains difficult to implement for the 

MBU and for the UVQ.

Thus, the MBU implements a “classic” management, while at the UVSQ, 

the President remains rather a mediator and the administrative management 

predominates. The NBU is part of an entrepreneurial logic with management 

by project. Educational innovations are the subject of incentives (MBU and 

UVSQ) while they are at the centre of NBU’s proactive strategy.

It is not a question of calling into question the modelling approaches of the 

structures but of completing them. The evolution of universities in Europe, 

and their harmonization, is certainly based more on the relative convergence 

of projects (centred on the student in a logic of acquisition of skills), than on 

a standardization of the structures of governance and control.
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Innovative Pedagogical 
Approaches in Management 
Sciences

ABSTRACT

Objective: The objective of the paper is to present the chosen innovative pedagogical ap-

proaches of teaching in the area of management science and their practical application in the 

educational process at the Lodz University of Technology, as well as to discuss the opinions 

of students and managers concerning the innovative pedagogical approaches of teaching.

Methodology: The first stage of research was conducted among 200 young respondents (19-24 

years old), students of Lodz University of Technology (Poland) in the second and third quarters 

of 2018. During the research, the indirect method of gathering information, i.e. using a survey 

technique was applied. The survey was conducted among the students with the application 

of the techniques of personal survey, electronic survey and paper survey. The second stage of 
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research was conducted among 50 managers of medium and large companies in Poland in the 

second and third quarters of 2018. The choice of companies to be studied was a deliberate one. 

During this stage of research, the indirect method of gathering information – using a survey 

technique was applied. The survey was conducted among the managers with the application 

of the techniques of personal survey, electronic survey and paper survey. The Likert scale was 

used for evaluation.

Findings: The situation on the labour market, as well as the development of the market of 

educational services and the development of new technologies cause changes in both the offer 

and the quality of teaching. In order to increase the quality of the educational offer and the 

degree of satisfaction of students and employers, universities introduce new teaching methods 

and new didactic tools based on the creative pedagogical approaches. The research results 

confirm the positive evaluation of Problem-based learning and Design Thinking approaches 

by students and companies representatives. However, closer cooperation between university 

and companies is expected both by students and managers.

Value Added: In this paper, apart from presenting the theoretical and practical possibilities of 

using Problem-based learning and Design Thinking approaches of teaching in the area of man-

agement science, the opinions of students and companies’ representatives were also presented.

Recommendations: Effective teaching in the field of management at the universities is a difficult 

and complex process. Management is − by its character − closely related to business practice. 

Therefore, a management graduate should, in addition to having theoretical knowledge, be 

prepared to solve real problems in the enterprise.

Key words: management, education, Problem Based Learning (PBL), Design Thinking, creative 

pedagogical approaches

JEL codes: A23, M53

Introduction

In times of globalization and development of a knowledge-based economy, 

we can observe an increase in the demand for staff with higher education. The 

main element of providing knowledge is didactics. In the course of studies 

the university should provide students of management sciences a broad, 

interdisciplinary knowledge, allowing − based on a holistic approach − to 

find new creative solutions to future social and economic problems. The 
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university should create conditions in which graduates will create attractive 

strategies for the development of organizations, and design effective ways 

of implementing them in the conditions of expanding processes of inter-

nationalization and globalization. Consequently, management education 

needs more emphasis on skills development.

Today, education in the area of management is very popular, taking 

into account both the number of fields of study and number of students. 

However, more and more graduates of management have problems with 

finding a job. It results, among others, from the lack of practical skills and 

socio-psychological competences. Employers pay special attention to the 

lack of graduates’ qualities such as flexibility, creativity, teamwork and abil-

ity to solve problems. One of the reasons for this situation is the fact that 

universities are − in most cases − oriented towards mass education, which 

leads to a decrease in the quality of educational services and the limitation 

to knowledge transfer without shaping skills.

There is no one model of manager education in the world. National culture, 

economic model, state policy, history of education and many other factors 

have impact on the way of preparing the educational offer and learning 

process. In recent years, managerial education has been the subject of 

many discussions regarding changes in curricular content and teaching 

methods. These changes should be based on an analysis of expectations, 

needs and preferences of university partners. Analysis of employers’ ex-

pectations towards the university regarding graduates and students points 

to the need to focus on shaping practical skills through appropriately im-

plemented activities, modification of teaching methods as well as compul-

sory internships in the enterprises.

The objective of this paper is to present the chosen innovative pedagog-

ical approaches of teaching in the area of management science and their 

practical application in the educational process at the Lodz University of 

Technology, as well as to discuss the opinions of students and managers 

concerning the innovative pedagogical approaches of teaching.
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Chosen innovative pedagogical approaches in 
management sciences 

For the purpose of this article, two innovative, creative pedagogical ap-

proaches applied at the Lodz University of Technology in management 

sciences were chosen: Problem-based learning and Design Thinking.

Methodology of Problem-based learning (PBL)

Problem-based learning is an innovative educational approach that is gaining 

importance in higher education, using real problems or situations as a con-

text for learning. Problem-based learning is an approach encompassing 

interdisciplinary learning. 

Problem-based learning (PBL) is a pedagogy specifically created for the 

integration of content knowledge and skill development (Figure 1). The PBL 

process develops critical thinking and problem-solving skills, problem synthe-

sis skills, imagination and creativity, information search and evaluation skills, 

ability to deal with ambiguity and uncertainty, oral and written communication 

skills, and collaboration skills (Ungaretti et al., 2015, pp. 173–186). There is 

evidence that PBL supports the need to engage students, a key element in 

improving learning outcomes and student satisfaction (Dean & Jolly, 2012, 

pp. 228–243; Hallinger & Lu, 2011, pp. 279–299).
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Figure 1. Example of the Problem-Based Learning Process

Source: Ungaretti, T., Thompson, K., Miller, A., & Peterson, T. (2015). Problem-Based Learning: Les-

sons From Medical Education and Challenges for Management Education. Academy of Manage-

ment Learning & Educations 14(2), pp. 173–186.

In a problem-based learning model, students engage complex, chal-

lenging problems and collaboratively work toward their resolution. Teams 

identify what they already know what they need to know, and how and where 

to access new information that may lead to resolution of the problem (Lodz 

University of Technology, 2015b).

The International Faculty of Engineering (IFE) of the Lodz University of 

Technology has compulsorily introduced the PBL method into the cur-

riculum in the academic year 2008/2009. The new method of education 

covered the second year students of all programs offered by IFE, including 

specialisations “Business and Technology” and “Gestion et Technologie”. 

In the case of these specialisations, implemented projects usually concern 

management issues. Students often receive a real problem for a specific 

company to solve. Lecturers cooperate with many companies which allows 

them to create projects based on real problems, both in the field of strategic 
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and operational management, as well as management in individual areas 

(such as logistics, human resources or finance).

Three basic phases of the project can be distinguished:

 · Associating a problem situation;

 · Creating ideas for a solution;

 · Checking the solution combined with systematizing the acquired mes-

sages.

The project includes:

 · Familiarizing the group with the subject;

 · Problem identification;

 · Gathering information: secondary research, discussions, study visits;

 · Choice of the action plan;

 · Defining the specific objectives of the project;

 · Midterm presentation;

 · Implementation of the project according to the plan chosen by the students;

 · Formulation of recommendations;

 · Preparation of the final report;

 · Final presentation.

A characteristic feature of the problem-based learning is the development 

of learning process in a group. The group is accompanied by a tutor who sup-

ports and motivates students. The task of the tutor is not to propose ready 

solutions, but to observe and assist students while solving problems and 

implementing the project. The lecturers do not have continuous control over 

the students, but only exert impulses, support and give advice. The plan of 

activities is controlled by students. Therefore, the organization and shaping 

of the teaching process is a task for students. This learning method involves 

changing roles. The student assumes an active role in the group. Among the 

tutor’s tasks, we can distinguish: observation of group work, assistance in 

case of organizational, communication or theoretical problems. 

PBL is a teaching method in which students learn about a subject through 

the experience of solving an open-ended problem. During the process of 
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PBL education, students learn to analyse, search, discuss, evaluate a topic 

or question, compare, choose and finally search for and propose solutions. 

These competencies are crucial in case of effective teaching in the field of 

business for development of managerial skills.

Methodology of Design Thinking (DT)

In recent years focus has been growing on the innovative and profit generating 

value of design thinking in businesses. Several big successful international 

firms like General Electric, Procter&Gamble, Sony, and Philips use a design 

thinking perspective as a problem-solving apparatus across the company. 

While the importance of design in business has been well established, the 

contributions of design were best known and valued in innovation manage-

ment including new product and new service development (Utterback et al., 

2006). More recently, design thinking has moved from product and process 

design to becoming a key element in company strategy (Camillus, 2008, pp. 

99–106; Fleetwood, 2005; Verganti, 2008, pp. 436–456). That is why, learning 

based on the design thinking is so important for future managers.

Design thinking has been identified as making valuable contributions to 

business and management, and the numbers of higher education programs 

that teach design thinking to business students, managers and executives 

are growing (Nielsen & Stovang, 2015, pp. 977–991; Matthews & Wrigley, 2017, 

pp. 41–54). However, despite its growing importance, the implementation 

of design thinking into business education in several countries is slow 

and partial, although business education today is in a crisis as traditional 

pedagogic tools fall short of raising individuals who can meet the challenges 

of the 21st century (Çeviker-Çınar et al., 2017, pp. 977–987). Management 

education has added design thinking and design methods into current 

programs through building alliances with design schools. The challenge for 

business schools is to incorporate such notions and methods into more 

integrated formulation and delivery (Matthews & Wrigley, 2017, pp. 41–54).
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Design thinking is a creative process that enables academics to meet 

students’ needs and to raise innovative individuals, it emerges as a contem-

porary pedagogic tool. It is a method to develop and promote creativity and 

innovation in problem solving through the use of prototyping (Piotrowska, 

2015, pp. 1534–1538). According to Brown (2008, pp. 85–92), design think-

ing includes: empathy, integrative thinking, optimism, and collaboration to 

transform the way a company develops products, processes and strategy.

Design Thinking Method has been used in problem-based projects 

conducted at the International Faculty of Engineering for several years. At 

the beginning, it was implemented for Computer Science program con-

ducted within 5-year MSc scheme and later implemented into Problem 

Based Learning (PBL) Team Projects at the first cycle study for “Business 

and Technology” specialisation.

Some of the prototype solutions and services created by IFE students 

through design thinking have already achieved international successes such 

as gaining awards at international exhibitions of inventions and innovations. 

The projects “System for digital content optimization for the visually impaired 

people” and “Automatic driver notification about detection of the emergency 

vehicles” won gold and silver medals at exhibitions in Brussels, Zagreb and 

Warsaw as well as at the World Cup of Computer-Implemented Inventions 

in years 2008–2011. IFE students were also finalists of some other major 

inventor competitions including United Nations endorsed ITU World Young 

Innovator Competition (Lodz University of Technology 2015).

One of the initiatives associated with the implementation of the method-

ology of design thinking in education programs at Lodz University of Tech-

nology was an Erasmus Intensive Project entitled DESTINE (DESign Thinking 

in EngINEring). DESTINE was implemented jointly by the International Faculty 

of Engineering and the Institute of Applied Computer Science and involve 

6 partner institutions from Spain, France, Germany, Cyprus, Scotland and 

Sweden. The project received funding in 2013, and took place in July 2014. 

The project was carried out around innovative problem-design classes for 
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multicultural student groups, which were the cumulated during a two-week 

workshop project in Lodz (Lodz University of Technology 2015a).

An evaluation of innovative pedagogical 
approaches of teaching – results of empirical 
study

Research Methodology

The main objective of the empirical study was to identify the opinions of 

students and managers concerning the innovative pedagogical approaches 

of teaching. 

Two stages of research were applied:

 · the first stage of the study: a survey among 200 young respondents (19–24 

years old), students of Lodz University of Technology (Poland), 

 · the second stage of the study: a survey among 50 managers of medium 

and large companies in Poland. 

The first stage of research was conducted among 200 young respondents 

(19–24 years old), students of Lodz University of Technology (Poland) in the 

second and third quarters of 2018. A method of the non-probability sampling, 

which is based on the convenience sampling was used. During the realization 

of research, the indirect method of gathering information, using a survey 

technique was applied. The survey was conducted among the students with 

the application of the techniques of personal survey, electronic survey and 

paper survey. The Likert scale was used for the evaluation (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Characteristic of the research among students

Scope of studies Characteristics

Objective scope
Identification of the opinions of students 
concerning the innovative pedagogical 
approaches of teaching

Subjective scope
200 young people (19-24 years old), stu-
dents of Lodz University of Technology 
(Poland)

Spatial scope Lodz Province (Poland)

Time range The second and third quarters of 2018

Source: own elaboration.

The second stage of research was conducted among 50 managers of 

medium and large companies in Poland in the second and third quarters of 

2018. The choice of companies to be studied was a deliberate one. During 

the realization of research, the indirect method of gathering information, 

using a survey technique was applied. The survey was conducted among the 

managers with the application of the techniques of personal survey, electronic 

survey and paper survey. The Likert scale was used for the evaluation (Table 2). 

Table 2. Characteristic of the research among managers

Scope of studies Characteristics

Objective scope
Identification of the opinions of managers con-
cerning innovative pedagogical approaches of 
teaching

Subjective scope 50 managers of medium and large companies

Spatial scope Poland

Time range The second and third quarters of 2018

Source: own elaboration.

To evaluate students’ and managers’ opinions concerning Problem-based 

learning and Design Thinking approaches, the respondents were asked to 
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assess in scale (from -2 “strongly disagree” to 2 “strongly agree”) the fol-

lowing opinions:

 · Problem-based learning approach allows students to develop additional 

competences important in professional life.

 · Problem-based learning approach teaches to solve real managerial 

problems.

 · Problem-based learning approach gives students the opportunity to 

contact companies.

 · Problem-based learning approach allows the students’ self-development.

 · Design thinking approach allows students to develop additional compe-

tences important in professional life.

 · Design thinking approach teaches to solve real managerial problems.

 · Design thinking approach gives students the opportunity to contact 

companies.

 · Design thinking approach allows the students’ self-development.

Research Results

The research results confirm the positive evaluation of Problem-based 

learning approach by students. They agree that Problem-based learning 

approach teaches to solve real managerial problems and allows students to 

develop additional competences important in professional life. In the opinion 

of the majority, Problem-based learning approach also allows the students’ 

self-development. However, in the students’ opinions, Problem-based learning 

approach does not give students the opportunity to contact companies, so 

important in case of managerial studies (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Students’ opinions concerning PBL approach

Source: own elaboration.

Figure 3. Managers’ opinions concerning PBL approach

Source: own elaboration.
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The managers opinions are also optimistic. They appreciate the Prob-

lem-based learning approach especially as the opportunity of develop-

ment of additional competences important in professional life and of the 

self-development, as well as the opportunity to solve the real managerial 

problems (Figure 3). Similarly to the students, the surveyed managers also 

poorly assessed the possibility of contacting companies due to the imple-

mentation of projects based on the PBL approach. This issue should be 

analysed by university’s authorities responsible for learning process. A closer 

cooperation between university and companies is expected by both parts, 

students and managers. Perhaps, the representatives of companies should 

be more involved in the realisation of PBL projects and more projects should 

be implemented into the companies.

The research results also confirm a positive evaluation of Design Thinking 

approach by students. They agree that Design Thinking approach teaches 

to solve real managerial problems and allows students to develop additional 

competences important in professional life. However, as in case of evaluation 

of PBL approach, in the students’ opinions, Design Thinking approach does 

not give students the opportunity to contact companies and to solve real 

managerial problems (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Students’ opinions concerning DT approach

Source: own elaboration.

The managers evaluated DT approach worse than PBL method. They 

appreciate the Design Thinking approach especially as the opportunity 

of development of additional competences important in professional life. 

Interestingly, according the companies representatives, DT approach pre-

pares students to solve real managerial problems (as opposed to student 

feedback). However, the opinions are not evident in the case of evaluation 

of self-development possibilities, as well as the opportunity to contact the 

company (Figure 5). As in the case of the PBL projects, Design Thinking ap-

proach should be also developed in close cooperation between university 

and companies.
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Figure 5. Managers’ opinions concerning DT approach

Source: own elaboration.

The conclusions in this study are presented with the caveat to the limi-

tations of the samples (200 students representing one university and only 

50 managers representing one country). To provide a more comprehensive 

picture of the evaluation of innovative pedagogical approaches of teaching, 

similar studies could be conducted in other universities and countries.

Advantages and disadvantages of innovative 
pedagogical approaches of teaching

Implementation of the innovative, creative pedagogical approaches of 

teaching provides several advantages but is also related with different 

problems for all parts of the process: teachers, students and university 

as organisation (Table 3).

The university that implement new pedagogical creative approaches 

have a chance to increase the organisation’s recognition and prestige by 

receiving different certificates and increasing the interest of Polish and for-
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eign candidates. By development of projects conducted with business, they 

can also reinforce cooperation with external partners. On the other hand, it 

can also provoke some organisational problems related with organisation 

of trainings, management of didactic workload during trainings as well as 

financial challenges for university units.

The university staff has the opportunity for self-development and work in 

the international environment. However, implementation of the new methods 

is connected with the pressure on lecturers who have to constantly improve 

their qualifications and supplement their existing professional skills.

Table 3. Advantages and disadvantages of the creative pedagogical approaches of teaching

Actor Advantages Disadvantages

University Prestige
Interest of candidates
Foreign students
Certificates
Cooperation with external 
partners
Staff development

Organisation of classes during the ab-
sence of lecturers
Financing of trainings for staff
Organisation of trainings for staff
Cost of teaching (smaller groups)
Arrangement of working space (for 
small groups)
Lack of qualified staff

Lecturer Self-development
New challenges
Working in international envi-
ronment
Possibilities of mobility

Pressure
Lack of time due to the long trainings
Increase of competition

Student Development of key compe-
tences important in profession-
al life
Real-life problems
Working in international envi-
ronment
Self-development
New challenges

Time consuming projects
Lack of structured knowledge 

Source: own elaboration.

The most profits can be identified for students. Thanks to participation 

in the projects based on the problem-based learning or design thinking, 
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students gain not only the ability to work in an interdisciplinary, randomly 

selected team, to analyse and synthesize, to adapt to new conditions, deci-

sion-making or self-assessment, but they also gain practical management 

skills. Participation in the projects creates opportunities for gaining knowl-

edge and developing practical skills. It allows to develop independence and 

shape organizational skills.

Conclusions

The situation on the labour market as well as the development of the mar-

ket of educational services in Poland and the development of new tech-

nologies cause changes in the offer and the quality of teaching. In order 

to increase the quality of the educational offer and the degree of satis-

faction of students and employers, universities introduce new teaching 

methods and new didactic tools. 

New didactic methods used at the Lodz University of Technology, espe-

cially at the International Faculty of Engineering (IFE), are consisting in solving 

specific practical problems by the participants of the educational process. 

The use of these new methods contributes to a significant enrichment of 

the nature of studying and education, by solving practical problems, shaping 

grades and judgments and working in a team. Through active engagements, 

these methods prepare students in a better way for future professional work.

According to Piotrowska (2015, pp. 1534–1538), both methods – PBL and 

Design Thinking – significantly support the development of key competences, 

such as creative thinking, reflective learning, adaptability, lifelong learning 

skills, effective work in groups, all of which are currently of vital importance. 

Implementation of various forms of problem-based learning is also an impor-

tant tool in supporting the effective internationalization of Higher Education.

The research results also confirm positive evaluation of Problem-based 

learning and Design Thinking approaches by students and companies’ 

representatives. However, the cooperation between university and 
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companies in the area of implementation of the innovative pedagogical 

approaches should be improved.

Thanks to changes made in the educational process, the students of 

Lodz University of Technology gain the skills to use knowledge acquired 

in the course of their studies in practice and develop organizational and 

interpersonal skills, so important in their future professional life of manager.
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ABSTRACT

Objective: Over and above being widespread in various sectors of the economy and fi-nance, 

the uncontrollable expansion of digital technology is also conquering areas reserved for edu-

cation and training, going beyond the traditional models of demand / supply, frontal and long 

distance lectures. The article aims to analyse the phenomenon of MOOCs (Massive Open 

Online Courses) and how, together with new trends in the context of digital teaching, they 

can represent an incentive for universities to reflect on the changes that are taking place in 

educational policies and in academic culture, possibly re-evaluating their mission with the aim 

of improving the quality of content and learning experiences.

Methodology: Through the study of various experiences and publications.

Findings: Since their appearance, MOOCs have generated a huge interest in the field of higher 

education, establishing themselves more and more worldwide as an important online training 

system, aimed at a large number of users.
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Value Added: The MOOCs can represent valid support for training in companies and lastly they 

can represent a valid means of allowing access to education in developing countries.

Recommendations: The article suggests how the development of MOOCs, through distance 

learning, flexible and open, is a great opportunity both for mature knowledge-based societies 

and for developing countries.

Key words: MOOC (massive open on-line courses), Higher education, E-Learning, OER, 

Blended learning, Flipped class, Gamification, Professional training, Lifelong learning.

JEL codes: I21, I23, D83, J31, L25, L86

Introduction

The fact that flexible and open long-distance learning is expedient in eco-

nomically developed societies as well as developing countries is by now 

a consolidated concept. In this context, Open Education (OE) is focusing more 

and more on improving higher education and education for adults in general.

21st century society has changed greatly with respect to the one for which 

scholastic and university education systems were conceived. Nowadays, 

rather than being represented by material, physical, financial and technological 

capital, the main resources are identified as being knowledge, relationships, 

human and intellectual capital, imagination and experience sharing.

At the same time, territorial boundaries have been eliminated and uni-

versity institutions, even the most famous, face national and international 

competition. In order to cope with this new scenario, they are obliged to 

make use of organisational, cultural and didactic innovation.

A transformation has taken place through the use of the Network, which 

constitutes a state-of-the-art physiological language and with which it is 

necessary to make a comparison, representing a means of sharing for an 

audience which is by now unlimited.

Online education represents one of the most widespread means of de-

velopment of education and the supply of e-learning, through MOOCs, is 

currently the latest frontier.
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Process of change in higher education

The view of higher education is undergoing a great change due to globalisa-

tion, technological development and the exponential increase in students; 

expected to rise from 99 million to 414 million in the next twenty years. An 

ever-increasing number of students want to choose their subjects, method 

and time for studying as freely as possible, through online courses or through 

combined mixed forms of learning as well.

China is the country with the most significant increase thereof in the last 

few years, followed by Brazil and India. Thanks to the thirst for knowledge 

and the desire of social mobility of emerging economies, higher educa-

tion will be available to hundreds of millions of citizens all over the world 

(European Commission, 2013). 

The transformation of universities today is no longer a choice but an im-

perative. Internet has by now evolved into a richer and richer global platform 

of content and has in fact become the predominant infrastructure for the 

exchange of knowledge between people. Universities have to reflect if they 

do not want to lose their role and function, developing the old pedagogical 

model based mainly on frontal academic classes, by means of integration 

with new paradigms based on collaborative learning, modifying the creation 

of content and contributing to creating content suitable for the use thereof 

in open educational platforms which students all over the world can utilise 

without temporal limitations. Realising a global network in higher education, 

shared by teachers and students for the collaborative development (Rifkin, 

2014) of knowledge may be vital in determining a new impulse in universities, 

making them protagonists in the global network economy, even if this real-

ity seems distant as Universities continue to work in a mostly independent 

manner. The University of the future may offer better learning material and 

personalised studies with web-based support by lecturers, who may also 

make use of long-distance posts. In order to ensure such development, uni-

versities will have to face important structural changes (Garito, 2013). Open 
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Learning has progressively developed in relation to the needs for continuous 

updating and professional education induced by technological evolution, 

recalling the attention of the scientific community on the best practices of 

Open Access and of Open Educational Resources (OER)1 in an educational 

framework. In this field, the scientific community is questioning the innovative 

capacity of MOOCs as the new gateway for Open Learning, a novelty which 

is destined to revolutionise the traditional academic world, overwhelming the 

institutions which do not demonstrate the capacity to accept new models 

of flexible learning often linked to long-distance education (Nirchi, 2014).

The phenomenon of MOOCs

The origin of MOOCs can be identified in the discrepancy that exists be-

tween a society living amidst rapid changes day to day and the need to 

overcome traditional types of education which clash with the structure 

and architecture of knowledge and with the rhythm of its development 

(Siemens, 2015). They encourage creativity, favouring an alternative to 

scholastic rigidity, to the limitation of freedom, to the fencing of common 

ground, to an increase in control and surveillance by traditional educational 

institutions (Kop, 2011), providing the opportunity to satisfy the increasing 

demand for access to education and post-high school formation and their 

advantages (Ferguson, Sharples & Beale, 2015).

MOOCs are not only the result of the complexification (and digitalisation) 

of higher education but provide the opportunity to respond to the increasing 

demand for access to education and post-secondary school formation and 

the advantages associated thereto (Ferguson, Sharples & Beale, 2015). The 

acronym MOOC was used for the first time in 2008 during the “Connectivism 

and Connective Knowledge” course by professor George Siemens at Ath-

abasca University. MOOCs spread worldwide from autumn 2011, the period 

1. The term “Open Educational Resources” (OER) – refers to didactic material in a digital format made availa-

ble with a licence that permits their reuse, modification and distribution.
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in which Stanford University started a postgraduate degree in artificial intelli-

gence free of charge, in which 160 000 students from 190 countries enrolled.

What are MOOCs

The term MOOC, an evolution of the e-learning model (Corbeil, Corbeil & 

Khan, 2015), refers to an open online course (Open Access), which many users 

may use on the web (hence the term Massive) and which is based on the use 

of open educational resources (OER), realised by the same institutions that 

provide the courses or taken freely from other universities or chosen from 

a specially provided repository available on the web.

The novelties introduced by MOOCs are numerous with respect to the 

previous e-learning experiences in Universities, where the use thereof was 

disseminated as a support for traditional didactics in the class. All this was 

limited to the online dissemination of mainly textual didactic material for a limited 

number of pupils enrolled at the University providing it. MOOCs introduced 

the systematic use of tools in the form of course videos, implementing sub-

stitute or improved didactics, through the use of multiple online resources. 

Over and above this, free access to MOOCs for non-students permitted the 

dissemination of higher education to wider audiences (Third Mission).

The use of MOOCs does not exclude the simultaneous use of didactics 

in the classroom as a support (the so-called blended/hybrid approach) as 

shown in Figure 1, with the use of various didactic and communicative meth-

ods. A particular adaptation thereof is represented by the so-called Flipped 

Classroom, where the students follow video lessons individually and all ma-

terial is available on the MOOC, while at a subsequent interactive classroom 

lesson possible problems and/or allocated exercises are dealt with.
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Figure 1. Alternative Teaching Methods

Source: Cisco Systems Inc. Customer Case Study (2013). 

They open up a double direction in this way; by widening the audience 

(Third Mission) whilst optimising the use of resources (saving physical space 

and refunctionalising the total hours of teaching).

In international debates, reference is often made to the difference be-

tween xMOOCs (centred on the figure of the teacher) and cMOOCs (centred 

on connectivity) (Siemens, 2013).

xMOOCs, a more interactive-educational style, are based on the princi-

ple of behaviour, are more widespread and are realised in big Universities. It 

focuses on the transmission of knowledge in a didactic way nearing it to the 

classical pedagogical model applied in university classrooms. The MOOC 

designer defines the learning aims and the way of verifying the knowledge 

attained. The learning material is offered in small units, usually by means of 

a video, lasting 12–20 minutes on average while other means include tests, 

exercises and games online. Forums permit participants to experience social 

learning and increases scalability since the workload of lecturers increases 

slightly with the increase in the number of participants. cMOOCs, a con-

structivity-connectivity style, are based on the strong motivation of partic-

ipants and the availability of facilitator lecturers. Connectivity type MOOCs 

stimulate interaction between peers, collaboration, sharing of knowledge 
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and resources and facilitate the growth of networks which go beyond local, 

regional and national boundaries, expanding on a large scale. The possibility 

of accessing learning environments is generally allowed also after the con-

clusion of courses, permitting students and invited experts to co-operate 

in the development of knowledge as a common asset. Numerous authors 

show how all this is implemented with the perspective of lifelong learning, of 

digital citizenship and of an improvement in the very knowledge, competence 

and attitude which is essential to prosper in a digital economy (Savelli, 2016). 

A further type of MOOC is the sMOOC (Brouns et al., 2017) (social-seamless), 

in which a differentiated and more holistic approach is offered by means of 

a design which permits a wide range of approaches and contexts related to 

a variety of languages, cultures, settings, pedagogy and technology. The 

sMOOC environment uses a collaborative-decentralised scenario which 

adapts to the needs of the students, combining the traditional pillars of the 

open education theory with elements of socio-contructionalism, gamifica-

tion, omnipresent learning and digital inclusion.

Current Trends in MOOC 

The success of MOOCs lies in the globalisation of academic educational 

content. The number of users and of MOOCs are the most evident phenom-

enon, since over 80 million students have enrolled in the last six years and 

more than 9.000 open access MOOCs are now available on the Net (Fig. 2) 

(Calise, 2018).



110

Elisabetta Calvo

Figure 2. The exponential growth in the number of MOOCs learners

Source: Class Central, 2018.

According to a survey of Visiongain (MASSIVE OPEN ONLINE COURSE…, 

2017) (a company information portal), the MOOC market is dominated by 

developed countries and the main regions include North America, Europe 

and Pacific Asia, areas which will continue to dominate the market from 2017 

to 2027. Latin America, the Middle East and Africa currently make up a small 

share of the market, which is expected to increase in the next five years and 

however to a lesser extent than the other regions by 2027.

The region with the highest earnings in 2016 was North America with 

1,047.2 million dollars and is expected to rise to 13,821.5 million dollars by 

2027 with a CAGR2 of 25,7%.

Pacific Asia invoiced 461.7 million dollars in 2016 with an expected growth 

of up to 12,708.7 million dollars by 2027. According to the report, earnings 

from the MOOC market in Europe will reach 9,507.1 million dollars by 2027 

starting from 702.1 million dollars in 2016 with a CAGR of 26% in the period 

2017-2027. Strongly driven by the EU5 countries3, the European market 

will be very active in the first half of the predicted period. The same report 

highlights that in 2017 alone, the whole market will have a value of 3.2 billion 

dollars. According to Class Central, one of the most well-known MOOC 

associations, over 800 Universities from all over the world have launched 

2. CAGR (Compound Annual Growth Rate).

3. France, Germany, Italy, Spain, United Kingdom.
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at least one MOOC to date. The total number of MOOC has increased to 

reach 9,400 courses with respect to 6,850 in 2016. Approximately 20 million 

new students subscribed to their first MOOC in 2017, taking the number to 

a total of 78 million students; in 2016 the total number of new students was 

23 million. The total number of MOOC students on the date of publication 

was 81 million (Dhawal, 2018). The first 5 providers based on the number of 

registered users are: Coursera (30 million), edX (14 million), XuetangX (9.3 

million), FutureLearn (7.1 million) and Udacity (5 million). In the graph below, 

the impressive growth of the number of courses activated from 2012 to date 

are shown (Figure 3).

Figure 3. MOOC growth

Source: Class Central, 2018.

The future of the MOOC market seems promising in relation to the increase 

in the use of digital tools and connectivity in movement as well. Learning 

has become a part of this technological culture and academic institutions 

are consequently more and more interested in introducing MOOCs to their 

education programmes to permit independent studying, expanding their 

student base to a worldwide public.
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MOOCs in Universities: prospects and 
opportunities

Various universities are approaching MOOCs in a variety of ways, since 

some are actively involved in the production of MOOCs (producers) while 

others are introducing MOOCs produced by others to their own programmes 

(consumers) and others are doing both while some are waiting to make 

a decision and others are not interested in introducing MOOCs yet at all. The 

production of MOOCs is not limited to only “elite” universities but also other 

institutions, like some community colleges which have created MOOCs based 

on the needs of their students (Hollands & Tirthali, 2014). The activation of 

MOOCs in Europe is developing at a higher rate than in the United States, 

as can be seen from the report in 2016 of Jansen and Goes-Daniels (2016), 

which shows that at least 40% of the European higher education institutions 

developed a MOOC or were about to do so as opposed to only 12-13% in the 

United States. According to some data extrapolated from the report drawn 

up by EADTU (the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities), 

published in February 2017 (Jansen & Konings, 2017), which involved 101 

institutions of higher education in 24 different countries, 97% of which be-

long to the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), it is possible to observe 

constant growth in the number of institutions that offer MOOCs. The total 

number of institutes that have or are expected to add a MOOC has on the 

whole been stable in the last few years, with 68% in this survey of 2016 and 

2015 and 72% in 2014 (Fig. 4).
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Figure 4. Status of MOOC offering compared

Source: MOOC Strategies of European Institutions, Status report based on a mapping survey con-

ducted in November 2016.

The survey shows that 66% of the higher education institutes are not 

connected to one of the main MOOC platform suppliers (eg. EdX, Coursera) 

but offer their MOOCs on the institutions’ platforms or on regional/national 

platforms that are available. The results emphasize the fact that institutions 

of higher education in Europe are generally well disposed in using MOOCs, 

which are considered sustainable models for offering courses. In the period 

of the report (2014-2016), the main aims in MOOC offers constituted an in-

crease in institutional visibility and flexible learning. In 2016 flexible learning 

was considered the most important aim of offering a MOOC (33% as op-

posed to institutional visibility at 23%). The rest of the persons interviewed 

considered innovative pedagogy and reaching new students as the main 

reasons for offering a MOOC (Fig. 5), in contrast with the American surveys 

conducted in 2014 and 2015 (Allen & Seaman, 2014), in which the recruitment 

of students was considered to be the most important aim.
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Figure 5. Primary objectives

Source: MOOC Strategies of European Institutions, Status report based on a mapping survey con-

ducted in November 2016.

MOOCs spread with the intention of guaranteeing high quality education 

to as many users as possible and from this point of view the survey shows 

that 51% of the interviewees believed that they should be open to everyone 

and not reserved for specific target groups; only 1% stated that they should 

be limited to users in difficulty (unemployed, disabled, immigrants and refu-

gees, etc.). Open Education has many aspects (Patru & Balaji, 2016) and one 

of these is related to the reuse of material and open licences. According to 

the report, 36% of the institutions are developing MOOCs that may be re-

used by other institutions whilst another 36% are reusing existing MOOCs 

for students of lifelong learning and/or university education. Other important 

data refers to the potential barriers and opportunities in recognising learning 

based on MOOCs. 63% of the interviewees believed that it is essential to 

offer formal credits (ECTS) together with the more informal certificates, such 

as attendance certificates for example.
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Figure 6. It is essential to offer a formal (ECTS) credit together with more informal certificates like 

for example a certificate of participation

Source: MOOC Strategies of European Institutions, Status report based on a mapping survey con-

ducted in November 2016.

Other relevant data is that 70% of the persons interviewed held that the 

ECTS should be recognised in formal bachelor/master programmes of insti-

tutions that offer a MOOC and these credits (ECTS) should be recognised by 

other higher education institutes (for example, as part of joint programmes 

or virtual exchange programmes). All of this indicates a strong intention 

to include MOOCs in educational offers and consequently recognise the 

credits thereof. The MOOC phenomenon described in this and other reports 

highlights the fact that responsible politicians and decision-makers should 

consider the opportunity of capitalising on the potential offered by these 

courses on a large scale to a greater extent and use them as a valid devel-

opment strategy, supporting and extending multi-stakeholder partnerships 

for reasons of efficiency as well as for the benefit of society as a whole.
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MOOCs and education opportunities in 
companies

Over and above universities, companies nowadays have also understood 

that MOOCs represent a valid instrument in education and have begun to 

grasp their numerous advantages.

In fact, Open Education in general and MOOCs in particular permit the 

formation of a large number of workers, whilst optimising time and costs with 

respect to traditional training in attendance (Schroeder et al., 2015).

The change is already taking place in an international company context 

and the number of companies turning to educational contents from public 

and open repositories is increasing. Big enterprises in North America are 

using more and more numerous Technology Entertainment Design (TED)4 

videos instead of external experts.

The videos are characterised by short and easy to use contents, centred 

on determinate themes and selected on the basis of their quality and the 

interest they induce. Access options and copyrights are well-defined. An 

increase in the use of YouTube videos is emphasized even though there are 

some critical issues related to the limits, which are mainly technical in nature 

(eg. management of authorisation and rights, the possibility of selecting short 

segments and the difficulty of inserting them in certain contexts).

Furthermore, companies may also refer to contents developed by As-

sociations in their sector, may collaborate with other companies, may im-

prove open source MOOCs or upon paying a participating fee, may use 

contents made available by course participants or developed by means 

of crowd source designs (Prpic et al., 2015).

Generally, when companies use external MOOCs they turn to specific 

themes which can group individuals that share the same interests or work 

experiences together and can provide answers, make suggestions and build 

relationships with other people in the same sector. Some enterprises are 

4. TED Conferences LLC (Technology, Entertainment, Design) is a media organization that posts talks online 

for free distribution under the slogan “ideas worth spreading”.
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beginning to consider reimbursing workers who obtain certificates showing 

that they have completed or passed courses. In this way, education that sat-

isfies varying needs can be implemented with the possibility of undertaking 

modular and flexible learning according to varying study times, facilitating 

the use thereof by its workers and thereby increasing work satisfaction. The 

possibility of accessing educational resources at any time, even after courses 

have closed, permits employees to maintain the competence and knowledge 

that is useful in facing variable working contexts (Schroeder et al., 2015).

Companies can provide higher education institutions with specific 

topics in order to be able to develop courses which permits them to facil-

itate the evaluation of participating candidates for the purposes of future 

recruitment (Masie, 2015). Therefore an increase in the number of MOOCs 

for certified formation connected to working activities and more and more 

companies creating and using them, can be observed. Some authors 

state that all this could strongly modify professional formation, breaking 

up institutions, programmes and the traditional experiences of tertiary 

education (Schroeder et al., 2015).

MOOCs as a tool for the democratisation of 
education

MOOCs also especially represent a valid instrument in developing coun-

tries, facilitating access to higher education for the masses and not only 

for the elite (Wati Abas, 2015). The development of these countries may be 

facilitated by open online education following the spreading and impact of 

extended high quality instruction.

Feasible lifelong multilingual learning provided by MOOCs promote the 

independence of workers, making them aware of their professional growth 

as well as of students who through their frequency/attendance can follow 

their interests, deciding which type of studies to undertake (Wati Abas, 2015).
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The same MOOCs, through their collaborative potential between wide 

and diversified groups of people, are able to create virtual relationships 

with possible positive repercussions in terms of a reduction in poverty and 

inequality, with the creation of new work opportunities and placing citizens 

in a position to demand a non-corrupt government (Jagannathan, 2015).

Using online courses and MOOCs, developing countries still face multiple 

difficulties, connected with a lack of ICT infrastructure, limited experience of 

traditional universities in long distance education and e-learning and govern-

ments’ restrictive policies of regulation, which limit the methods and strate-

gies of distribution and services supporting students, so consequently not 

all academic institutions are authorised to offer online courses and MOOCs.

As a result, an adaptation to local needs is necessary to overcome OER 

(Open Educational Resources) published by educational institutions of OECD 

countries directly usable by developing countries, so as to separate tech-

nology and processes (elaborated by developed countries) from content 

and substitute the latter with suitable content for the needs of developing 

countries realised within their boundaries (Savelli, 2017). This ensures an 

educational experience created for the local population, in the preferred 

language, with meaningful and relevant examples which students can refer to 

and which enhance the cultural, religious and social variables of the specific 

country (Wati Abas, 2015).

Conclusion

Since 2012, known as “the year of the MOOC”, Massive Open Online Courses 

have expanded worldwide, shaking the landscape of higher education, poten-

tially interrupting the model of universities made of bricks and cement (Patru 

& Balaji, 2016); the rapid advent of MOOCs is considered by some experts as 

an educational revolution. Open Education in the past few years has been 

a secondary aspect of university education, usually recognized by ad hoc 

institutions (Open Universities) or in non-formal education implemented by 
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parallel agencies. Currently, scientific literature and the perception of inter-

ested parties have attributed increasingly relevant interaction between OER/

MOOC and higher education and MOOCs seem to have launched a concrete 

challenge to the traditional educational methods in university education, the 

consequences of which have only been partially identified.

In this paper, characteristic elements have been illustrated with the aim 

of stimulating the debate on the contents and tools of OE which, by means 

of technology, have overcome the physical learning environment, making it 

open and usable to everyone in relation to their needs and limits, reflecting the 

values of transparency, freedom, democracy and respect for the differences 

that have brought together various cultures and people all over the world.
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1) the number and type of Universities’ publications, and 2) the number of followers on each 

social media. For benefit of the research the authors considered Facebook, LinkedIn, Google+, 

Weibo and VKontakte as social networking sites; Instagram, Pinterest, Flickr and Snapchat, as 

photo sharing platforms; Youtube, and Vimeo as video sharing platforms, and finally Twitter 

and Tumblr as microblogs.

Findings: European and North American universities and colleges invest in marketing activities 

in social media. Regarding the number of social networking sites, content sharing and microblog-

ging platforms no significant differences were found between means of the two independent 

samples. The most popular social media used are Facebook and Twitter ex-aequo, followed 

by Youtube, Instagram and LinkedIn. Concerning the number of publications on these media, 

significant differences by region are present for the variable number of photos and videos on 

Facebook, number of Instagram posts, and tweets. Furthermore, on all the prominent social 

media, North American universities and colleges benefit from a substantial higher number of 

followers than their counterpart. European users favour Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and only 

then Instagram. Participation in G+ is marginal. In the United States the preferred social media 

are Facebook, LinkedIn, G+, Twitter, and Instagram. Regarding user engagement, measured by 

the number of followers, equality of means between the two independent samples were found 

for Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr and Youtube. Differences exist for the social media: LinkedIn, G+, 

Instagram, and Twitter. G+ is quite popular in the United States, but not in Europe, and Twitter 

attracts visibly more followers too.

Value Added: The contribution of this research paper consists in better understanding, from 

a quantitative point of view, differences between the use of social media as a marketing tool 

by the European and North American higher education institutions listed in the Top100 of 

the ARWU 2017. Regional differences exist, even though universities and colleges compete on 

a worldwide basis.

Recommendations: From an academic perspective, a qualitative study approach is advised 

to better understand the concurrence of the number of publications and followers on the 

different social media, since significant Pearson correlations between variables were identified. 

As practical implications, marketers from the European higher education institutions should 

invest more in posts, uploads and tweets. For both regions, the social networking site LinkedIn 

has been neglected, despite the high number of followers.

Key words: Social Media, Higher Education, Europe, North America

JEL codes: I2, M3
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Introduction

Declining enrolment figures, decreasing student retention, higher students’ 

mobility, reduction in funding, and global competition are seen as the main 

justifications behind higher educations’ effort to bring branding strategies 

alive (Hemsley-Brown & Goonawardana; 2007, Sison & Brennan; 2012, Williams 

& Omar; 2013). Global application data to European (EU) and North American 

(US) Universities are expected to decline for demographical reasons, since 

the baby-boomer generation is already educated (Raciti, 2010).

Higher education institutions are increasingly investing in marketing ac-

tivities to sustain a position of competitiveness worldwide (Whisman, 2011). 

Prior research has shown the importance of a well-planned online marketing 

plan for universities and colleges (Duesterhaus & Duesterhaus, 2014). 

The use of social media for attracting students, grants and philanthropic 

donations (Palmer, 2013; Belanger, Bali & Longden, 2014) has become a reality 

for European (Asderaki & Maragos, 2012), North American (Barnes & Lescault, 

2011) and Australian institutions (Raciti, 2010). 

Social media are a very powerful tool to create and maintain relationships 

with consumers (Pollack, 2009; Grainger, 2010, Wigmo & Wikström, 2010; 

Shankar, Inman, Mantrala, Kelley & Rizley, 2011; Geho & Dangelo, 2012), by en-

abling the storage of information on all its users (Curran, Graham, and Temple, 

2011). Research has revealed that online word-of-mouth is more effective 

to change consumer behaviour than traditional media (Roberts, 2004; Xia, 

Chunling & Yujie, 2012; Backstrom, Huttenlocker, Lan & Kleingberg, 2006). 

Even though reports of practitioners based on the effects of social media 

marketing are still scarce, academic evidence already revealed its positive 

results (Steinfield, DiMicco, Ellison & Lampe, 2009; Stelzner, 2009; Zabin, 

2009; Altimeter Group, 2018). 
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Literature Review

Since the last two decades, the higher education market, whether on the 

national or the international level, has become extremely competitive. For 

Whisman (2011), it is imperative for institutions to follow a clear-cut differ-

entiation and marketing positioning. In order to achieve the required differ-

entiation, branding became the name of the game (Bélanger, Syed & Mount, 

2007; Kizilbash, 2011). Universities following a business-oriented path, and 

renaming courses as products, have been object of debate amongst scholars 

and practitioners (Durkin & McKenna, 2011). Mainly Faculty have difficulty in 

accepting this management jargon (Whisman, 2008; Chapleo, 2010).

Scholars believe that institutions in higher education themselves 

become brands (Curtis, Abratt & Minor, 2009), while others have ques-

tioned the value of branding in the education sector (Jevons, 2006; 

Waeraas, & Solbakk, 2009). Despite criticism, branding activities evoke 

associations and images (Bulotaite, 2003). Among other factors, the visual 

imagery is considered by prospective students while comparing universi-

ties (Ali-Choudhury, Bennett & Savani, 2009). 

Universities are increasingly using social media channels for branding 

purposes (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 2011; Belanger, Bali & Longden, 

2014; Galan, Lawley & Clements, 2015). According to the research of Davis, 

Deli-Amen, Rios-Aguilar, Gonzalez-Canche and Sacramento (2012), Universi-

ties may benefit, 1) in delivering useful information about the institution; 2) in 

strengthening the student-to-student interaction, the student engagement, 

and involvement in campus life, and 3) building the campus community. 

Institutional branding is a major challenge, since it implies communicating 

effectively, off-line and online, with such diverse stakeholders as current and 

potential students, alumni, parents, faculty, staff, the scientific community, 

and news agencies (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 2011). According to 

Tuten (2008), social media marketing is effective for branding purposes and 

communicating objectives, while empowering the consumer to interact. As 
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a consequence, consumers’ engagement through social media has a con-

siderable impact on brand image (Xia, Chunling & Yujie, 2012).

Several authors have reported the importance of building virtual brand 

communities (VBC) (Schembri & Latimer, 2016; Hakala, Niemi & Kohtamaki, 

2017) through social media (Balmer & Liao, 2007). A VBC can be defined as 

the aggregation of users that share the same interest in a brand (Muñiz & 

O’Guinn, 2001; Casaló, Favián, and Guinalíu, 2008). Branding and consump-

tion efforts meet (Muñiz & Schau, 2007). Whenever members trust a VBC, 

increases in users’ engagement and higher levels of loyalty are present 

(Casaló, Favián & Guinalíu, 2008). 

Social media were defined by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) as a group of 

internet based applications of the Web 2.0 that allow the creation and exchange 

of user-generated content. According to the authors, these applications can 

be categorized by the social presence they confer to its user and the media 

richness, and by the self-presentation/self-disclosure they allow.

The attractivity of this kind of communication lays in creating and sharing 

content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), in its rapid dissemination speed and its 

global reach (Hakala, Niemi & Kohtamaki, 2017). Unlike traditional advertising, 

social media is a two-way communication (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 

2011). Almost all business-oriented education institutions are involved in 

social media marketing activities (Raciti, 2010; Barnes & Lescault, 2011; As-

deraki & Maragos, 2012) realizing the cost effectiveness of such platforms 

(Choudaha & Kono, 2012).

It is important to distinguish between social media and social networking 

sites. Social media is the environment in which social networking takes place. 

Social networking sites empower the consumer to share and communicate 

information with other users by creating and accessing to personal profiles. 

Users are held together by pre-established personal relationships, sharing 

themselves with others. Consequently, social networking sites (SNS) are 

classified as a way of communication that allows a medium level of social 

presence and a high self-presentation (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
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Unlike social networking sites, online communities bring together people 

with a common interest; people the user may not know or may want to know. 

Any person can be part of any community. 

While social networks are individual-centred, content sharing platforms 

(CSP) are group-centred. People join online content communities mainly to 

share media such as photos, videos, and music to benefit the group (Mlaiki, 

Walsh & Kalika, 2017; Socialmediatoday, 2018).

Blogs are platforms that allow users to post messages for other users. 

The desirable continuous text updates are then viewed by the network. 

Microblogging consists of writing brief texts and publishing them in mi-

croblogging platforms (MBP) (Twitter, 2018).

Rogers and Croke (2012) found out in their US based study that 38% of 

the future students use social media as a valuable resource when deciding 

where to enrol. Facebook is the preferred social networking site used by 

98% of universities and colleges in the US, followed by Twitter with 84% of 

acceptance (Barnes & Lescault, 2011). Rutter, Ropper and Lettice (2016) argue 

that tweets and retweets act as an endorsement of the brand. 

Concerning user engagement (De Vries, Gengsler & Leeflang, 2012; Ash-

ley & Tuten, 2015), users interact online with other users by clicking (clicking 

on the media type), liking (clicking the ‘like’ button), sharing (sharing link with 

others), and commenting posts (making a remark). Each type of involvement 

requires different levels of commitment and effort from the user (Oviedo, 

Muñoz, Verdugo & Mejías, 2014).

Ridings, Gefen and Arinze (2006) argue that becoming a follower on social 

media is the first action of users’ engagement in an online brand community. 

Objectives

The purpose of the following study is to examine the approach to social media 

of the universities and colleges in Europe and the United States ranked on 

the Top 100 on the 2017 Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), 
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the Shanghai Ranking. Data regarding the number of publications and the 

number of followers of each social media will be analysed. Additionally, cor-

relations between variables will also be discussed. 

Methodology

The present study is quantitative in nature. 

The sample consisted of the EU and US universities listed in the Top 100 

of the ARWU 2017. The Academic Ranking of World Universities, developed 

by the Shanghai Jiao Tong University Institute of Education, is considered 

nowadays as the worldwide reference in universities’ rankings by scholars 

and practitioners.

In total, 48 universities in the United States and 35 in Europe were identi-

fied. The 17 Asian/Oceanic and South American universities included in the 

Top 100 were not analysed. The Moscow State University, place number 93 

in the Shanghai ranking, was assumed to be European, since located in the 

European part of Russia. 

To identify and analyse the official social media sites used by each university, 

the links presented on the Homepage of the universities’ website were followed. 

Data was collected between the 27nd of August and the 2nd of September 2018. 

Two different types of variable groups were defined: 1) the number 

and type of Universities’ publications, and 2) the number of followers on 

each social media site.

For benefit of our research the authors considered Facebook, LinkedIn, 

Google+, Weibo and VKontakte as social networking sites; Instagram, Pin-

terest, Flickr and Snapchat, as photo sharing platforms; Youtube, and Vimeo 

as video sharing platforms, and finally Twitter and Tumblr as microblogs.

No content data for Youtube was collected since this sharing platform 

disabled the search information for uploaded videos. The same is valid for 

LinkedIn; no aggregator exists. The content on G+, Weibo, VKontakte, Pinter-

est, and Snapchat was not measured due to the lesser importance of these 
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social media for the chosen sample. As for Facebook, a distinction was made 

between photos presented on the chronology and videos.

Each variable of the study was conceptualized and operationalized in 

the following way: 

Table 1. Conceptualization and operationalization of variables

Variable Measurement / Source Abbreviation

Region
Geographic location of the university
www.shanghairanking.com 

EU - Europe
US - United 
States

Number of Facebook 
followers

Data from the Official Facebook page of each 
university

FBfollowers

Number of page photos 
posted on Facebook

Data from the Official Facebook page of each 
university

FBpagephoto

Number of profile photos 
posted on Facebook

Data from the Official Facebook page of each 
university

FBprofilephoto

Number of photos on 
Facebooks’ Chronology

Data from the Official Facebook page of each 
university

FBphotocron

Number of posted videos 
on Facebook

Data from the Official Facebook page of each 
university

FBvideos

Number of LinkedIn fol-
lowers

Data from the Official LinkedIn account of each 
university

LIfollowers

Number of G+ followers
Data from the Official G+ account of each univer-
sity

G+followers

Number of Instagram 
followers

Data from the Official Instagram account of each 
university

INfollowers

Number of posted photos 
on Instagram 

Data from the Official Instagram account of each 
university

INposts

Number of Pinterest 
followers

Data from the Official Pinterest account of each 
university

PIfollowers

Number of Flickr followers
Data from the Official Flickr account of each uni-
versity

FLfollowers

Number of photos on 
Flickr

Data from the Official Flickr account of each uni-
versity

FLphotos

Number of Youtube fol-
lowers

Data from the Official Youtube account of each 
university

YTfollowers

Presence in other sharing 
platforms

Presence on the homepage of the website of the 
link to other sharing platforms not mentioned 
above

Othermedia

Number of Twitter fol-
lowers

Data from the Official Twitter account of each 
university

TWfollowers
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Number of tweets on 
Twitter 

Data from the Official Twitter account of each 
university

Tweets

Number of Social Net-
working Sites

Computed variable: Arithmetic sum of the number 
of SNS used by each university: Facebook + Linke-
dIn + G+ + Weibo + VK

NoSNS

Number of Content Shar-
ing Platforms*

Computed variable: Arithmetic sum of the number 
of Sharing Platforms used by each university: Ins-
tagram + Pinterest + Flickr + Snapchat + Youtube 
+ Vimeo

NoCSP

Number of Microblogging 
Platforms

Computed variable: Arithmetic sum of the number 
of microblogging sharing platforms used by each 
university: Twitter + Tumblr

NoMBP

Number of publications
Computed variable: Arithmetic sum of the number 
of posts/tweets on Facebook, Instagram, Flickr, and 
Twitter

Nopublica-
tions

* No distinction was made between photo or video sharing platforms

Source: own elaboration.

Furthermore, the following abbreviations were used: FB-Facebook, 

LI-LinkedIn, G+ -Google+, W-Weibo, VK-VKontakte, IN-Instagram, PI-Pinterest, 

FL-Flickr, SC-Snapchat, YT-Youtube, VI-Vimeo, TW-Twitter, and TU-Tumblr.

Results

Starting with the number of social media managed by the EU and the US 

universities, in average 2 different types of social media networks (SNS) are 

used for marketing purposes (EU: 1,91; US: 1.88). The US universities turn 

more to content sharing platforms (CSP) than the European ones (EU: 1.83; 

US: 2.38). Regarding microblogging platforms (MBP), mostly Twitter is used 

for both groups (EU: 1; US: 1.1).
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Figure 1. Number of social media used by region

Source: own elaboration.

Means were further tested for equality using the independent samples t-test; no 
significant statistical differences were found.

Table 2. T-test for the equality of means of the number of social media used by region

 

Levene’s Test 
for Equality of 
Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig. 
(2-tailed)

Means of 
samples

NoSNS
Equal var-
iances as-
sumed

.070 .792 .240 81 .811 equal

NoCSP
Equal var-
iances as-
sumed

.218 .642 .538 81 .592 equal

NoMBP
Equal var-
iances as-
sumed

2.773 .100 .826 81 .411 equal

Source: own elaboration.

No correlations between variables were present, except for the US uni-

versities with the pair NoSNS and NoCSP (p=.314 at a 0.05 level of signifi-

cance).When it comes to the type of social media used by the EU and the 
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US universities, Facebook and Twitter are the most popular ones, followed 

by Youtube, Instagram and LinkedIn. 

VKontakte, a Russian social networking site, is only used by the Moscow 

State University. To attract the Asian students, the University of Oxford, the 

Imperial College London, and the Aarhus University have a Weibo account. 

The same is valid for Yale University and Carnegie Mellon University. Pinterest 

and Flickr are more popular media for the US universities than for the European 

ones (Pinterest: 21% versus 3%; Flickr: 23% versus 6%). Altogether, 5 US 

universities have a Snapchat and a Tumblr account, and only the University 

of California, Santa Barbara use the Vimeo Platform.

Figure 2. Percentage of the type of social media by region

Source: own elaboration.

For these variables no significant statistical differences between means 

on a 2-tailed t-test for independent samples were found.

Other media were used by isolated universities to engage with users, 

namely iTunes, Soundcloud, Coursera, edX (free edu), Medium, Futurity.org, 

The Conversation, Issuu, scoop.it!, and Apps. Means for both groups were 

found to be statistically different.
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Table 3. t-test for the equality of means of the number of other social media by region.

 

Levene’s Test for 
Equality of Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig. 
(2-tailed)

Means of 
samples

Noother-
media

Equal 
variances 
not as-
sumed

23.151 .000 2.485 41.570 .017 different

Source: own elaboration.

Regarding the number of publications of the most used social media by 

region, US universities invest more in posting than their counterpart. As can 

be seen, tweets on Twitter accounts of the US universities are three times as 

high as for the EU. The number of Facebook’s profile and page photos, and 

Flickr photos were left out of the following graph for scale reasons.

Figure 3. Mean of the number of publications per social media by region

Source: own elaboration.
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Comparing the means of both samples, statistical equality was found 

for the variables number of Facebook page and profile photos, but not for 

the number of photos listed in the chronology. The same is valid for the 

number of photos posted on Flickr. Differences in means were identified 

for the number of photos in the chronology (EU: 984.46; US: 1615.63) and 

number of videos (EU: 141.49; US: 279.27) in the Facebook account, number 

of Instagram posts (EU: 751.54; US: 1344.09), and the number of tweets (EU: 

6308.69; US: 19901.46).

Table 4. t-test for the equality of means of the number of publications per social media by region

 
Levene’s Test for 
Equality of Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig. 
(2-tailed)

Means of 
samples

FBpage-
photo

Equal 
variances 
assumed

2.279 .135 -1.646 81 .104 equal

FBpro-
filephoto

Equal 
variances 
assumed

2.701 .104 -1.879 81 .064 equal

FBphoto-
cron

Equal 
variances 
assumed

.493 .485 -2.259 81 .027 different

FBvideos
Equal 
variances 
assumed

.799 .374 -3.301 81 .001 different

INposts
Equal 
variances 
assumed

1.602 .210 -3.609 69 .001 different

FLphotos
Equal 
variances 
assumed

2.003 .185 -.936 11 .369 equal

Tweets

Equal 
variances 
not as-
sumed

14.158 .000 -7.900 68.447 .000 different

Source: own elaboration.
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Considering bivariate Pearson correlations between these variables for 

the EU universities, a statistically significant correlation was found between 

the number of page photos and profile photos on Facebook at a 0.05 level 

(.396) and between the number of Instagram posts at the 0.01 level (.516). 

Furthermore, the number of photos on Facebook’s chronology also corre-

late to the latter variable (.409). Both the number of videos on Facebook and 

the number of Instagram posts are correlated with the number of tweets 

respectively .510 at the 0.01 level and .433 at the 0.05 level.

Table 5. Pearson bivariate correlation of publications for EU universities

EU
FBpage-
photo

FBpro-
filephoto

FBphoto-
cron

FBvideos INposts FLphotos Tweets

Fbpage-
photo

             

FBpro-
filephoto

 .396*            

FBphoto-
cron

             

FBvideos              

INposts  .516**   .409*        

FLphotos              

Tweets       .510** .433*    

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Source: own elaboration.

For the US universities, and for the same variables, statistically signifi-

cant correlations at the 0.01 level were found between the following pairs of 

variables: number of photos on the Facebook chronology and the number 

of videos on the same SNS (.398); number of photos on the Facebook chro-

nology and the number of posts on Instagram (.636); number of videos on 

Facebook and the number of Instagram posts (.470) and tweets (.482). At the 

0.05 level, significant correlations resulted between the following variables: 
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number of page photos on Facebook and number of Flickr photos (.613); 

number of videos uploaded to Facebook and the number of Flickr photos 

(.650) and tweets (.288); and the number of Instagram posts and tweets (.343).

Table 6. Pearson bivariate correlation of publications for US universities

US
FBpage-
photo

FBpro-
filephoto

FBphoto-
cron

FBvideos INposts FLphotos Tweets

Fbpage-
photo

             

FBpro-
filephoto

             

FBphoto-
cron

             

FBvideos     .398**        

INposts     .636** .470**      

FLphotos .613*   .650*        

Tweets     .288* .482** .343*    

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Source: own elaboration.

The second part of the analysis consisted in examining engagement data 

by looking at the number of followers of each social media. The number of 

followers of the US universities is substantially higher than the one regarding 

EU higher education institutions. The difference between the means of the 

number of followers is the highest for Facebook (296528 followers) and for 

G+ (243749), tailed by LinkedIn (154296), and Twitter (143246).
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Figure 4. Mean of the number of followers per social media by region

Source: own elaboration.

In relationship to the means of both regional independent samples, statis-

tical equality was found for the variables number of followers on Facebook, 

Pinterest, Flickr, and Youtube; differences for the social media LinkedIn, G+, 

Instagram and Twitter.

Table 7. t-test for the equality of means of the number of followers per social media by region

 
Levene’s Test for 
Equality of Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig. 
(2-tailed)

Means of 
samples

FBfollow-
ers

Equal 
variances 
assumed

1.503 .224 -1.508 81 .135 Equal

LIfollow-
ers

Equal 
variances 
not as-
sumed

10.467 .002 -3.711 41.304 .001 Different
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Gfollow-
ers

Equal 
variances 
not as-
sumed

15.023 .001 -2.945 11.084 .013 Different

INfollow-
ers

Equal 
variances 
assumed

1.930 .169 -2.291 70 .025 Different

PIfollow-
ers

Equal 
variances 
assumed

    -.641 9 .537 Equal

FLfollow-
ers

Equal 
variances 
assumed

.332 .576 -.811 11 .435 Equal

YTfol-
lowers

Equal 
variances 
not as-
sumed

5.866 .018 -1.886 48.903 .065 Equal

TWfol-
lowers

Equal 
variances 
not as-
sumed

6.743 .011 -2.959 58.996 .004 Different

Source: own study. 

By calculating the bivariate correlations coefficient between the follow-

ers in several social media for the EU universities, statistically significant 

correlations were found at the 0.01 level between the number of Facebook 

followers and LinkedIn (.777), Instagram (.964), Youtube (.904), and Twitter 

(.960) followers. The correlation with G+ is also significant (.954) at the 0.05 

level. Furthermore, at the 0.01 level, the number of LinkedIn followers is 

correlated with the number of followers in Instagram (.824), in Youtube (.786), 

and Twitter (.820). A positive significant Pearson correlation was also found 

between the number of followers of Instagram and the ones on Youtube 

(.949) and Twitter (.986). Last, but not least, Youtube and Twitter followers 

are also associated (.954).
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Table 8. Pearson correlations between the number of followers per social media for the EU

EU
FBfol-
lowers

LIfol-
lowers

Gfol-
lowers

INfol-
lowers

PIfol-
lowers

FLfol-
lowers

YTfol-
lowers

TWfol-
lowers

FBfol-
lowers

               

LIfol-
lowers

.777**          

Gfol-
lowers

.954*              

INfol-
lowers

.964**  .824**            

PIfol-
lowers

               

FLfol-
lowers

             

YTfol-
lowers

.904** .786**   .949**      

TWfol-
lowers

.960**  .820**   .986**      .954**  

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Source: own elaboration.

As for the universities in the US, and between engagement variables, 

all correlations are at the 0.01 level. No relationship was present between 

the number of Facebook followers and G+ followers, LinkedIn followers and 

both G+ and Pinterest followers. The number of G+ followers is not linked 

to the number of followers in Instagram, Flickr, and Youtube. Additionally, 

no connection was found between the variable for the engagement on 

Pinterest and Flickr.

Table 9. Pearson correlations between the number of followers per social media for the US

US
FBfol-
lowers

LIfol-
lowers

Gfol-
lowers

INfol-
lowers

PIfol-
lowers

FLfol-
lowers

YTfol-
lowers

TWfol-
lowers

FBfol-
lowers
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LIfol-
lowers

.599**          

Gfol-
lowers

       

INfol-
lowers

.682**  .669**    

PIfol-
lowers

.968**    .982** .846**

FLfol-
lowers

.794** .872**   .930**

YTfol-
lowers

.732** .584**   .756** .861**  .924**  

TWfol-
lowers

.621** .614**  .583* .733**  .834**  .754** .516**   

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Source: own elaboration.

Discussion and Conclusion

In line with Sison and Brennan (2012), Williams and Omar (2013), and Dues-

terhaus & Duesterhaus (2014), the results of the present study confirm that 

higher education institutions invest in marketing activities online. When it 

comes to social media, European and North American universities and colleges 

opened accounts in social media networks (in average: EU-1.91; US-1.88), 

content sharing platforms (in average: EU-1.81; US-2.38), and microblogs (in 

average: EU-1.00; US-1.18). Regarding the number of social media that are 

managed, no differences between means were identified for both groups.

The results of the present study agree with Palmer (2013), and Belanger, 

Bali, and Longden (2014). According to the analysed data, the use of social 

media for attracting diverse stakeholders is a reality. Asderaki and Maragos 

(2012) already confirmed this fact, in general terms, for Europe, and Barnes 

and Lescault (2011) for the US.

Our study demonstrates that this online marketing tactic is used by all 

European and North American education institutions on the TOP 100 of 
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the ARWU ranking, without exceptions. The most popular social media are 

Facebook and Twitter simultaneously, followed by Youtube, Instagram and 

LinkedIn. Concerning our sample, and from the perspective of the education 

institutions, these findings do not confirm the research of Smith (2010) that 

Facebook is the most popular social networking site in general. 

The importance for universities to build onlin 

Regarding the number of publications, the approach to social media is 

not the same for EU and US universities and colleges. For posted pagepho-

tos and profilephotos on Facebook, and for photos in Flickr no statistically 

significant differences were found. These types of publications represent 

a minor share. Concerning the majority of posts, significant differences 

were found for the number of Facebook’s chronology photos and videos, 

Instagram photos, and tweets.

These findings match the statements of Bulotaite (2003) and Ali-Choud-

hury, Bennett, and Savani (2009) about the importance of visual branding 

activities to evoke associations and images. The need to inform stakeholders 

about the institution was already discussed by Davis et al. (2012). 

For the European and the North American higher education institutions 

significant correlations exist between the publications on social networking 

sites, content sharing and microblogging platforms. For the EU, the number of 

photos on the chronology of Facebook is related to the posts on Instagram. 

Furthermore, the number of tweets show an association with the videos 

uploaded on Facebook and the photos on Instagram. For the US, significant 

correlations were verified between the publication activity of Facebook chro-

nology photos and videos, Instagram and Flickr photos, and tweets. These 

correlations can hypothetically be explained by the use of applications like 

Hootsuite and Agorapulse that enable marketers to manage several social 

media at the same time. To test this hypothesis a qualitative study approach 

to publications should be followed.

Our paper studied user engagement as defined by De Vries, Gensler, and 

Leeflang (2012), and Ashley and Tuten (2015). On all the prominent social 
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media, US universities benefit from a substantial higher number of followers 

than their counterpart. European users favour Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, 

and, at last, Instagram. Participation in G+ is marginal. In the US the preferred 

social media are Facebook, LinkedIn, G+, Twitter, and Instagram. Our study 

agrees with Smith (2010) and Barnes and Lescault (2011) that, from the per-

spective of the user, Facebook is the most popular social networking site 

for both regions.

Consequently, several practical implications can be drawn. When univer-

sities’ data on publications are contrasted with users’ choices to engage as 

followers, contradictions were found. For both regions, the most popular social 

media for posting are Facebook and Twitter ex-aequo, followed by Youtube, 

Instagram, and LinkedIn. In Europe, the social networking site LinkedIn is 

neglected as a marketing tool, despite the fact that it is the second option 

for users. This same conclusion is valid for the US: LinkedIn is also the secon 

option for followers, but fifth in terms of posts. Moreover, there are more G+ 

than Twitter followers. Priorities should be reset.

Regarding user engagement, measured by the number of followers, equality 

of means between the two independent samples were found for Facebook, 

Pinterest, Flickr and Youtube. Differences exist for the social media LinkedIn, 

G+, Instagram, and Twitter. G+ is quite popular in the US, but not in Europe, 

and Twitter attracts visibly more followers than in the EU.

In terms of practical implications, it would be advisable for European 

universities and colleges to raise the number of tweets. Mangold and Faulds 

(2009) already identified Twitter as an effective way to create strong brand 

communities. Despite the popularity of Facebook, Twitter is also more indi-

cated for interactions between brands and users (Smith, 2010).

Users follow more than one type of social media. In European higher ed-

ucation institutions, high correlations at the 0.01 level were found between 

the number of FB, LinkedIn, G+, Instagram, Youtube, and Twitter followers. In 

total, 11 correlations are present; seven of them with values higher than .900. 

Evidence shows, that in North American universities, even more members 
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concur with the users of other social media. From the 21 associations, 4 

show high values for equality. Further research would be advisable to un-

derstand the overlap of members in different social media for both regions. 

To ensure face validity it would be necessary to involve the administrator of 

social media for each university in the research. 

To deepen the understanding of the marketing activities on social me-

dia, research should additionally focus on a complementary qualitative 

approach, addressing the textual and visual posts on hand of thematic and 

visual content analysis instruments. Furthermore, engagement data in the 

form of likes, posts, shares and comments could also be collected, since 

they have a considerable impact on brand image. 
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ABSTRACT

A research project achieves its utmost utility when it manages to combine the achieved tech-

nical-scientific results with the optimization of economic and financial resources adopted. 

Effective research budget structuring is required as well as focused monitoring of the use 

of resources on the basis of planned scheduling. When creating the budget, it is essential to 

optimize the times and ways of use of researchers because resources are fundamental. The 

monitoring phase should make sure that the controlling body is not related to the scientific 

director of the project itself. Furthermore, monitoring should ensure prompt notification of 

budget deviations so that the research director can make the required corrections. 

Objective: The paper aims at showing the essential role of economic and financial control in 

order to achieve optimum effectiveness and efficiency of research. The demonstration was 

achieved by simply using an in-field experience within a private research organization. 
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Methodology: The sources for this paper included the ones from a process of participating 

observation.

Findings: The source is specific to the case studied in a participative way by the authors

Value Added: The value of the paper can be seen from the illustration and comment on an 

operational situation concerning a private research organization. It is especially important for 

these organizations to achieve an economic and financial equilibrium in order to survive and 

to become operationally independent with respect to financing entities.

Recommendations: The achievement of an economic/financial equilibrium is essential for all 

organizations including research entities. The priority given to effectiveness and efficiency in 

research projects would be desirable in public and university research organizations as well. 

Field studies for these organizations may highlight ample margins of recovery of efficiency 

and effectiveness as well as detecting improvement methodologies.

Key words: Research, controlling, efficiency, effectiveness

JEL codes: O30, M19

Introduction 

Through the 7-year long framework program, the Horizon 2020 European 

Union intends to pursue relevant strategic goals:

 · strengthen the position of the EU in the scientific sector; 

 · strengthen industrial innovation through investment in key technologies, 

facilitating access to capital and supporting small companies;

 · addressing fundamental social problems like climate change, sustainable 

transport, renewable energy, food safety and an ageing population.

The Horizon 2020 program shall pursue effectiveness and efficiency 

goals according to three guidelines:

 · making sure that technological discoveries become truly potential trade 

products through industrial and government partnerships;

 · intensifying international co-operation in research and innovation; 

 · further developing the European Research Area.
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According to targets set by the European Commission, EU member 

states shall invest 3% of the GDP in R&S by 2020 (1% public funding, 2% 

private investments) and setting the goal of creating 3,7 million jobs as well 

as annually increasing GDP to approx. 800 billion euros.

The current situation is far from achieving the above-mentioned goals. 

Reports show that Innovation Scoreboard 2017 percentages are lower 

and have actually decreased slightly: 

 · R&D expenditure in the public sector (percentage of GDP): 0,71 and es-

timate 0.01 percentage point decrease in two years’ time; 

 · R&D expenditure in the business sector (percentage of GDP): 1,28 and 

expected decrease 0.2% in two years’ time.

Despite undeniable progress, member states still dedicate little attention 

to research and development, not only concerning invested resources, but 

even the quality of investments and outputs in technology innovation sec-

tors, high-tech entrepreneurship and access procedures to capital markets 

for innovative companies and start-ups. Reduced resource percentages for 

research and development should make us seriously and urgently ponder 

on the outcome of R&D in the European Union.

The insufficient percentages invested in R&D is undoubtedly the main 

concern for the European Commission; in any case, attention should not 

only be directed towards the quantity of resources for research, but to the 

effectiveness of it and the efficiency of the resources used as well.1

Resource investment efficiency requires utmost attention too. This 

is a typical problem of research organization which directly involves the 

beneficiaries of research funds, who are not always enabled for adequate 

planning capacity and project management and control. At the same time, 

the financial organizations should always adopt effective criteria, indicators 

1. This and other issues were discussed at an international meeting in Venaria (Turin), in the G7 framework 

called THE FUTURE OF SCIENCE (24th-30th SEPTEMBER 2017). The session held on the 28th Sept. dealt with, 

among other issues, policies and funds for inclusive and responsible research. The main issue regards how to 

guarantee that general benefits deriving from investments in research can be used to reach solid sustaina-

ble development, employment and social welfare objectives. A greater overview is given by Merloni (1990). 
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and verifiers when viewing planning procedures as well as implementation 

of programs. In fact, not all the research projects – still awaiting approval by 

relevant bodies – may include features to be funded. Moreover, research 

projects presented by public organizations – including universities – do not 

always meet conditions of usefulness and effectiveness; moreover, they are 

funded because they are presented or sponsored by eminent people who 

are usually connected with the big global interest groups.2

The theme of this paper concerns efficiency in using resources as well 

as economic and financial monitoring over research projects. A practical 

case is hereby introduced to show how attentive budgeting and monitoring 

can optimize investment in research and maximize the use of disposable 

resources.

1. First step: planning and organization of research 
projects

A research project is expected to have an organizational structure so that 

the assigned resources – especially if they are limited with respect to re-

quirements – can be adequately arranged according to the objectives to be 

reached and to procedural constraints required by reference norms.
Therefore, a research project has to be structured according to the following phases:

a) Technical and economic drawing up of the research project, including 

duration and objectives to be reached at the end of the project; 

2.Great scientific research dealing with the future of humanity is mainly controlled by a limited num-
ber of people who are connected with six big publishing interest groups. Through his School of Li-
brary and Information Science, Professor Vincent Lariviere of the University of Montreal conducted a 
study to show that scientific development is determined by choices made in great specialized media 
groups. “Indeed, the big publishing houses control over half of the scientific study market, including 
natural sciences as well as medical, social and human sciences. Furthermore, they produce high 
volumes of sales as well as 40 % profit margins. We can say that the big publishing groups had a vital 
role in the historical dissemination of scientific knowledge in the printing world, but it is disputable 
to think that they are still required in today’s digital world”. 
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b) Identification of possible partnerships with companies, universities, 

public & private organizations; clear assignment of roles and objectives 

assigned to each partner, from the technical as well as the economic/

financial standpoint;

c) Formulation/forecasting of research costs, sub-divided into various 

types of eligible costs;

d) Assignment of technical, economic/financial and expenditure reporting 

control liability including any external auditing.

During the entire procedure, the research project shall comply with the 

following conditions:

 · it has to be organized and planned according to effectiveness and effi-

ciency criteria;

 · it has to be periodically monitored so that any anomalies and deviations 

can be duly detected;

 · it has to be re-organized (or partially re-planned) in order to rectify anom-

alies and deviations.

Basically, it involves meeting effectiveness and efficiency criteria which 

cannot disregard the necessary distinction and independence of the roles 

assigned to technical-scientific management as well as liability concerning 

function of research planning and control.

Thus, technical-scientific management of the project shall be assigned to 

the research team and its leader, who is generally the creator and proponent 

of the project itself; whereas resource planning and control liability shall be 

distinctly assigned to an organization with economic and financial expertise 

which is hierarchically independent from the research team and its leader.

This basic distinction aims to avoid common functional identification 

issues that endanger the rational optimization of available resources.

Hereinafter, this article shall describe the essential research budget 

processing phases, including periodical control of deviations.



160

Mario G.R. Pagliacci, Federico Rossi 

2. Research budget

The preparation of the research budget shall include the type and quantity 

of the required resources, distinguishing the accountable items from the 

unaccountable ones. In fact, the accountable ones shall be subject to funding 

on the basis of the research tender.

Generally, the main expenditure items included in the budget are:

 · New technical plants;

 · Personnel dedicated to research;

 · Other human resources involved;

 · External consultancy;

 · Third party services;

 · Technical services;

 · Consumables;

 · Other items.

Taking into account the particular role and value that human capital has in 

a research organization, special attention is placed on personnel involvement 

in order to minimize non saturation of researchers’ available hours.

In the following part of our paper we shall present an example based on a 

private technical-scientific organization involved in applied research projects 

to be presented directly on the sales market. Our current aim is to describe 

the various phases which will enable correct economic and financial control 

over research activities.3

The above-mentioned organization, as per the majority of private scientific 

research organizations, shall have the role of fostering the transfer of tech-

nology to companies thus enabling them to acquire price/cost competitive 

advantage from the most advanced and requested scientific solutions on the 

market. This role is emphasized when there is co-operation between public 

3. The case herein is the simplification of the present case which is far more complex, presented by 

Pagliacci & Giammari (2004). 
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and private sectors – in order to transfer public research outcomes4 (espe-

cially from universities), usually the higher risk type connected with long-term 

projects – to companies which in turn shall generate products or services.5

Table 1 shows that a research organization should plan three different 

activities with eight operators. The primary budget objective is to avoid 

having operators who are not used or who are partially used. The example 

includes 565 unused hours which is an economic inefficiency factor for the 

research organization; this inefficiency should be tackled through new con-

tracts concerning professionalism of personnel who is still “unsaturated”.

Table 1. Commitment of personnel in research organization YYY for the year 2XXX

Person-
nel/con-
tracts

Research 
contract 1

Research 
contract 
2

Produc-
tion con-
tract 3

Hours 
claimed

Workable 
hours

Un-
worked 
hours

Person-
nel, ser-
vices:
Rossi
Bianchi

625
521

907
1000

50
25

1582
1546

1634
1634

52
88

Person-
nel, pro-
duction: 
Yellow
Green

1500
1409

1500
1409

1634
1634

134
225

4. According to the European Commission, a research organization is “a non-profit entity, such as a univer-

sity or a research institute, regardless of its legal status or financial source, with the main aim of carrying 

out basic research, industrial research or experimental development including dissemination of outcome, 

through teaching and publication or transfer of technologies; all gains and profit are entirely reinvested 

in research activities, dissemination of research outcome or teaching.” This is included in Communication 

2006/C 323/01 of the European Commission. Nevertheless, also for profit, research organizations operate in 

the market. This paper concerns this kind of entities.

5. “Development of research jobs in “private research organizations” (Lo sviluppo delle professioni di ricerca 

negli “organismi di ricerca” ad ordinamento privato”) (Cicala, 2012). 
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Research-
ers area 
A:
Black
Blue

60
90

1574
1544

1634
1634

1634
1634

-
-

Research-
ers area 
B:
Brown
Orange

12
246

1556
1388

1568
1634

1634
1634

66
-

TOTAL 1554 7969 2984 12507 13072 565

Source: own work. 

The work hours, including hourly cost, are part of the contract budget 

together with the estimates of the other accountable items. They will be 

compared with revenues in order to determine the contribution margin.

In our case, we have 3 contracts: two research contracts and one production 

contract.6 A contract budget shall be determined for each one and it will vary 

on the basis of whether the research contracts are partially or totally funded 

according to the research competition. The production contract shall not be 

funded because it will be remunerated by a market price paid by the client.

In the case of a 75%-funded research contract, the contract revenue shall 

be determined by 75% of the accountable expenditure and the remaining 

25% is considered as an initial negative margin. 100% funded contracts are 

different because accountable expenditure is covered and the initial mar-

gin is zero. Production contracts are not funded at all; therefore, revenues 

derive from the sales market and only the second margin is important, like 

the difference between sales price and incurred price. In any case, research 

contracts require the (total) second margin as well after deduction of non-ac-

countable expenditure in order to reach the margin of cover of total costs of 

the research organization for the year 2XXX. 

6. The research contracts are the ones whose output is equal to the information result of a process. 
The output of production contracts indicates a service given or the production of an item which is 
directly set for the market.
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A brief example is given in Table 2. 

Table 2. Budget and the research organization’s (YYY) margin of cover of costs for the year 2XXX

Source: own work.

It is clear that the research contracts do not even achieve a balanced 

budget due to the portion of non-fundable costs or part of costs account-

able, but not funded. In our case, the 2nd margin for research contract 1 and 

2 equals -341,419 Euro. This negative value is partially absorbed by the 

positive margin of the production contract thus amounting to a subtotal 

of acquired contracts of -121,752. 
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The objective of a balanced budget can be achieved if new contracts are 

acquired primarily for the purpose of absorbing hours not worked by a part of 

the ‘unsaturated’ personnel (researchers, service & production personnel). 

In the acquisition phase, contracts that can achieve revenues higher than 

costs should be the priority. This objective should be essential for research 

entities operating in the private sector because they cannot rely on public 

support for budget losses. 

The organization under examination is negotiating a 300,000 Euro contract, 

estimating costs at 200,000 Euro; this would enact a 2nd margin of 100,000 

euros that, in turn, would lower the 2nd total margin to minus 21,752 euros. 

Other acquisitions or a reduction of costs could lead to a balanced budget in 

reference to operational income (variable + fixed costs) before interest and tax. 

Obviously, the research organization shall also take into consideration 

other general expenses and tax payments. In our example, final loss equals 

121,752 euros.

This kind of annual planning should be part of strategic functions for the 

implications of its effect on the organization’s economic outcome in the 

year 2XXX because the objective of full research personnel saturation is a 

respectful way of relating to human capital, thus shielding researchers and 

technicians from frustration caused by demotion and/or partial employment 

that would create very serious psycho-behavioral situations, especially for 

researchers who are very motivated professionally.

3. Economic control 

We have previously seen that research organization monitoring has to be 

separated into technical-scientific and economic-financial liability. In any 

case, monitoring has to involve both liability areas. That is, monitoring con-

cerns the person-in-charge of research and production contracts as well as 

the organization’s administration controller in order to examine deviations 

in the light of effective progress phases of the activities and to plan correc-
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tive measures accordingly. For example, a negative deviation of the budget 

would not be so disconcerting if a joint analysis finds that the cause of this is 

related to the brining forward of activities with respect to the period initially 

planned; what is important is that subsequent monitoring has to focus on 

deviation reabsorption in subsequent periods.

An examination of a 6-month deviation is shown in Table 3.

For the sake of simplicity, let us take the case of two research contracts 

and two production contracts, both having a linear development in time, so 

cost evolution is constant. Moreover, we shall consider only total costs, that 

is, 2nd margin level.

Table 3. analysis of deviations between budget & final balance

Source: own work.
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Therefore, the 2nd margin level is negative amounting to 28,354, that is, 

even higher compared to budget (-21,752). We have to add general expenses, 

financing costs and tax costs (=100,000) to reach final result, negative 128,354.

In any case, the following must be pointed out: comparison between 

the half-yearly budget and the preliminary report is expected in the break-

down of the deviations (briefly shown herein). This means that the con-

troller shall draw up the half-yearly financial statement by the end of the 

period. If this analysis is carried out in a very short period of time, that is, 

at least 2 months before the end of the year (including 2nd half of the year 

preliminary report drawn up on the basis of 4 effective months of finan-

cial statement and 2 months estimation), there will be enough time to try 

and amend serious situations: in our example, research contract 2 shall 

provide a preliminary report which is much higher than the budget, with 

sharp 2nd margin deterioration.

Whether amends will lead to favorable results depends on how the techni-

cal supervisor of contract 2 intends to proceed. Often technical supervisors 

focus on the technical quality of the contract and on scientific effectiveness, 

thus they strongly hesitate to set measures for reducing costs which might 

have a negative result on the expected research outcome.

We should also point out the second type of management failure which 

concerns controllers and related administration systems. This failure involves 

late deviation analysis. We are referring to administration and monitoring 

entities that frequently provide very late preliminary reports (that is, near the 

end of the year, leading to impaired correction procedures. This generally 

depends on the fact that an anticipatory attitude (e.g. a preliminary report 

drawn up 2 months early, that is, 10 months of effective financial statement 

and 2 estimated months) could lead to a strong deviation of the final outcome. 

Obviously, this will not be accepted by persons-in-charge of drawing up 

preliminary reports. This is simply another form of professional pride, which 

is no less stringent than the one previously described that could affect the 

technical and scientific persons-in-charge of research.
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In brief, the following should be highlighted: the best economic control 

and analysis and correction of deviations is the one achieved through collab-

oration with the person-in-charge of the technical-scientific sector as well 

as the administration sector controller, so that the deviations are analyzed 

not only in the quantity scale, but also in the quality scale, thus detecting the 

causes of the deviations and possible correction measures.

4. Financial control

Research activities can obtain low-interest funds from public sources in-

cluding security from private organizations.

The major public sources include funds from the EU, supranational bodies 

and local authorities. The major private sources include profit organizations 

(venture capital companies, industrial groups, institutional investors, etc.) or 

non-profit organizations (banking foundations, NGOs, etc.).

On the basis of obtainable credit lines, you can receive funds, duration 

periods, scheduling and variable security that can lead to the achievement 

of sustainable research projects.
There can be various entities and procedures for the granting of funds, as follows: 

 · Case a) 100% funding with initial accountable advance and subsequent 

funding in payment including advances paid;

 · Case b) 75% funding with initial accountable advance and subsequent 

funding in payment including advances paid;

 · Case c) 75% funding with initial accountable advance and subsequent 

funding on output of final statement upon progress reports.

Of course, the three examples above generate different types of cash 

flow on the basis of:

 · a different type of security to be raised on the banking market;

 · different types of financial burden/expenses generated during research 

activity.

In detail:
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 · Case a): no need to obtain bank loans; furthermore, payments in advance 

generate active stock, thus financial income;

 · Case b): a bank loan is required to cover 25% of the non-funded expenses; 

in any case, payments in advance reduce or compensate financing costs 

generated by the loan;

 · Case c): a bank loan is required to cover 25% of the non-funded expenses 

and to advance required funds pending funding upon progress reports. 

Financing costs can be generated.

The above-mentioned examples show differing impact that research 

financing has on the financial management of the research organization. Non 

assessment or wrong ex-ante assessment of this impact could also have 

unpleasant effects on the economic balance of the organization.

Thus, financial planning has to create prospective cash flow which allows 

assessment of the financial requirement and the entity of the financial costs or 

expenses, so that the research organization can obtain the required security 

at optimum costs from selected financial sources. It is a well-known fact that 

frantic search for last-minute security often produces very negative effects.

Subsequently, it will be necessary to carry out in itinere checks on cash-

flow in order to be sure that provisions are met or to have due time for required 

corrections.

Final considerations

We have observed that the economic and financial management of a private 

research entity operating on the market (that has to achieve a given economic 

outcome without relying on public funds to cover deficits) (Endrici, 1991) is 

a difficult task, even when research contracts with 75% and 100% financial 

cover are acquired. In fact, there will always be a part of unaccountable and 

unfinanced costs, which will have to be covered by internal resources from 

the organization. These internal resources derive from margins obtained 
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through acquisition of other contracts (“production contracts” A and B) at 

market prices and reasonably exceeding costs. Obviously, this type of re-

search, which is essential for the economy of the entity itself, derives from 

the real economy sector.

In any case, the objective of economic equilibrium is related to careful 

contract management by technical and scientific person-in-charge of re-

search including controllers and administration and financial organizations.

Given this, these two entities have to be able to collaborate synergically 

– despite role separation – for the benefit of the research contracts as well 

as the research entity itself.

On one hand, research content, methods and final products are extremely 

important for the purpose of analysis, but our work has shown that eco-

nomic-financial examination is not only a mandatory procedure to assess 

sustainability of the research project itself, but is fundamental for assessing 

the global outcomes as well.

Good practice related to the economic and financial management of 

research projects can and must be considered as a guideline for university 

research as well, where effectiveness and efficiency criteria are not always 

used as guidelines.
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Methodology: The “myth” of low yields would seem debunked, because the companies that 

introduce Social, Environmental and Governance criteria have an excellent reputation and do 

not aim to opportunistic gains in the short, but sustainable results in the long run. An undeniable 

advantage for all the stakeholders and for the planet itself needs to be added; human resources 

valorization, equal opportunities, efficient exploitation of natural resources and reduction 

of pollution produced are just some of the positive results deriving from this new business 

philosophy. For this reason a new obligation on the commitment of the companies regarding 

the environment is needed, while for all the corporate summits bonuses and compensations 

must be rethought according to the objectives of environmental and social sustainability. In 

the past such commitments were considered by large companies as a further cost, and now-

adays they are increasingly becoming an opportunity that even the small economic realities 

on a territorial level cannot afford to lose. Starting a dialogue, not only with the traditional 

stakeholders (such as customers and suppliers) direct users of the product value, but especially 

with the territory given the social impacts deriving from the economic activity on people is 

necessary. In this respect, it would be particularly fruitful, from the point of view of innovation 

and growth, to create relations with the institution traditionally identified as the depositary 

of research itself, that is the University.

Findings: ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) is an acronym that indicates the com-

mitment of companies to the environment, sociability and respect for diversity. These criteria 

are destined to become, in the near future, one of the most important factors of business 

success, of investments discrimination, of orientation for big funds policies and of reputation 

for entrepreneurs and managers. Environmental and Social criteria relate to the real consump-

tion of limited natural resources by an economic activity, and to what it then returns in terms 

of goods and services to the reference communities. The term Governance means the way in 

which an enterprise is managed, the relationships that are set up with the employees and the 

methods of remuneration for the top management. Thus, the ESG index is potentially able to 

reveal whether an economic activity is sustainable in the medium or long term beyond the 

financial variables. But how is possible to transpose these values on a territory level?

Value Added: We have to look to those who are responsible for the innovation and devel-

opment of that local reality. Unfortunately, the panorama of business, university and public 

collaboration is still jagged for a deep lack of relations between these different actors. At 

the same time, technological evolution imposes increasingly tighter rhythms to innovation, 

forcing companies to find out the R&D function by drawing on university research or ac-

quiring from innovative start-ups. These new companies, often born as university spin-offs, 

however, encounter many difficulties of development related to the scarcity of capital and 

therefore to the impossibility of embedding the value created within a patent. It is therefore 

appropriate that the two main operators of this market, universities and companies, find 

a way to communicate and collaborate on a common project, creating value and bringing 
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welfare not only to their respective realities, but also to the whole community of the territory 

interested in the sign of ESG ethic.

Recommendations: For this reason it is important to take part in the projects in ethical ESG 

companies that, relating to the university and the territory, can guide innovation towards 

a horizon of welfare distributable among all stakeholders. A meeting point between all interests 

in the game could be a shared Hub where, through a contract, the modalities of collaboration 

will be established and the common objectives pursued; in this way the university will have 

the funds for the research, the enterprise – a targeted innovation for its purposes and the 

territory for new employment possibilities for the workers of the sector.

Key words: University, Ethic, Companies, Social Territory, Shared Hub, Business Relations, 

Startup, Innovation, ESG, Environmental, Governance, Investment

JEL codes: Q5, M140

The impact trend, the ESG investment and the 
real sustainability

The ESG logics burst into the entrepreneurial world like a river that overflows 

and drags away the debris of old finance, by now incapable of adhering to 

the demands that shake and permeate the human soul. If the application 

of ethical principles is in many cases appropriate to the logic of finance in 

general and profit in particular, what is lacking is only the transposition in 

place of an awareness that potentially already exists in the minds of new 

generations. A dormant that waits only to be aroused by a new conception 

of wellbeing, will be able to permeate and shake the minds of managers and 

traditional investors.

ESG: The approach of legislation and European 
Union

At the legislative level there are important innovations all over the world, 

since Cop23, the annual meeting of the Conference of the Parties on the 
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application of the UN Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), held in Bonn 

in November 2017. A new path for sustainable finance has been highlighted, 

with the drafting of a letter of intent in which there is the hope for the creation 

of sustainability rating agencies to be assigned to companies.

Even at the European Union level, finance has been considered one of the 

key hubs through which support for socially responsible behavior must be 

passed. In fact, the European Commission has delegated the identification 

of certain guidelines to a technical committee, which can be applied in the 

individual countries by the banking supervisory authorities. Furthermore, 

on March 8th of this year the Commission itself published the action plan 

for a clean economy, with 10 particular actions for: the communication and 

standardization of good practices with relevant regulatory requirements, the 

introduction of ESG criteria for the management of investments in reporting 

to sustainability risks, the increase of transparency for businesses on social 

responsibility activities. All this should create the basis for a clear and un-

equivocal classification of what can be termed or not sustainable finance.

In this regard, among the elements highlighted by the Action Plan UE, 

carried out on the basis of the indications provided by the group of experts 

in sustainable finance, the possibility of creating a brand that distinguishes 

the sustainable financial products has been advanced. The Ecolabel, as it 

has been defined, will be useful for investors to immediately identify prod-

ucts that meet their green preferences, even if still lacking shared criteria 

for identifying sustainable financial products.

The European Union has then imposed the obligation of the non-financial 

declaration from the approval of the 2017 budgets on all listed companies 

with more than 500 employees. The importance of this change lies in the 

fact that many companies are obliged to face the problem of environmental 

and social sustainability for the first time. The obligation to report its activ-

ities outside the income statement and the balance sheet, imposes in fact 

a quantification of the results obtained in key of sustainability and, conse-

quently, planning for the future.
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This imposition could be seized by companies as an incentive to orient 

the strategic choices of medium to long term towards sustainability horizons. 

This decision, if accomplished in the broader perspective of the world that 

is moving towards a new environmental, social and governance dimension, 

can take the form of an investment for the future, so much so that the ESG 

parameters are also among the first to be assessed in the choices of B2B-type 

partners. This rule therefore goes beyond the correct and widespread habit 

of publishing a social report, because the aim is also to highlight the risks 

that a company will have to face in the future; a risk management upgrade to 

which even less green investors cannot remain indifferent. The importance 

of ESG factors seems to be clear not only in terms of the protection of the 

environment and the social territory, but also for the reputation of business.

Perhaps the law is not enough, also because one of the pillars of sus-

tainability is the voluntary adhesion of the company; it then serves the 

demonstration given by the positive economic impacts on the budgets, the 

result of a change in the mentality of the people who perhaps are already 

realizing this fact.

The convenience of ESG investments, the studies 
conducted and the risk-return ratio

The 2017 was an excellent year for ESG indices, in particular the MSCI World 

Sri Index in Euro recorded a performance of 9.1% higher than the traditional 

MSCI World index. The MSCI ACWI low Carbon Leaders ( 9.27%), which en-

compasses large and medium-scale companies with low gas climate alter-

ing of 23 developed markets and as many emerging countries, has sharply 

beaten the MSCI World index (+5.38%) representing the Global market, with 

over 1600 world titles in large and medium-capitalization. While the result 

of the MSCI World ESG Leaders (+4.10%), consisting of companies oper-

ating in compliance with environmental, social and governance criteria, is 

substantially in line.
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According to the latest research conducted by leading institutions such 

as the MIT of Boston or Harvard University, the “myth” of less-performing 

ethical funds seems to have been debunked. It is true that companies that 

have incorporated ESG factors into their strategy are more efficient, more 

innovative and create more value for shareholders. In fact, according to the 

study “The Impact of Corporate Sustainability on Organizational Processes 

and Performance” of the Business School of Harvard, a dollar invested in 

1993 in highly sustainable companies was worth 22.6$ in 2010, against the 

15.4$ of competitors less attentive to sustainable criteria.

If we were then to make a comparison of the sustainable funds with the 

traditional offer of the same category, it would seem that the former tend to 

have a better risk-efficiency profile. According to an analysis carried out by 

Pictet Asset Management, companies operating globally and complying with 

ESG principles have better and more stable trends over time, benefit from 

lower capital costs and higher credit ratings; this translates into an average 

borrowing cost 20% less than others.

The same results are valid for Europe, as evidenced by the conclusions 

reached with the first study carried out on the Stoxx Europe 600 Index by 

Banorsim and the Polytechnic University of Milan. The research has shown 

that in the course of the five-year period between 2012–2017, companies 

with higher ESG ratings obtain higher differential yields at almost the same 

standard deviation. The best result (+86,1%) was reached by high ESG se-

curities, those with higher ethical performance, which have also presented 

the lowest standard deviation (11,19%). Moreover, it seems that companies 

pursuing all three purposes of sustainability (Environment, Social and gov-

ernance) achieve better results than others that pursue them individually.

Furthermore, investing according to socially responsible criteria allows to 

avoid those risks that are beyond traditional analysis based on the company fun-

daments and which can significantly affect the trend of stock quotes in portfolio.

The choice of ESG selection criteria is in fact sheltered from reputational 

risk, which in the recent past has brought down the price of giants such as 
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Volkswagen or British Petroleum; all companies that have neglected the 

problems arising from a failure to manage the risks of an extra-financial na-

ture. While, generally, the fact of adhering to ESG criteria in the construction 

of portfolios tends to cut the so-called risk of the queue, as the presence 

of shares that show sudden collapses in market quotations. This makes it 

possible to have more robust risk measures than the traditional benchmark, 

without necessarily sacrificing performances.

To confirm this, the results of a recent survey, presented in Davos dur-

ing the last World Economic Forum, showed that for 80% of the managers 

surveyed, the most important perceived risks are environmental and social; 

a double percentage compared to the same poll of 2014.

Management responsibilities and the letter from 
Larry Fink

The Luiss University of Rome and EY have recently conducted a study on 

the compensation of managers, from which it emerged that the indicators 

traditionally used as a parameter to calibrate the salaries of managers are 

increasingly joining sustainability criteria. An entry actually means affecting 

the decisions of management and seems to confirm the permanence of ESG 

issues in the reality of business. Sustainability thus becomes an essential 

business component, which should therefore no longer be understood as 

a “fad”, but as a business awareness of the importance of the wellbeing of 

all stakeholders for success of the enterprise.

The obligation imposed by the EU to managers, also to report non-financial 

information, translates into facts in two types of consequences: the possibility 

of verifying that the results have also been achieved from the ESG point of 

view and the dissemination between the management of a greater aware-

ness of these issues. There will also be the question of how to remunerate 

the attainment of the strategic objectives of sustainability because, even if 

there are already remuneration parameters linked to intangible elements, 
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such as customer satisfaction or the use of renewable energies, the ESG 

impact on the overall salary of managers is almost irrelevant. The executive 

compensation should at least be assessed on broader time horizons, and 

many companies already apply correction mechanisms such as claw back 

clauses for periods that typically range from 3 to 10 years. These allow to 

recover a part of the compensation paid to the managers or not to give them 

at all in case of failure to achieve predetermined targets.

But for the definitive affirmation of a sustainable business model, it needs 

to be accompanied by the managers’ rewards and a training that considers 

a person over the profit. Thinking about how to create profit for the company 

no longer means just creating jobs and economic development, but creating 

a positive impact on people and value for society. The new generations of 

young managers will be more and more interested not only in an economi-

cally satisfactory career, but also in the positive effects of their actions on 

the social environment in which they operate.

And it was nothing less than the head of the largest managed savings 

group in the world to break the delay and put in writing the company’s 

commitment to achieving sustainability results, as well as purely financial 

ones. Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock, with about 6 trillion dollars of managed 

masses, sent, in mid-January, his letter “A Sense of Purpose” to the CEOs 

of the largest listed companies around the world. In this letter he states 

the necessity to pursue financial results, assessing the impact on all the 

stakeholders. An impact that will have to be positive for customers, suppli-

ers, employees and territory where you work, and no longer oriented to the 

short term, but looking at growth in the long run. This document seems to 

be the result of a multi-annual redeployment of BlackRock as a leader in the 

field of sustainability.

The head of BlackRock encourages the drafting of strategic sustainability 

plans, which go beyond short-term earnings and purchases or repurchases 

of shares, made to the detriment of real investors. There is also a clear 

reference to the arms industry, historically clinging to an overly extensive 
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interpretation of the Second Amendment, and thus having to do with more 

stringent rules on possession and trade.

Despite this letter of intent, however, it remains to be verified which the 

real BlackRock behavior will be in result of the repeated privacy violation 

of Facebook customers. The behavior of the world’s largest fund against 

the title, which has blatantly violated the interest and rights of its users, will 

certainly be a lesson for the entire sector.

The new audience of Millennials

The way in which we are exploiting the world beyond its possibilities is mak-

ing the natural resources scarce and at the same time makes people more 

aware; for this reason, sustainable investment will become more and more 

important in the future. Today, investors are more responsible, so they are 

interested, besides the yield, to know if their choices have a preferably positive 

social and environmental impact. Thus, unlike in the past, the new genera-

tions increasingly feel the need to align the choice of investments to their 

values. This is the reason why more and more consultants and companies 

are dealing with the ESG issues and, if it is true that to be successful you 

have to meet the needs of consumers, today and more in future, the topic 

of sustainability will be central in the business.

In these years the audience of Millennials approaching the world of invest-

ment is increasing; even if they have lower incomes than their parents, these 

young savers choose to allocate their money more ethically than previous 

generations. The Millennials, who represent the new investors and consumers, 

are more aware of the impact of companies on the environment and soci-

ety; therefore, at the enterprise level, the value of intangible assets such as 

reputation will be increasingly affected by ESG factors. If we consider how 

much of a company’s market price depends on intangible values, neglecting 

the aspect of sustainability could lead to serious negative consequences on 

the reputational, and therefore financial, front. This is what is called “voting 
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with the portfolio”, a power attributed to new savers who seem to orient their 

choices, and therefore also reflect those of economic operators, towards 

a new model of more sustainable investment.

But it is still not enough. It by now seems proven that the ethical and 

responsible approach of companies creates a long-term competitive advan-

tage, from which derives an increase in turnover volumes and operational 

marginality, the generation of best profits and the increase in the dividend 

yield; there is still the need to go beyond the official company data, deepening 

the industrial plans and increasing the direct knowledge of the management. 

Now sustainability is necessary because, while before we looked only at the 

yield and then moved on to the risk weighting, in the coming years the focus 

will still be the same, but corrected according to ESG factors.

There is however a mismatch between the great international realities and the local 

dimension of enterprises, which necessitates the implementation of a new model of 

territorial communication between culture and entrepreneurship. If it is true that the 

ESG values represent the novelty for world finance, at local level there are already 

companies that are moving in the sign of ethics and sustainability, but are struggling 

to emerge because of an innovative context highly competitive.

Company and University, a relation to innovate 
locally in the sign of ESG

The development of an entrepreneurship oriented towards the principles 

of Environmental, Social and Governance can certainly not be separated 

from a dimension of territoriality. Too often, in fact, the ESG logics con-

sider themselves the exclusive prerogative of international finance or large 

companies, thus neglecting the fact that at local level there already exists 

a substrate of ethical values diffused among small entrepreneurial realities, 

which however encounter difficulties in the growth of size because of the 

access to innovation is certainly not easy. In order not to leave the values of 

which they are bearers, it would be desirable for companies to stretch out 
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an arm towards what is traditionally identified as the institute depositary of 

research and innovation: the University.

The idea of an HUB to create local and ethic 
innovation

In an increasingly frantic and fast in change world, innovation is the driving 

thrust. To carry on this “creative destruction”, companies and universities are 

essential, but at the same time they risk remaining behind the others. What 

kind of strategy these two entities can put in place to keep up with the times?

On the one hand, the university must continuously change and adapt itself, 

this implies a change in communication, methods, research and relation with 

companies that can help to direct their activities. On the other hand, for com-

panies it is very difficult and expensive to create continuous innovation from 

the internal R&D department; for this reason, the new frontier is the external 

acquisition of independent research facilities. The solution is innovation and 

synergies between university and companies which can create welfare and 

value using different kind of resources, respectively skills (in particular of 

students or professors) and capital invested in technical supports. But finding 

the right synergy between these two operators for the creation of value is not 

enough to obtain welfare, because the development of innovative benefits 

must not forget the relation with territory as agreed upon environmental and 

social responsibility that is a feature of ESG ethical bodies.

With these relations the university can become more attractive for stu-

dents, professors and researchers because they will obtain career opportu-

nities, enhancement and application of the developed research. At the same 

time, the link with the business world through companies can bring visibility 

and then funding, but also positive reputation arising from their goodwill. 

This in turn would bring new attraction for the best minds, after getting a job, 

can bring more corporate realities closer to this crossroad of relationships. 

From the point of view of the territory, a greater dialogue between compa-
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nies and institutions could lead to new guidelines of specialized training and, 

through ESG compliant enterprises, this human capital produced can be 

employed in the creation and return of value to the community. Finally, the 

companies will have the chance not only to exploit university researches of 

high quality but also to direct them according to its own purposes; for this 

reason, the ethical behavior is essential because doing so the companies 

take a responsibility on the future of the stakeholders in general and of the 

university’s people in particular.

From this reciprocal exchange of value and influence between the parties 

involved (company, university and social territory), a virtuous circle can be 

created that: brings innovation and funds, reconciles teaching with research 

and business, creates new professionals closer to the working world and 

business demands, makes available structures able to create new skills 

and innovation. For these reasons there is necessity of more dialogue and 

collaboration that could be catalyzed by a meeting point, a Hub of intersec-

tion between university, for which it will represent research laboratories, 

and companies, for which it will be the function research and development. 

A further result of this interaction can be the sharing of value and welfare 

created, but only if the first step will be done by ESG ethical companies that 

should the promoters of all this mechanism.

Figure 1. The intersection concept explained

Source: own elaboration.
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Current situation between University and 
Company reality with focus on startups

In the case of some nations, entrepreneurial vocation is purely industrial, the 

problem is that, for the startups, there are no capital and they end up orient-

ing themselves towards the software or services. A source of the problem is 

that traditionally venture capitals do not invest in hardware-based projects, 

which are too complex from a commercial standpoint, because they must 

provide their investors a 20% average yield per year over a ten-year period. 

So, they end up orienting their activity towards the software component 

or services and, given the consequent lack of capital, the investment in 

the hardware is left to marginal initiatives, like the crowdfunding, where the 

investors reason in different way.

This talk is not only about single national reality, but it can be carried on 

a global scale; from Uber to Airbnb, many traditional economic sectors are 

now re-invented online because the immaterial has enormous advantages: 

it is accessible in real time from every part of the globe at minimal cost and 

the machining carried out on the computer allows marginal costs. Thus, the 

general costs are reduced by hundreds of times compared to the traditional 

modalities and the investments, necessary for the company to operate, are 

reduced by various orders of magnitude; by cancelling the usual barriers to 

access that are characteristic for the physical markets, competition is no 

longer in the market but for the market.

So, in most cases, the startups ecosystem (despite the many incentives) 

is formed by a large group of small entities with an average turnover of 100 

000 € and two or three employees, where 5–10% survives and only 1–2% 

becomes investor’s target. Facing such high risk, the investors must finance 

a large number of initiatives because those that will become profitable will 

repay all the money lost in the others. A different investment strategy that 

points on quality and not on the quantity is desirable; rather than having 

a huge capital to invest on a portfolio of one hundred different companies, 
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it will allow the individual business to grow in close contact with the investor 

in a relationship exclusively dualistic and not 1-to-many.

Another problem with the current situation is where to find innovators 

because universities are often “factories” of publications rather than patents, 

while ideology and market pragmatism should be combined in favor of an 

innovation that must be useful. It is true that for startups there is a problem 

of capitalization, in fact the product or patent is often worth more than the 

entire share capital, but the biggest difficulty, in addition to the scarcity of 

funding, remains the realization of a specific structuring project of the com-

pany, able to relate the idea to the market context to transform the intuition 

into concreteness. In this situation, it must also be considered a chronic 

incapacity of the university to attract young talents able to contribute for the 

renewal of the entrepreneurial reality; so, in many cases, the best “brains” are 

placed in companies too large and rigid to allow the complete expression of 

their innovative capabilities.

Finally, the difficulties of capitalization are now further aggravated by the 

possibility of having fixed assets, with particular reference to real estate, 

which are no more incentive assets to banks for the granting of loans, but 

a disvalue that pushes young companies to maintain a “light” structure. This 

streamlined configuration, which can be a good compromise for the first 

few years of development of a startup, risks to be a holdup at the time of 

the dimensional growth, especially for capital intensive activities, such as 

industrial ones, which have need to use massive amounts of money already 

in the very first years of life.

Then, the companies must focus on the needs of the startups and how 

best to satisfy them in this context in favor of their competitiveness and 

success, performing the function of a venture capital able to recognize the 

value of innovative ideas. Otherwise, there is a risk that all these market 

failures push the startups to focus mainly on solutions that require less 

investment, more than on the realization of physical products and the solu-

tion of major problems. A close collaboration company-startup would be 
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profitable for both subjects: the first one could derive new ideas and new 

stimuli to reinvent the business, the second one would get in exchange 

actual skills, access to credit and ability to planning. And here emerges the 

problem of poor communication between two worlds developed in parallel 

and not one within the other, a gap that, united to a serious scarcity of capital 

in new businesses, makes them particularly difficult to overcome the initial 

phase of seed. This distrust of companies towards innovation that comes 

from outside and encourages them to prefer in-house solutions represents, 

perhaps, the most difficult limit to overcome, despite the economic crisis 

has partly contributed to a change of this status quo.

There is therefore a need to maximize the connection between companies 

and startup because it offers advantages to both sides, the first one can 

benefit from the discoveries of talented innovators, the second one earns an 

easy access to the market. However, there are some examples of success: 

Ricard Branson’s Virgin offers startup loans and programs of support and 

training; in 2017, Barilla launched a corporate venture fund to provide capital 

to innovative companies in the food sector, with particular reference to the 

company’s core business, such as pasta and Italian condiments.

There are also several public programs to support the interaction between 

large companies and startups, but, despite examples such as the European 

one where 2.7 billion euros have been earmarked for financial support and 

mentoring to innovative small businesses, last data collected say that less 

than half of the companies work with the startups or have undertaken paths 

of open innovation. A clear signal of how startup-business relations are 

indispensable, but it is not sufficient to create an innovative and balanced 

ecosystem; in fact the contribution of the university is necessary as a research 

center and as a territory without which it is impossible for a company to rely on.

In fact, it is necessary to take more account of the national context where 

each company was born; there are, in fact, many gaps to be filled between 

high-innovative countries (such as the United Kingdom, Germany, the United 

States and France), where there is already a structured innovation market, 
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and countries that are taking the first steps to encourage the emergence and 

development of new businesses, where private investors still predominate 

in the form of business angel or crowdfunding. Considering that the general 

survival rate of the startups is between 70 and 90%, what is needed to give 

a real boost to the sector is the action of medium-sized local businesses 

that, by investing directly in micro companies, can incorporate them also 

constituting club deal, a team of investors aimed at increasing the financial 

contribution and reducing the risk. In fact, in the face of enough investments 

between the 3 and the 5 million, a sector with high growth potential, like that 

of the startups, presents also an elevated risk and then required preparation 

and expertise. The public intervention should also be calibrated on the char-

acteristics of the individual country and territory, not only by exploiting the 

card of the “light taxation”, but also with the construction of theme parks where 

there is, in addition to the startup component, also the university research 

and where a “contamination Hub” between these different worlds can be 

created, with a structural policy that also involves the world of work. Within 

this large multidisciplinary Hub, the companies, the university, the State and 

therefore the social territory could really create the conditions for the birth 

and growth of the innovative startups, providing a whole range of services 

and supports that help them to overcome all the difficulties encountered in 

the very first years of life.

Suggestions about University-Company 
relationship development also considering social 
territory and patents

Institutions of higher education tend to attract smart people with a multi-

disciplinary background that are looking for achieving high levels of future 

success, also launching an early stage startup. In fact, successful early 

stage companies are founded by a well-rounded, highly-motivated and 

hard-working team of individuals from diverse backgrounds, skills, knowledge 
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and experience. University is the ideal platform to put together these talents 

and facilitate people interaction also thanks to faculties proximity; there are, 

in fact, not many other platforms that provide a vehicle for individuals from 

different disciplines to interact with each other on regular basis. It is true 

that radical innovation happens when connecting previously unconnected 

bodies of knowledge and that students have more room to experiment and 

navigate both the successes and failures of starting an early stage company, 

but often this is the maximum that the university can do, failing to put them 

in contact with the entrepreneurial reality.

The creation of this link and the success of innovations are respon-

sibilities of the companies. In fact, the failure of the traditional model of 

startups incubation lies in the lack of a relational logic with universities, 

which are almost segregated at the stage of the idea, while a more struc-

tured and integrated approach, reiterating regularly the moment of Schum-

peter creative destruction, renewed the competitive advantage within the 

enterprise for the benefit of all stakeholders. Even the companies have, 

however, their faults: by offering at the most just incubators or tending 

only to extract value from the university (for example buying spin-offs) 

or, again, suffocating the startups having too many to follow with limited 

resources; so, it would serve to abandon the “takeaway” logic to embrace 

one of confrontation and reciprocity.

From one hand, the university will then be able to provide the structures 

(such as tools for research or premises that today are a disvalue for the 

company) and skills (such as research and consultancy) for the development 

of a tailor-made innovation for the company that, for its increased complex-

ity, it needs more and more to integrate transversal disciplines obtainable 

only from the collaboration of different faculties (a typical example could 

be economics, jurisprudence and engineering). From the other hand, the 

company will be able to confer money (funding) and ensure post-graduate 

work (employment); in particular it would be necessary for universities to 

have the money to patent their research so that they can be developed and 
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attractive to businesses, which in turn could provide the funds to achieve 

and guide new innovations.

Fortunately, many companies are beginning to be permeable to the in-

novations that come from the universities and which are integrating with the 

internal innovation process. But it is not enough to be open to innovation, 

because a system such as university, that is traditionally characterized by 

open disclosure and rapid dissemination of research results, when it meets 

the business world risks to have dispersed its value if it has not been able to 

embed it in a patent exploitable and identifiable by the enterprises. In fact, 

the companies, if they are ethical, already have a physiological predisposi-

tion to valorize the positive innovations of the research institutions on the 

territory are therefore attracted by the controlled technological transfer of 

the ideas that have a real application in business, but at the same time they 

are frightened by the lack of protection of the know-how created. In this 

sense, there could be a state-level intervention to encourage universities 

to use the patent instrument more, but above all to employ it only for those 

which are developments of entrepreneurial interest. In this way, the univer-

sity would avoid incurring unnecessary costs and companies would have 

legally protected innovations more in line with their own business. A formal 

protection at the level of patent and led by business would also avoid those 

that are the classic risks of this tool: the potential downside of fencing off 

upstream university research, slowing down technology transfer and creat-

ing incentives for secrecy among university researchers. This collaborative 

model would also reduce the competition for the “patent race” between 

universities and companies, which, in addition to creating redundancies and 

waste of resources, threatens to create fractures in relations between two 

worlds that only working together can achieve the best results, both from 

the point of view of innovation and of the population welfare.

Therefore, local, national and international authorities must be prepared 

to form an integral part of this triangular relationship: by encouraging, on 

the one hand collaboration between enterprise, university and territory; 
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by promoting, on the other hand, the use of the patent tool and, at the 

same time, the sharing of research extraneous to the mere economic 

interest. This further interaction with the sphere of the public will be able 

to generate some important and positive additional consequences, 

including: the possibility of pursuing long-term projects not necessarily 

profitable in the short run; an indirect addressing of the business reality 

and simultaneously of the research, towards the joint pursuit of interests 

shared by the community.

Proposal of a reconciliation HUB focused on 
a collaboration contract

At this point, it is now clear that there are criticalities that have until now 

prevented the creation of a network between university, enterprise and 

public for the joint development of new innovative startups. One of the main 

complications is the lack of communication, few universities communicate 

concretely with the outside, even with other faculties, and often entrepreneurs 

have preconceptions towards students, professors and researchers who, 

not having had real contacts with entrepreneurial reality, often do not know 

what it means to do business and produce profitable results. In fact, if an 

enterprise has a specialized task to operate, it hardly entrusts it to a startup, 

unless it is really a recognized excellence in that field or have already had 

positive experiences in the past with it; this because University’s spin-offs 

know more theoretical notions than practices or have been created within 

the faculties to perform mostly consultancy activities. So, the limits of this 

relational model are the lack of mutual knowledge: the university often ig-

nores the corporate reality and sometimes companies do not understand 

where the university can make the difference and contributes to an industrial 

development; there is a scarce number of opportunities for confrontation, 

companies seem to have no time to deepen the relations and the universities 

do not seem to understand the need to establish a dialogue.
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A possible solution could be to increase the occasions of relation between 

the university and the corporate world, deepening the knowledge on the 

reciprocity specializations to find possible points of contact; a useful tool 

could be the mixed public calls between entrepreneurs and faculties that 

would be working together to achieve the economic result. Unfortunately, 

the adaptation timing of the public initiative is often not synchronized with 

the frantic rhythm of competition between private individuals, and also 

small businesses, forced to fight for survival, do not really have either time 

or the resources to schedule meetings with universities at regular intervals; 

therefore, the only entity that currently seems to have the strength to carry 

on this project in first person are medium-to-large companies, because 

they have the ability to implant startups built on the university substrate, but 

only those ethical have the right philosophy to understand the need, while 

faculties must be ready to get involved according to enterprises demands.

One of the objectives is to develop an entity that goes to unify all the el-

ements thus approaching people and work with an outsourcing that should 

be participated by all the agents, in the sense of creating a third entity that 

as a Hub of R&D unites the two worlds of university and company, becoming 

the custodian of the value created in terms of patents and know-how; it is 

from this Hub that the innovations created will be selected and extrapolated 

to sell them or to embed them in a startup. Getting started, it would be suffi-

cient that the large companies begin to create new subsidiaries or a branch 

of society within the university, or the newly born companies orient them-

selves in full on a collaboration with the faculties, or even the smaller in size 

companies join a network of small similar businesses to begin a dialogue with 

an intra-university institution. Alternatively, in the case of small independent 

companies, it is the university that should instead strive to interact with these 

entrepreneurial realities that often do not have the resources to collaborate, 

especially if the premises are distant and therefore the entrepreneurs could 

benefit from collaborations with universities of the surrounding territory. In 

this perspective, it is clear that the personal relations between the company 
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and the university still play a fundamental role in the technology transfer 

processes, especially at the local level, because they seem to facilitate the 

absorption of knowledge acquired from the outside and the integration of 

know-how developed in collaboration with other partners.

The substantial and formal creation of the Hub, which, as said, starts from 

the company, could also have legal participations, as well as technical, by 

the other actors including the university at first and the public sector at the 

second, the latter, above all, in the activities of common interest. For this 

reason, it is legitimate to think that the relational architecture envisaged will 

be concretely achievable, especially in the early stages of development, only 

taking into account the needs and resources made available by the public 

sector in general and by the territory in particular.

The legal tool of connection, between all the different interests of the 

participants in the project, could then be the contract, because only with 

a contractual means especially built, and realized on the concrete needs 

of the individual contractors, it will be possible to overcome the first step 

consisting of direct relations entrepreneurs-researchers which, although 

it had the merit of overcoming the distrust between the parties, must go 

beyond a link based only on consulting service. While the primary purpose 

of the Hub will be not only to lower the mortality of the startups, but also to 

catalyze the triangulation between university-company-territory and, in this 

way, to contribute concretely to the application of the university research 

that otherwise would never turn into development and work.

Conclusions

It is a fact that there are already face-to-face relationships, more or less 

formal, between company and staff of the university, and that these play still 

a fundamental role, especially at the local level, in the processes of technol-

ogy transfer. Despite this attitude mainly concerns small businesses, it still 

represents a significant starting point, to be able to think of creating impor-
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tant institutional collaborations between the large entrepreneurial realities 

of a sector and the academic communities. There is another interesting 

element: the fact that universities are more brought to develop relationships 

with local businesses. This is probably also due to a geographical proximity 

that would seem to favor not only the rapid dissemination of knowledge and 

information among operators, but also the development of a district logic, 

in order to be able to collaborate in a constant and participatory way to the 

realization of specific projects, even of long breath and of articulated reali-

zation, for which the professionalism and the joint competence of a greater 

number of specialized operators is necessary. Not only that but, often, even 

for the simplest innovations, the goodness of an idea is not enough to become 

reality, but it is even more necessary to be able to be inserted inside a circuit 

that makes it a standard. Speech in which the concept of local assumes 

a crucial importance, both for the relationships that bind us to the place of 

origin, and because often only those who live in a certain territory can con-

cretely understand their needs. A sensitivity that can have a great strategic 

value for the present and the future of the development of a community, 

also entrepreneurial, is essential. In addition, the lowering of the risk and its 

better management deriving from this mechanism offer then a significant 

competitive advantage today, because it would go directly to affect the value 

of the assets and the creditworthiness of the company participant.

There is also the need to train companies and entrepreneurs, because, only 

thanks to a concrete relationship with university research, the company can 

be at the forefront of the sector and understand in advance the declinations 

and future developments to draw a competitive advantage. For this reason, 

the Hub would be a central point in the R&D of several companies on the 

same subject, and the State, through the university, could also support the 

entrepreneurial development of ideas, also not profitable in the short term, 

but of structural importance and strategic for the nation, as a custodian who 

supervises the key innovative resources for the well-being of the population.
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All this in a logic of type technology push, alternative to the competitive 

one that has spread in recent years, which is driven by demand and which 

neglects the fact that, often the user or the consumer is not really aware 

of what is best for him, especially in the long term. This causes the loss of 

excellent initiatives that, due to the little initial appeal, will never see the light 

and cause death of many start-ups with potentially revolutionary ideas. So, 

one could finally deviate from a mere logic of type demand pull to return 

to a real entrepreneurial proposal guided by ESG ethics, which carries out 

research for the common good and not for the market; to find an innovation 

that must be useful, but not necessarily linked to short-term opportunistic 

logics. In fact, the company takes an important responsibility on training, 

employment and future of young people, in particular for the Millennials that 

want more and more that their professional activity has also ESG positive 

implications for humanity.

The concept behind all this reasoning is the optimization of value pres-

ervation, not a purely monetary value, but referred to the protection of “en-

trepreneurial biodiversity”; that means protecting the genesis and variety of 

businesses that inhabit a territory. “Entrepreneurial biodiversity” ensures that 

different paths of innovation and research of human well-being are devel-

oped, even the most tortuous and apparently less profitable, because the 

logic is to move the focal point from profit to a person; ensuring the survival 

of those fragile collective welfare projects that, otherwise, should be lost 

forever in time as extinct species.
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