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Higher education research agendas for the coming decade:
a UK perspective on the policy–research nexus

Robin Middlehurst*

Vice Chancellor’s Office, Kingston University, River House, 53-57 High Street, Kingston-
upon-Thames, London KT1 1LQ, UK

From the perspective of the UK, this paper addresses two main themes. It presents a
higher education (HE) research agenda for the next decade linked to key policy
challenges and reflects on the dynamics of the research–policy landscape. The
paper begins by identifying four dimensions of the UK that will continue to be
important as a focus for research and policy and goes on to identify seven policy
challenges, posing these as questions for research at micro- and meta-levels of
analysis. The paper illustrates relationships between HE research and policy
development and discusses the range of actors now engaged in the policy–
research landscape where a wide range of ‘evidence’ is drawn upon by policy-
makers. The challenge facing researchers is to ensure that longer term and
deeper issues are not neglected in the rush for funding and short-term policy
impact. While successful researchers engage in policy networks, they also need
to maintain a critical distance from policy; and policy-makers themselves must
recognise that independent enquiry provides the best service for the development
of both HE and wider society.

Keywords: higher education futures; higher education research; UK higher
education policy; key challenges

In 2013, deliberations on ‘UK higher education futures’ were in vogue in media and
policy circles. There were two ‘Commissions’ on the future of higher education
(HE) (Commission on the Future of Higher Education 2013; Higher Education
Commission, UK 2013), two ‘Summits’, think tank reports, surveys of university
leaders’ views on key challenges ahead and scenario exercises. This flurry of analy-
sis and debate may be a response to management consultants’ predictions that HE in
the UK (and Australia and the USA) faces ‘a perfect storm’ (Deloitte 2011), ‘a fun-
damental transformation’ (Ernst and Young 2012) or a ‘pending avalanche’ (Barber,
Donnelly, and Rizvi 2013). Alternatively, this future-gazing may be a strategic
response to the constantly evolving dynamic of disciplinary and interdisciplinary
development and innovation and the external forces of global economics, geopolitics
and societal change. Usefully, the variety of analyses available offer HE researchers
the opportunity to draw out themes for future policy research and to reflect on
the dynamics of the research–policy landscape: the two themes addressed in this
paper.
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Context and continuities for HE policy research in the UK

A devolved system

While there are important aspects of the UK’s HE system that apply UK-wide (such as
national assessment of research or membership of the EU) there are policy dimensions
that are devolved and increasingly divergent across the four ‘home countries’ of the
UK. Whereas England now charges substantive tuition fees, guided by market philos-
ophies to regulate supply and demand, Scotland has abolished all fees for its domiciled
full-time undergraduates and is driven by an underlying view of HE as a public good
and entitlement of citizenship. In between, Wales and Northern Ireland reject the
primacy of market imperatives in England, but do charge some tuition fees (Raffe
2012, 1). Interests also differ across the UK on key national policies (that intersect
with HE) such as immigration, defence, energy and health care. The politics of devolu-
tion are heating up with a Scottish referendum on ‘independence’ due in 2014 and
strengthening English promises of renegotiating the UK’s relationship with the EU
after a general election in 2015. Questions about the nature, meaning and implications
of new forms of devolution should certainly be addressed in future policy research and
HE researchers are already contributing to these debates.

A mass system

After World War II, the UK university system moved through successive periods of
expansion. The creation of new universities followed the Robbins’ Report of 1963;
the 1992 Further and HE Act changed the 30 polytechnics in England and Wales
(and subsequently the Scottish Central Institutions) into universities; and in 2004,
new English legislation permitted specific colleges without research degree-awarding
powers to obtain university title. These changes and continued growth in student
numbers from the 1990s have moved the UK from an elite to a mass system, in line
with the USA and the UK’s continental neighbours (Scott 1995), although not yet to
a ‘universal’ (Trow 2000) nor ‘open access’ system. While ending its original binary
system, the UK has broadly maintained distinctions between further and HE, strongly
in Scotland and less distinctly in England. Scholars have recently evaluated the policy
record of these changes over past and current decades, in parallel with contributions
from Ministers (Callender and Scott 2013; Scott 2014), creating a valuable forum for
policy dialogue. In the coming decade, questions about the size and shape of a tertiary
system, the balance of private and public providers and funding, and assessment of
what constitutes ‘market failure’ will remain key issues for policy–research
engagement.

A diverse and autonomous system

The UK’s HE system is also increasingly diverse with private providers gaining ground
in England (Fielden et al. 2010; Hughes et al. 2013). As Altbach observes, ‘mass enroll-
ment has created a need for diversified academic systems – hierarchies of institutions
serving different constituencies and needs… In general, governments will manage
the diversification with “steering” mechanisms that will control the scope and nature
of academic systems’ (2009, 157). Diversity is also associated with institutional auton-
omy, where according to the European University Association’s benchmarks, the UK
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publicly funded institutions have traditionally scored highly on organisational, finan-
cial, staffing and academic autonomy (Estermann, Nokkala, and Steinel 2011).

Government policies promoting more competition to access resources for research
and teaching, combined with overall pressures on state resources allocated to HE, have
been drivers for institutions to use their autonomy to diversify income and position and
brand themselves within different markets for HE products and services, by themselves
and in alliances, joint ventures, consortia and networks. The degree of diversification
away from core public funding for traditional universities has increased over the last
decade: 40% of income to institutions in England came from core grant funding in
2000–2001, falling to 30% in 2011–2012 (UUK 2012). National policies of selectivity
in access to research funding have also promoted differentiation between institutions. In
parallel, ubiquitous league tables and rankings have fuelled academic instincts to chase
markers of reputation and prestige. The next decade will likely see sharper tensions
between institutional autonomy and tighter regulation, market-led diversity and orche-
strated differentiation through government steering. Current concepts of ‘the UK
system’ will need re-interpreting given system-level and institutional developments,
or perhaps re-inventing in an increasingly ‘borderless’ (Bjarnason et al. 2000; Cunning-
ham et al. 2000) and ‘networked’ world (Castells 2010) where ‘the future is blended
and unbundled’ (OBHE 2013, 33).

A high quality and efficient system

Within an increasingly competitive international context, there remains consensus
between government, national agencies and institutions that the UK can boast a HE
system that is both high quality and efficient against international benchmarks (Table 1).

However, there are other indicators that suggest that the UK should not be compla-
cent (Table 2).

Of course, these indicators can be interpreted differently, for example, lower public
expenditure on HE in the UK has been replaced by higher levels of private investment
following funding changes introduced in England from 2012. The UK is also ‘efficient’
in delivering graduates into the labour market at a younger age relative to many other
OECD countries given the predominance of a 3-year full-time undergraduate study
model (the proportion of just under 60% of undergraduate students studying in this

Table 1. Indicators of ‘quality and efficiency’ of the UK HE system.

• The UK produces more publications and citations per £ spent on research than other G8 nations
(BIS 2011)

• With 1% of the world’s population, the UK produces 6.9% of world publications, receives
10.9% of citations and 13.8% of citations with impact (BIS 2011)

• The UK is second in the world (after the USA) for research excellence and the most efficient
publicly funded research system in the G8 (BIS 2011)

• The UK has the third highest tertiary graduation rate of all OECD countries (at 55% with an
OECD average of 40%) (OECD 2013)

• The UK is the second most popular destination for international students (after the USA)
(OECD 2013)

• In the Times Higher World University Rankings, the UK is second (to the USA) in the number
of universities in the top 10, top 50 and top 200 (Commission on the Future of Higher
Education 2013)
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mode has remained constant over the past decade) (UUK 2013a). In the next decade, a
critical research lens will be needed to assess the data behind the international bench-
marks and their implications for transnational and regional comparisons. Both at
macro- and micro-levels, researchers should continue to monitor contra-indicators
that signal threats to the perceived quality and efficiency of UK HE.

Key challenges for UK HE: a future research agenda?

The following section highlights seven inter-related policy challenges facing UK HE,
posing these as questions for research at different levels of analysis, from micro- to
meta-levels.

How to adapt and flourish in the changing funding environment?

Significant reviews of funding for HE have taken place in the UK in the last two
decades (1997, 2010). There is every likelihood that there will be another in the next
decade as the intended and unintended consequences of large-scale policy changes to
teaching funding in England play out. Several recent reports (Thompson and Bekhrad-
nia 2013; Commission on the Future of Higher Education 2013; UUK 2013b) highlight
the financial strains associated with the new funding arrangements. Longitudinal
research will be needed to address key uncertainties about students’ decisions on
whether, when and where to study and how such choices will impact on institutions’
behaviour and viability, also in the light of changes in research policy and funding.

For institutions, the burning question is how to survive and thrive in these finan-
cially volatile conditions while for policy-makers, the question remains how to
sustain a world-class HE system that can deliver to local, regional and national priori-
ties. Evidence of the relative value of different income streams, examples of successful
business models in other sectors or HE systems, and ways of competing and collabor-
ating will be of interest to institutions. For the ‘four country’ governments, research that

Table 2. Indicators signalling UK lagging relative to other countries.

• The UK lags behind its international competitors in the per cent of GDP invested in its
universities, especially when compared with other OECD countries (UUK 2013c)

• Capital investment in HE in the UK stands at 5.6%, much less than the OECD average of 9.1%
(OECD 2011)

• Competition from other countries is increasing: Brazil has increased its R&D investment to
2.5% of GDP; India has had a threefold increase in R&D spend over the last decade; China
has had a 20% annual growth in R&D investment since 1999 with a targeted increase to 2.5%
of GDP by 2020. Russia, India, China and Korea have also had strong increases in the number
of researchers per country, in the volume and citation impact of their research outputs; and the
volume of patent filings (UUK 2013c)

• Canada, Japan, Korea, Norway and Ireland all have a higher proportion of 25–34-year-olds
with a HE qualification than the UK (UUK 2013c)

• Although the UK attracts a high number of internationally mobile students, UK students and
staff are relatively immobile (the UK is second lowest within Europe in the outbound mobility
of its students and third lowest within the European Community Action Programme for the
Mobility of University Students framework in relation to the mobility of academic staff)
(Eurostat 2009, 100)

4 R. Middlehurst

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

K
in

gs
to

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ry

],
 [

Pr
of

es
so

r 
R

ob
in

 M
id

dl
eh

ur
st

] 
at

 0
2:

55
 0

8 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
14

 



addresses short- and longer term benefits of different forms of investment and incen-
tives for institutions to deliver national goals should be of continuing value.

The financial needs of the sector will drive a research agenda that is of immediate
interest and concern. However, there remain underlying questions about the merit or
otherwise of increasing marketisation and privatisation (Bok 2003, Brown 2010).
There is a tendency to portray these directions as inevitable, but the UK could offer
an interesting and important counter-perspective. As noted above, the devolved admin-
istrations, particularly Scotland, have divergent policies and underlying values to
England, making comparative research productive and useful. Comparative inter-
national research on the impact of government expectations of HE as ‘a key export
industry’ on the long-term purposes and remit of HE is also desirable (HMGovernment
2013). How significantly is the social contract with universities changing? Should uni-
versity autonomy be protected or questioned in this changing environment? Will dis-
tinctions between public and private providers shift?

Positioning HE in increasingly competitive environments

Neo-liberal ideologies highlight competition as a driver of high performance at individ-
ual, institutional and national levels, a premise that is widely accepted within the OECD
(OECD 2009). Promoting competition between institutions has been a policy direction
in UK HE under successive governments of different political persuasions, as a means
of enhancing quality, efficiency and student choice across a diverse range of providers.
Research funding in both parts of the UK’s dual funding system is also competitive.

Government policy is only one driver of competition. In the education marketplace,
demand for HE products and services is encouraging new forms of provision, new pro-
viders and ways to access education and qualifications. The borderless trends noted in
different parts of the world in 2000 have since accelerated such that forms of ‘disruptive
innovation’ are predicted to have a serious impact on traditional HE systems (Christen-
sen and Eyring 2011). Concurrently, governments in developing economies in the Far
East, Central and South Asia and Latin America are investing in their public HE
systems. As countries seek to ‘internationalise’, to recruit talented staff and students
and to use HE as a driver of economic and social development, competitive pressures
will only increase.

Competition in scientific knowledge production and exploitation is also intensifying
with increasing expenditure on R&D, a rush to develop ‘world-class universities’
(Salmi 2009; Marginson 2011) – and in seeking to be at the forefront of science and
innovation – ‘the global race for skilled and creative talent can only intensify’
(OBHE 2013, 14). From an institutional perspective, a key question is how to position
oneself competitively to attract staff and students? At the national level, parallel ques-
tions concern the value of the UK’s HE assets, their sustainability and their leverage
value for competitive advantage.

Researchers need to test underlying economic assumptions and undertake cost–
benefit analyses of competition as the key driver of institutional performance and
system strength. Forces of collaboration are also strong in research and education
and countries (including Scotland) have seen advantages for quality, efficiency and sus-
tainability in collaborative initiatives. Across the UK, institutions are partnering with
private sector providers to facilitate routes into HE for international students; and inter-
national consortia and networks are increasing in diverse forms. For longer term sus-
tainability, what forms of collaborative endeavour are most advantageous for
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achieving HEs wider social, economic and cultural purposes and what is the optimal
relationship between competition and collaboration?

The purpose and structure of regulatory and governance frameworks

For governments, regulatory systems inter alia seek to maximise tax-payers’ invest-
ment given the goals of the system and national priorities. In the UK, they aim to
protect students and the public, and the quality and reputation of the system. A
major challenge facing the UK is a ‘legacy’ regulatory system that (arguably) is no
longer fit-for-purpose given changing funding and competitive environments and the
shift from an elite to a mass system.

Research needs to model different regulatory approaches and test them against
expected and unexpected consequences – such as over-trading and institutional
failure; anti-competitive behaviour in the light of competition law; the impact of tra-
ditional universities ‘opting out’ of the system; new competition from overseas’ provi-
ders entering the UK – and risks to quality, standards and international reputation of
failures in academic or corporate governance. Arguably, the new funding and competi-
tive environment in England brings HE closer to banking, media or retail sectors and
governance and regulatory lessons from these sectors may have more resonance than
previously (Behrens 2013).

At a deeper level, assumptions underpinning regulatory systems and governance
frameworks need to be re-examined and current frameworks linked to ‘agency’ or
‘stewardship’ theories re-evaluated (Schofield 2009; Franco-Santos et al. 2013).
Additionally, traditional understandings of the meaning of shared governance in aca-
demic institutions may need re-interpreting in relation to the anticipated power of
‘the student voice’ as well as the balance between lay and academic authority, and
between professional services and academic staff in the realisation of institutional
missions.

How should HE respond to and leverage changes in information and
communications’ technologies?

In 2012, a widely discussed educational innovation was the emergence of ‘Massive
Open Online Courses’ (MOOCs). The Foreword of a UUK report on the topic posed
several strategic questions for research and policy: how to address tensions between
freely available content and the financial support needed to create it, how to achieve
credit-worthiness and employment value from ‘MOOC study’, and the potential
impact of MOOCs on traditional university forms and modes of study (UUK 2013d, 1)?

Digital developments are driving changes in all sectors and there are many parallel
lessons to be learned about changes in delivery modes, research processes, business
models, marketing approaches, partnership opportunities and customisation of services
to individuals and groups. The possibilities created by ‘unbundling’ of previously
seamless processes are creating new education, research and credentialing services
which may challenge HE monopolies, while developments in digital technologies are
enabling media and publishing businesses to establish integrated educational services.
A key question for institutions (and for governments) is to identify the threats and
opportunities that the digital revolution offers, in measured and evidence-based
ways, and to track developments already signalled in earlier research.
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Risks associated with new technologies in HE (including plagiarism, the rise of
degree mills and a variety of forms of academic misconduct) are already the
subject of research (Eckstein 2003), but there are also deeper challenges to the
nature of learning and to inter-generational cognitive and social development,
within and across cultures. There is an opportunity for HE researchers to maximise
their traditional interdisciplinary approaches to address fundamental questions not
only about ‘technologies of learning’ but also about how new technologies are chan-
ging intercultural relations, identities and beliefs. Fundamental questions about the
nature of research, research processes and research communities in the light of devel-
opments such as ‘crowd-sourcing’ and ‘crowd-funding’ for research and the growth
of ‘global epistemic communities’ should also be addressed (OBHE 2013, 31).

Preparing and supporting students for work and life in the twenty-first century

It is clear from university and government rhetoric and a variety of recent policy reports
that universities are seen as vital to economic development, the two most cited contri-
butions being through research and high-level skills’ development. The research con-
tribution tends to dominate, particularly in debates on funding priorities, as Singh
and Little suggest, ‘the emphasis is on the research function of HE and its importance
in the production and transfer of innovative and applicable knowledge to industry and
business’ (2011, 36). In the new landscape of HE, UK universities may need to argue
more strongly and be more creative about their contribution to skills’ development.

Governments, institutions and students will remain exercised about questions of
cost, access, relevance and quality, while tensions between immediate and local econ-
omic demands for skills’ development will continue to vie with longer term and global
requirements that relate to the competitive positioning of the UK. The relationship
between HE and other levels of education will come under scrutiny again as reforms
at the one level impact on others. The research questions that arise are not new, but
have renewed urgency in a rapidly changing context. There are also deeper questions
about the kinds of knowledge which are needed in today’s world, including the conti-
nuing value of propositional knowledge and the rising value of relational and evaluative
abilities (Singh and Little 2011). Will a university education remain a good preparation
(and good value for money) for working life and citizenship in the twenty-first century?
There are a growing number of alternatives to university education and credentials, a
range of competitors interested in attracting entrepreneurial talent, and opportunities
for students to become ‘learning entrepreneurs’ in ways that will potentially challenge
professional educators. Research that monitors the changing landscape and assesses
implications and impact will be at a premium.

Preparing graduates for the world of work has become a dominant discourse in the
UK (as elsewhere). As Weiler (2006, 12) has argued, the politics of knowledge become
less and less separable from the politics of production and profit, making ‘the notion of
the knowledge society an extraordinarily important paradigm of contemporary analy-
sis’. However, HE also contributes to wider social and cultural goals and upholds
the value of ‘learning for its own sake’. It is incumbent on HE researchers as well as
academic leaders to critique and evaluate underlying values and paradigms that
frame current thinking and behaviour. Barnett (2005) appears to take up this challenge
in proposing alternative visions of university roles, ‘sketches for scenarios’ that he
suggests fall outside the dominant framework of the knowledge economy. ‘The Univer-
sity of the public good’; ‘the University for the human good’; ‘the University for the
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learning society’ and ‘the Critical conscience of society’ are his choices to prompt
different visions. HE researchers could usefully heed the European Science Foun-
dation’s call for a new research programme on the changing relationship between
HE and society.

How to remain a leading research nation?

As discussed, the UK prides itself on the quality of its research and international repu-
tation of its universities, despite relatively low government expenditure on R&D. Other
policies also carry risks, including research selectivity favouring a small number of top
universities, mainly in London and the south-east. In 2012–2013, more than one-third
of quality-related research funding from Higher Education Funding Council for
England went to five institutions (Oxford, Cambridge, UCL, Imperial and Manchester),
and 10 institutions received more than half the total budget. The balance and focus of
research and funding may also be skewed. The UK is highly competitive in terms of
pure research outputs but has lower industry research output than other countries
(between 2008 and 2010 only 44% of UK businesses undertook some form of inno-
vation activity, compared to 79% of German firms and 54% of French firms) (Commis-
sion on the Future of Higher Education 2013, 55). Links between HE and industry on
research collaborations are also relatively less developed and these may hinder inno-
vation since ‘the innovation rate in the economy depends critically on public insti-
tutions and funding – and especially our universities’ (Commission on the Future of
Higher Education 2013, 51). More data and evidence on these topics will soon be avail-
able from the outcomes of the Research Excellence Framework exercise (2014) that
will evaluate the ‘impact’ of HE research on society and economy. The evidence
arising may offer researchers new opportunities to question current research policies
and to address wider questions of whether the university (and UK universities in par-
ticular) will remain the main players in publicly funded research.

Researchers need to go beyond prevailing research policies to ask deeper questions
about the nature of research and forms of knowledge, their sources and locations across
cultures. They need to assess new ways of creating and using different forms of knowl-
edge andways of knowing in contemporary societies. Theymay also need to take a stron-
ger stance on public policies; it is no coincidence, perhaps, that 2012 saw the creation of
the ‘Council for the Defence of British Universities’. HE researchers also have cause to
be vocal. In a paper reflecting on the closure of the Open University’s Centre for HE
Research and Innovation, its director comments:

while much of the debate focuses on the economic, and assumes certain needs of a con-
tinuing, in Zizek’s terms, “global capitalist society”, there are other voices which are sug-
gestive of alternative futures and of a potentially different role for higher education and
science in shaping them. (Brennan 2011, 7)

Given policy changes, competitive and resourcing pressures on UK HE, we should
expect a stronger critical voice from researchers in the coming decade.

Understanding and sustaining the life-blood of universities and colleges

The central functions of HE depend on sustaining its key assets: the professional and
intellectual contributions of faculty, staff and students. The changing landscape of
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HE in the UK has implications for post-graduate education and recruitment of inter-
national talent, affecting the pipeline into HE roles and careers. The changing nature
of research and education also has implications for staff skills, structures and contracts
(Gordon and Whitchurch 2010). What impact will they have on individuals’ aspirations
and motivations, on how institutions handle change, and on how adaptable and resilient
the sector will be? Ensuring that the life-blood of HE is sustained is a concern for insti-
tutional leadership and should be for governments; at the same time, structures and pro-
cesses of leadership and governance in HE are under scrutiny as pressures on
‘performance’ grow (Aghion et al. 2010; McCormack, Propper, and Smith 2013).
HE researchers can help policy-makers to gain a greater understanding of the dynamics
of the HE ‘eco-system’ so that the risks that potentially threaten its sustainability can be
addressed.

A changing research–policy landscape

Over the past decade, there have been positive signs that HE research in the UK is thriv-
ing. The case to support new national agencies (the HE Academy in 2002 and the Lea-
dership Foundation in 2003) was built on a combination of research evidence and
policy analysis and both agencies commission research adding to the funding
streams available. These agencies also contribute to a wider emphasis on ‘professiona-
lisation’ of HE practice, giving momentum to research and scholarship that underpins
practice. National evaluation exercises have also played their part in generating data for
research and analysis. Existing academic centres (such as the Centre for HE Studies at
the Institute of Education) have strengthened their position through student recruitment,
research success, international recognition and partnerships, as well as policy engage-
ment; meanwhile, new policy research centres have also opened (at Kings’ College,
London, in 2013). HEs representative and intermediary bodies (Universities UK and
the Funding Councils, in particular) regularly commission both short- and longer
term studies designed to inform policy. Beyond these, many other HE agencies – con-
cerned with university admissions, equality and diversity of staff and students, widen-
ing participation and access – are represented as commissioners of HE research in
government-convened bi-annual meetings. The Society for Research on HE has also
strengthened its position through support for new researchers, an increasing inter-
national membership and by extending its research networks.

The policy–research space has expanded to include think-tanks, consultancies and
policy analysts and the ‘evidence base’ now includes backward-facing analyses of data
and trends over time, provocative future-facing essays and ‘think-pieces’, scenario
studies and academic theses that combine analysis, argument and comparative perspec-
tives. The range and types of actors involved in research on HE has broadened notions
of ‘evidence’ in a continuum from ‘academically ranked and peer-reviewed’ through
problem-solving policy contributions, to ‘opinion-forming’ pieces. Frequently, a
variety of reports and surveys form the focus of consultations, conferences, seminars,
media-led debates and round-table discussions while new forms of communication –

blogs, tweets and webinars – make the output more widely accessible. However,
skills of evaluation and judgement are essential to sift the meaningful and useful
from the half-truths, excitable rhetoric – and total nonsense (Pfeffer and Sutton
2006). Policy networks also contribute to policy development which is inevitably a pol-
itical process with a bias towards short-term problem-solving (Padure and Jones 2009).
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Successful HE researchers are engaged in those networks where funding and influence
are concentrated, they also draw policy-makers into academically driven dialogues.

Notwithstanding the positive indicators, there are others that are less promising.
Commenting on the current state of HE research, the European Science Foundation
characterised the field as highly interdisciplinary, but also fragmented, with a perva-
siveness on the one hand of ‘grand narratives’ (globalisation and academic capitalism)
and on the other, quite localised, policy-driven empirical research. Research which
addressed the big themes posed by the grand narratives appeared to be quite rare
(ESF 2010, 15). There are also notable gaps and silences where a critical lens on
HEs role (e.g. in achieving or preventing equity and social justice) is needed. Of
course, more open-ended or critical research requires larger and independent sources
of funding and these are in short supply in the UK as social science funding competes
for resources with priority science, technology, engineering and mathematics
disciplines.

Conclusion

The next decade offers a rich policy agenda for HE research. Whether HE researchers
can harvest this to produce fruitful outcomes that contribute to useful policy develop-
ment depends on their ability to obtain funding, build the next generation of researchers
and actively engage in policy networks and dialogue. Success also depends on main-
taining a critical distance from the policies and politics of the day, continuing to
search for longer term and deeper trends. For their part, policy-makers must also recog-
nise that independent enquiry remains the best form of service both to HE and to wider
society.

References
Aghion, P., M. Dewatripont, C. Hoxby, A. Mas-Colell, and A. Sapir. 2010. “The Governance

and Performance of Universities: Evidence from Europe and the US.” Economic Policy
25 (61): 7–59.

Altbach, P., L. Reisberg, and L. Rumbley. 2009. Trends in Global Higher Education: Tracking
an Academic Revolution. Boston, MA: Boston College Center for International Higher
Education.

Barber, M., K. Donnelly, and S. Rizvi. 2013. An Avalanche Is Coming: Higher Education and
the Revolution Ahead. London: Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPRa). http://www.
ippr.org/publication/55/10432/an-avalanche-is-coming-higher-education-and-the-revolution-
ahead

Barnett, R. 2005. “Two Rival Forms of Scenario.” In The European Higher Education and
Research Landscape 2020, Scenarios and Strategic Debates, edited by Enders, J., J. File,
J. Huisman, and D. Westerheijden, 133–39. http://www.utwente.nl/cheps/publications/
Publications%202005/Enders05european.pdf

Behrens, R. 2013. Three Cheers for Lord Leveson: Independent Self-regulation – Newspapers
and Universities Compared. London: Higher Education Policy Institute. http://www.hepi.
ac.uk/files/HEPI%20Occasional%20Report%20(7)%20full%20report%20with%20end%20
notes.pdf

BIS (Department of Business Innovation and Skills). 2011. “International Comparative
Performance of the UK Research Base.” https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/32489/11-p123-international-comparative-performance-uk-
research-base-2011.pdf

Bjarnason, S., J. Davies, D. Farrington, J. Fielden, R. Garrett, H. Lund, R. Middlehurst, and
A. Schofield. 2000. The Business of Borderless Education: UK Perspectives. London:
CVCP (now Universities UK).

10 R. Middlehurst

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

K
in

gs
to

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ry

],
 [

Pr
of

es
so

r 
R

ob
in

 M
id

dl
eh

ur
st

] 
at

 0
2:

55
 0

8 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
14

 

http://www.ippr.org/publication/55/10432/an-avalanche-is-coming-higher-education-and-the-revolution-ahead
http://www.ippr.org/publication/55/10432/an-avalanche-is-coming-higher-education-and-the-revolution-ahead
http://www.ippr.org/publication/55/10432/an-avalanche-is-coming-higher-education-and-the-revolution-ahead
http://www.utwente.nl/cheps/publications/Publications%202005/Enders05european.pdf
http://www.utwente.nl/cheps/publications/Publications%202005/Enders05european.pdf
http://www.hepi.ac.uk/files/HEPI%20Occasional%20Report%20(7)&percnt;20full&percnt;20report&percnt;20with&percnt;20end&percnt;20notes.pdf
http://www.hepi.ac.uk/files/HEPI%20Occasional%20Report%20(7)&percnt;20full&percnt;20report&percnt;20with&percnt;20end&percnt;20notes.pdf
http://www.hepi.ac.uk/files/HEPI%20Occasional%20Report%20(7)&percnt;20full&percnt;20report&percnt;20with&percnt;20end&percnt;20notes.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32489/11-p123-international-comparative-performance-uk-research-base-2011.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32489/11-p123-international-comparative-performance-uk-research-base-2011.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32489/11-p123-international-comparative-performance-uk-research-base-2011.pdf


Bok, D. 2003. Universities in the Marketplace – The Commercialization of Higher Education.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Brennan, J. 2011. “Higher Education and Social Change: Researching the ‘End Times’.” In
Higher Education and Society in Changing Times: Looking Backward and Looking
Forward, edited by J. Brennan and S. Tarla, 6–13. Centre for Higher Education Research
and Information. Milton Keynes: Open University. http://www.open.ac.uk/cheri/
documents/Lookingbackandlookingforward.pdf

Brown, R. 2010. Higher Education and the Market. New York: Routledge.
Callender, C., and P. Scott, eds. 2013. Browne and Beyond: Modernizing English Higher

Education. London: Institute of Education Press (Bedford Way Papers).
Castells, M. 2010. The Rise of the Network Society: The Information Age – Economy, Society

and Culture. Vol. I. 2nd ed. Chichester: John Wiley and Sons.
Christensen, C., and H. Eyring. 2011. The Innovative University: Changing the DNA of Higher

Education from the Inside Out. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Commission on the Future of Higher Education. 2013. A Critical Path: Securing the Future of

Higher Education. London: Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPRb). http://www.ippr.
org/images/media/files/publication/2013/06/critical-path-securing-future-higher-education_
June 2013_10847.pdf

Cunningham, S., Y. Ryan, L. Stedman, S. Tapsall, K. Bagdon, T. Flew, and P. Coaldrake. 2000.
The Business of Borderless Education. Canberra: Australian Department of Education,
Training and Youth Affairs.

Deloitte. 2011. “Making the Grade, 2011: A Study of the Top 10 Issues Facing Higher
Education Institutions.” http://www.deloitte.com/assets/Dcom-Canada/Local%20Assets/
Documents/ca_en_ps_making-the-grade-2011_041811.pdf

Eckstein, M. 2003. Combating Academic Fraud: Towards a Culture of Integrity. Paris:
International Institute for Educational Planning, UNESCO. http://unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/0013/001330/133038e.pdf

Ernst and Young. 2012. “University of the Future: A Thousand Year Old Industry on the Cusp
of Profound Change.” http://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/University_of_the_
future/$FILE/University_of_the_future_2012.pdf

Estermann, T., T. Nokkala, and M. Steinel. 2011. University Autonomy in Europe II: The
Scorecard. Brussels: European University Association. http://www.rkrs.si/gradiva/
dokumenti/EUA_Autonomy_Report_Final.pdf

European Science Foundation. 2010. Higher Education Looking Forward: An Agenda for
Future Research. Strasbourg: IREG. http://www.esf.org/fileadmin/Public_documents/
Publications/HELF_01.pdf

Eurostat. 2009. The Bologna Process in Higher Education in Europe. Key Indicators on the
Social Dimension and Mobility. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the
European Communities. http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/KS-78-09-653-
EN.pdf

Fielden, J., R. Middlehurst, S. Woodfield, and D. Olcott. 2010. The Growth of Private and For-
Profit Higher Education Providers in the UK. London: Universities UK.

Franco-Santos, M., P. Rivera, and M. Bourne. 2013. Performance Management in UK Higher
Education Institutions: The Quest for the Holy Grail. London: Leadership Foundation for
Higher Education. http://www.lfhe.ac.uk/research

Gordon, G., and C. Whitchurch, eds. 2010. Academic and Professional Identities in Higher
Education: The Challenges of a Diversifying Workforce. International Studies in Higher
Education. New York: Routledge.

Higher Education Commission, UK. 2013. “Regulating the Landscape of Higher Education: A
New Cross-party Inquiry.” http://www.policyconnect.org.uk/hec/research/new-inquiry-
2013-regulating-new-he-landscape

HM Government. 2013. “International Education: Global Growth and Prosperity.” https://www.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/229844/bis-13-1081-inte
rnational-education-global-growth-and-prosperity.pdf

Hughes, T., A. Porter, S. Jones, and J. Sheen. 2013. Privately Funded Providers of Higher
Education in the UK. BIS Research Paper No. 111. London: Department for Business
and Skills. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/
207128/bis-13-900-privately-funded-providers-of-higher-education-in-the-UK.pdf

Studies in Higher Education 11

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

K
in

gs
to

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ry

],
 [

Pr
of

es
so

r 
R

ob
in

 M
id

dl
eh

ur
st

] 
at

 0
2:

55
 0

8 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
14

 

http://www.open.ac.uk/cheri/documents/Lookingbackandlookingforward.pdf
http://www.open.ac.uk/cheri/documents/Lookingbackandlookingforward.pdf
http://www.ippr.org/images/media/files/publication/2013/06/critical-path-securing-future-higher-education_June 2013_10847.pdf
http://www.ippr.org/images/media/files/publication/2013/06/critical-path-securing-future-higher-education_June 2013_10847.pdf
http://www.ippr.org/images/media/files/publication/2013/06/critical-path-securing-future-higher-education_June 2013_10847.pdf
http://www.deloitte.com/assets/Dcom-Canada/Local%20Assets/Documents/ca_en_ps_making-the-grade-2011_041811.pdf
http://www.deloitte.com/assets/Dcom-Canada/Local%20Assets/Documents/ca_en_ps_making-the-grade-2011_041811.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001330/133038e.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001330/133038e.pdf
http://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/University_of_the_future/$FILE/University_of_the_future_2012.pdf
http://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/University_of_the_future/$FILE/University_of_the_future_2012.pdf
http://www.rkrs.si/gradiva/dokumenti/EUA_Autonomy_Report_Final.pdf
http://www.rkrs.si/gradiva/dokumenti/EUA_Autonomy_Report_Final.pdf
http://www.esf.org/fileadmin/Public_documents/Publications/HELF_01.pdf
http://www.esf.org/fileadmin/Public_documents/Publications/HELF_01.pdf
http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/KS-78-09-653-EN.pdf
http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/KS-78-09-653-EN.pdf
http://www.lfhe.ac.uk/research
http://www.policyconnect.org.uk/hec/research/new-inquiry-2013-regulating-new-he-landscape
http://www.policyconnect.org.uk/hec/research/new-inquiry-2013-regulating-new-he-landscape
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/229844/bis-13-1081-international-education-global-growth-and-prosperity.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/229844/bis-13-1081-international-education-global-growth-and-prosperity.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/229844/bis-13-1081-international-education-global-growth-and-prosperity.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/207128/bis-13-900-privately-funded-providers-of-higher-education-in-the-UK.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/207128/bis-13-900-privately-funded-providers-of-higher-education-in-the-UK.pdf


Marginson, S. (2011) “Nation States, Educational Traditions and the WCU Projects”. Prepared
for an international seminar on ‘institutionalization of a world-class university in global
competition’. Hoam Convention Centre, Seoul National University, June 28–29. http://
www.cshe.unimelb.edu.au/people/marginson_docs/SNU_WCU_28June2011_Marginson_
revised.pdf

McCormack, J., C. Propper, and S. Smith. 2013. Herding Cats? Management and University
Performance. Working Paper No 13/308. Bristol: Centre for Market and Public
Organisation. http://www.bristol.ac.uk/cmpo/publications/papers/2013/wp308.pdf

OBHE. 2013. “Horizon Scanning: What Will Higher Education Look Like in 2020?” Report for
the UK HE International Unit and Leadership Foundation for Higher Education, London.

OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development). 2009. Higher Education to
2030. Volume 2: Globalisation. Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development.
http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/highereducationto2030volume2globalisation.htm#HTO

OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development). 2011. Education at a
glance. Country note, United Kingdom. OECD Publishing. http://www.oecd.org/edu/
skills-beyond-school/48657394.pdf

OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development). 2013. Education at a
glance. OECD Indicators, OECD Publishing. http://www.oecd.org/edu/eag2013%20(eng–
FINAL%2020%20June%202013.pdf)

Padure, L., and G. Jones. 2009. “Policy Networks and Research on Higher Education
Governance and Policy.” In International Perspectives on the Governance of Higher
Education: Alternative Frameworks for Co-ordination, edited by J. Huisman, 107–26.
London: Routledge.

Pfeffer, J., and R. Sutton. 2006.Hard Facts, Dangerous Half-truths & Total Nonsense: Profiting
from Evidence-based Management. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Raffe, D. 2012. “Was Devolution the Beginning of the End of the UK Higher Education
System?” Perspectives: Policy and Practice in Higher Education 17 (1): 11–16.

Salmi, J. 2009. The Challenges of Establishing World-class Universities. Washington, DC: The
World Bank.

Schofield, A. 2009. What is an Effective and High Performing Governing Body in UK Higher
Education? London: Leadership Foundation for Higher Education. http://www.ljmu.ac.uk/
secretariat/docs/What_is_an_effective_and_high_performing_governing_body_in_UK_Hi
gher_Education.pdf

Scott, P. 1995. The Meanings of Mass Higher Education. Buckingham: Open University Press.
Scott, P. 2014. “Robbins, the Binary Policy and Mass Higher Education.” Higher Education

Quarterly 68 (2): 147–163.
Singh, V., and B. Little. 2011. “Learning and Engagement Dimensions of Higher Education in

Knowledge Society.” In Higher Education and Society in Changing Times: Looking
Backward and Looking Forward, edited by J. Brennan and S. Tarla, 36–46. Centre for
Higher Education Research and Information. Milton Keynes: Open University. http://
www.open.ac.uk/cheri/documents/Lookingbackandlookingforward.pdf

Thompson, J., and B. Bekhradnia. 2013. The Cost of the Government’s Reforms of the
Financing of Higher Education – An Update. London: Higher Education Policy Institute.
http://www.hepi.ac.uk/466-2094/The-cost-of-the-Government%E2%80%99s-reforms-of-
the-financing-of-higher-education.html

Trow, M. 2000. From Mass Education to Universal Access: The American Advantage. Centre for
Studies in Higher Education, Research and Occasional Paper Series. Berkeley: University of
California. http://cshe.berkeley.edu/publications/docs/PP.Trow.MassHE.1.00.pdf

UUK (Universities UK). 2012. Futures for Higher Education: Analysing Trends. Higher
Education: Meeting the Challenges of the 21st century. London: Universities UK. http://
www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2012/FuturesForHigherEducation.pdf

UUK (Universities UK). 2013a. “Higher Education in Facts and Figures.” http://www.
universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2013/HigherEducationInFactsAndFigur
es.pdf

UUK (Universities UK). 2013b. The Funding Challenge for Universities. Higher Education in
Focus: New Horizons. London: Universities UK. http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/
highereducation/Documents/2013/FundingChallengeForUniversities.pdf

12 R. Middlehurst

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

K
in

gs
to

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ry

],
 [

Pr
of

es
so

r 
R

ob
in

 M
id

dl
eh

ur
st

] 
at

 0
2:

55
 0

8 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
14

 

http://www.cshe.unimelb.edu.au/people/marginson_docs/SNU_WCU_28June2011_Marginson_revised.pdf
http://www.cshe.unimelb.edu.au/people/marginson_docs/SNU_WCU_28June2011_Marginson_revised.pdf
http://www.cshe.unimelb.edu.au/people/marginson_docs/SNU_WCU_28June2011_Marginson_revised.pdf
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/cmpo/publications/papers/2013/wp308.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/highereducationto2030volume2globalisation.htm#HTO
http://www.oecd.org/edu/skills-beyond-school/48657394.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/edu/skills-beyond-school/48657394.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/edu/eag2013%20(eng--FINAL&percnt;2020&percnt;20June&percnt;202013.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/edu/eag2013%20(eng--FINAL&percnt;2020&percnt;20June&percnt;202013.pdf
http://www.ljmu.ac.uk/secretariat/docs/What_is_an_effective_and_high_performing_governing_body_in_UK_Higher_Education.pdf
http://www.ljmu.ac.uk/secretariat/docs/What_is_an_effective_and_high_performing_governing_body_in_UK_Higher_Education.pdf
http://www.ljmu.ac.uk/secretariat/docs/What_is_an_effective_and_high_performing_governing_body_in_UK_Higher_Education.pdf
http://www.open.ac.uk/cheri/documents/Lookingbackandlookingforward.pdf
http://www.open.ac.uk/cheri/documents/Lookingbackandlookingforward.pdf
http://www.hepi.ac.uk/466-2094/The-cost-of-the-Government%E2%80%99s-reforms-of-the-financing-of-higher-education.html
http://www.hepi.ac.uk/466-2094/The-cost-of-the-Government%E2%80%99s-reforms-of-the-financing-of-higher-education.html
http://cshe.berkeley.edu/publications/docs/PP.Trow.MassHE.1.00.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2012/FuturesForHigherEducation.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2012/FuturesForHigherEducation.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2013/HigherEducationInFactsAndFigures.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2013/HigherEducationInFactsAndFigures.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2013/HigherEducationInFactsAndFigures.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2013/FundingChallengeForUniversities.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2013/FundingChallengeForUniversities.pdf


UUK (Universities UK). 2013c. Submission to the 2013 Spending Review. London: Universities
UK. http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Pages/UUKsubmission2013Spendi
ngRound.aspx#.UhIpsZJJNJQ

UUK (Universities UK). 2013d. Massive Open Online Courses: Higher Education’s Digital
Moment? London: Universities UK. http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/
Documents/2013/MassiveOpenOnlineCourses.pdf

Weiler, H. N. 2006. “Challenging the Orthodoxies of Knowledge: Epistemological, Structural
and Political Implications for Higher Education.” Presentation at the colloquium on research
and higher education policy of the UNESCO forum on higher education, research and
knowledge. Paris, December 1–3. http://www.stanford.edu/~weiler/Texts06/Unesco_
Paper_final.pdf

Studies in Higher Education 13

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

K
in

gs
to

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ry

],
 [

Pr
of

es
so

r 
R

ob
in

 M
id

dl
eh

ur
st

] 
at

 0
2:

55
 0

8 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
14

 

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Pages/UUKsubmission2013SpendingRound.aspx#.UhIpsZJJNJQ
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Pages/UUKsubmission2013SpendingRound.aspx#.UhIpsZJJNJQ
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2013/MassiveOpenOnlineCourses.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2013/MassiveOpenOnlineCourses.pdf
http://www.stanford.edu/~weiler/Texts06/Unesco_Paper_final.pdf
http://www.stanford.edu/~weiler/Texts06/Unesco_Paper_final.pdf

	Abstract
	Context and continuities for HE policy research in the UK
	A devolved system
	A mass system
	A diverse and autonomous system
	A high quality and efficient system

	Key challenges for UK HE: a future research agenda
	How to adapt and flourish in the changing funding environment
	Positioning HE in increasingly competitive environments
	The purpose and structure of regulatory and governance frameworks
	How should HE respond to and leverage changes in information and communications' technologies
	Preparing and supporting students for work and life in the twenty-first century
	How to remain a leading research nation
	Understanding and sustaining the life-blood of universities and colleges

	A changing research–policy landscape
	Conclusion
	References



