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I. THE OBSERVATORY OF THE EUROPEAN 

UNIVERSITY 
 

 

The «Observatory of the European University» (OEU) is a project developed within the European 

“Network of Excellence” PRIME
1
 involving the cooperation of 15 European universities

2
.  

The overall objective is to provide universities with tools adapted to the governance of their research 

activities. The OEU research team has developed a framework for the characterization of research 

activities undertaken by universities. The resulting framework is presented in the following section of 

this document as a basis for joint progress with university management. 

Practical considerations have been largely taken into account in building this analytical framework and 

in selecting the proposed indicators. The research team is fully conscious that the assessment 

processes currently in use are creating a huge workload for European universities. Therefore any new 

measurement system is hardly welcome. Even though it should be stressed that this project doesn’t 

plan to build another assessment exercise – participating universities themselves will use the 

proposed strategic tools to characterize their research activities – the OEU research team aimed to 

limit the cost of data collection. 

We have favoured the use of existing data and the exploitation of existing university documents 

(Strategic Research Plan, Contractual Report) and existing procedures to generate data. We have 

tried to focus on a limited set of key strategic issues and to select a few indicators for each of these 

issues.  

I.1. THE PREPARATORY WORK AND THE RESULTING « OEU 

STRATEGIC MATRIX » 

 

The analytical framework presented below is the result of a first round of interactions between the 

participating universities and the OEU research team which took place during a first University Panel 

Session held in Pisa (16th - 17th July 2004). The output of this meeting was embodied in a list of 

issues which were considered by the university representatives as strategic for the management of 

research activities. 

Subsequent work by the OEU research team has produced a series of working papers. They are 

compiled in the « OEU (2005) intermediary report » and can be used as background documents. The 

next step is composed of the following two-dimensional matrix whose primary use is to facilitate the 

analysis of the university research management. In our view, this matrix can help to characterize the 

status of university research management, to identify the best performing universities and to compare 

the setting within which universities  operate. 

                                                      
1
 www.prime-noe.org 

2
 Ecole nationale des Ponts et Chaussées, Université de Marne-la-Vallée, Szeged University, University of Bologna , 

Université de Bourgogne , Universidad de Granada, Università Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Dortmund Universität, Ludwig-

Maximilians-Universität München, Universidade de Aveiro, University Paris-Sud, Ecole polytechnique fédérale de 

Lausanne, Université de Lausanne, Autonomous University of Madrid, Maastricht University 
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The first dimension of the matrix deals with thematic aspects of university research management. We 

have considered five themes. 

• Funding: which includes all budget elements both revenues and expenses 

• Human Resources: which includes researchers, research staff and PhDs 

• Academic Outcomes: which includes articles and non articles, academic publications,  and 

the knowledge embodied in PhDs being trained through research 

• Third Mission
3
: which includes the relations linked between university and its non-academic 

partners: industry, public authorities and public at large 

• Governance: which includes the process by which the university converts its inputs (funding 

and human resources) into research outputs (Academic Outcomes and third mission) 

 

The second dimension of the matrix deals with transversal issues which cross these thematic 

categories. We have considered five transversal issues: 

 

• Autonomy: The university margin of manoeuvre, formally defined as the limits, exogenously 

established, to which a university must conform. 

• Strategic Capabilities: Real university ability to implement its strategic choices.  

• Attractiveness: University capacity to attract resources (money, people, equipment, 

collaboration, etc.) within a context of scarcity. 

• Differentiation Profile: Main features of an university which distinguish this institution from 

the other strategic actors, mainly universities but also other public research organizations.  

• Territorial Embedding: Geographical distribution of university involvements, contacts, 

collaborations…  

 

For each cell of the "OEU strategic matrix", which is presented below, we have selected a few Key 

Questions (labeled KQ i.j
4
). For each of these Key Questions we have proposed a few relevant 

indicators and possible schemes for collecting the data required for these indicators. 

 

THE OEU STRATEGIC MATRIX 
 Funding Human 

Resources 
Academic 
Outcomes 

Third Mission Governance 

Autonomy KQ 1.1 KQ 1.2 KQ 1.3 KQ 1.4 KQ 1.5 

Strategic 
Capabilities 

KQ 2.1 KQ 2.2 KQ 2.3 KQ 2.4 KQ 2.5 

Attractiveness KQ 3.1 KQ 3.2 KQ 3.3 KQ 3.4 KQ 3.5 

Differentiation 
Profile 

KQ 4.1 KQ 4.2 KQ 4.3 KQ 4.4 KQ 4.5 

Territorial 
Embedding 

KQ 5.1 KQ 5.2 KQ 5.3 KQ 5.4 KQ 5.5 

 

The content of this matrix is presented in more details below. The next section considers successively 

the way each of the Thematic Dimensions are affected by the Transversal Issues. The first subsection, 

dedicated to the “Funding” dimension, considers in what way the financial management of university 

                                                      
3
 The university « third mission » is a reference to the two other missions universities are in charge of : teaching and research 

4
 Which stands for « Key Questions for the Transversal Issue i and the Thematic Dimension j » 
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research is affected firstly  by the “Autonomy” issue affects, secondly by the issue of “Strategic 

Capabilities”, and then by the next three issues (Attractiveness, Differentiation Profile, Territorial 

Embedding). The other thematic dimensions are treated the same way. The second subsection, 

dedicated to the “Human Resources” dimension, 

considers in what way the management of 

“Human Resources” in university research is affected firstly by the “autonomy” issue, then by the 

issues of “Strategic Capabilities”, “Attractiveness”,etc.  

The same procedure is carried out for the three remaining thematic dimensions: Academic Outcomes, 

Third Mission, Governance. 

I.2. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS  

Several cross-sectional questions need still to be addressed by the OEU research team in close 

collaboration with the university representatives’ partners. If no overall answer can be reached, we 

should adopt a case-by-case approach. 

 

A - The first question pertains to the definition of the perimeter of the university under study. What 

are the boundaries of the institution? How should the production of research teams, centres, and 

laboratories held in common with other institutions be attributed? Whatever approach is used, it is the 

university's responsibility to take an accounting of its laboratories' publications in the SCI and in other 

complementary databases if needed. 

Another example of difficulties encountered in defining boundaries may be found in research groups in 

hospitals. They are linked to the University, directly if they are a teaching hospitals or indirectly if they 

are universities associated with a hospital
5
. 

 

B - The second question raises the matter of the “level of institutional detail" for the analysis. This 

relates to the university in its entirety, its departments, its laboratories, research teams and even 

individuals who are institutionally connected to the university. It will often prove useful to combine 

these different levels of observation or to articulate the analysis by levels. Choices will in part be 

dictated by the availability of data and the difficulty of data collection. 

 

C - The third question concerns the disciplinary quality of the analysis. Is it the university's overall 

research effort that is being characterized, all disciplines taken together? Or do we want to carry out 

the analysis along major discipline lines, or sub-specialties? If so then it will be important to spell out 

the categories to be used. This question of analytic categories is of primary importance since the way 

it is answered affects heavily the results obtained in terms of visibility. Gathering all disciplines 

together would not make sense because their inputs and outputs may be quite different. At the same 

time if the breakdown is too specific it will be very difficult, and costly, to obtain the data. To define the 

categories through the current functional structure of our Universities (main departments and chairs) 

could be a starting point. This approach would facilitate the gathering of the data. 

 

D - The fourth question pertains to the period of the analysis; over what length of time should the 

analysis be conducted? Two, five, or ten years? Here again the choice is conditioned by practical 

considerations and limited by the availability of data. Choosing too short a time period could affect 

adversely the reliability of the results concerning citations. 

                                                      
5
 Hospitals with an agreement with the university. For example, their doctors provide teaching and 

supervising of student research 
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I.3. THE WORK AHEAD: AN ON-GOING INTERACTIVE PROCESS 

BETWEEN UNIVERSITY REPRESENTATIVES AND THE OEU 

RESEARCH TEAM 

 

The OEU strategic matrix results from an interactive process between university representatives and 

the OEU research team. This strategic matrix will also constitute the basis for further exchanges. Each 

university participating in the project will interact with its OEU partner, using the matrix to assess its 

strategic strengths and weaknesses. 

This phase of collaboration, programmed before the April 2005 Madrid University Panel Session, will 

also be used by the universities to: 

•  validate the choice of strategic issues which have been highlighted in the matrix and,  

•  select the issues on which they will concentrate to gather their data for the pilot phase of this 

project. 

Then the April 2005 Madrid University Panel Session will focus on the issues which have been given 

top priority by universities and will set the common rules for the collection of data.  
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