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 Foreword
Foreword by Judy Verses, President, Academic and Government, Elsevier

In 2024, academic leaders and funders worldwide will face significant opportunities 
and challenges. There were remarkable technological advances in artificial 
intelligence last year. The potential of these new technologies will start to be 
realized this year with new applications and services that support institutions and 
researchers. In parallel, almost half of the world’s population, including 8 out 
of the top 10 most populous countries, have elections in 2024, bringing further 
complexity to the regulatory and financial environments. In this challenging 
context, academic leaders and funders will need to make nuanced decisions 
that benefit their organizations, researchers and ultimately society at large.   

To gain a deeper understanding of the challenges and opportunities faced 
by academic leaders and funders, we partnered with Ipsos to produce this 
comprehensive report. Over 100 institutional leaders contributed to the 
report: academic leaders, including Rectors, Presidents and Vice-Chancellors, 
as well as CEOs, Presidents and Directors from prominent research funding 
organizations. I would like to express my thanks to all the participants for 
taking the time to share their valuable insights and perspectives with us. 
This research builds on previous Elsevier analyses: ‘Confidence in Research: 
Researchers in the Spotlight’,  ‘Back to Earth’ and the ‘Future of Evaluation’.  

The report highlights the top priorities of university leaders, including securing 
funding, ensuring research and educational excellence, improving their institution’s 
impact on society, health and the environment, attracting and retaining talented 
staff and achieving social equity. In addition, the report outlines the level of 
preparedness and strategies that universities are adopting to address these 
challenges, focusing on innovation, agility, partnerships and talent management. 
The report also identifies regional differences in the perspectives of these leaders.  

We hope the insights from the report can be a helpful stimulus for discussion, 
dialogue and action. Elsevier will distribute the report among academic leaders 
and funders across the globe, to help raise awareness of the opportunities, 
challenges and strategies that are being developed. We will also use 
the findings to help us identify actions that Elsevier can take to support 
leaders and the research community and we welcome your feedback. 

Judy Verses

https://confidenceinresearch.elsevier.com/
https://confidenceinresearch.elsevier.com/
https://www.elsevier.com/en-gb/academic-and-government/back-to-earth-download
https://www.elsevier.com/en-gb/academic-and-government/future-of-evaluation-download
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Universities and funding bodies face many similar challenges as they navigate their institutions to  
success in a fast-changing world. To tackle today’s challenges and be prepared for those to come,  
it is useful to gather leaders’ insights and best practices.

In April to December 2023, Elsevier worked with Ipsos to conduct two phases of interviews with a  
total of 115 institutional leaders from around the world – 86 held top level leadership positions 
at universities (‘academic leaders’) and 29 at research funding bodies (‘funders’). 

The academic leaders and funders interviewed shared their perceptions as to the priority their institutions 
give each challenge and how well prepared they feel to tackle that challenge. In some cases, there is a 
gap between priority and preparedness, suggesting an area of concern. See figure 2 for details.

Executive summary

 Chapter 1:  
 Enablers
Strengthening the foundations during turbulent times

Read the full chapter: page 15

Securing financing for research is a high priority for the 
vast majority of academic leaders, but fewer feel they are 
well prepared to tackle this challenge. Similarly, financing 
for education is a high priority but leaders feel a little 
better prepared to address this. Funding constraints 
impact talent management, with almost all leaders saying 
they need more funding to attract the best talent. 

• 84% say securing funding is a high priority and 
66% expect it to become a much greater challenge 
over the next five years

• 84% consider finance for research a high priority but 
only 49% are well prepared to address this challenge

• Facilities for research is given a high priority by 78% 
of leaders but much fewer 31% say they are well 
prepared to meet the challenge

• Many are concerned about cyber security (including 
preventing IP theft) and 82% give it a high priority

• 64% say AI governance is a high priority but only 
23% are well prepared for this challenge

• Most say retaining talent (80%) and attracting talent 
(73%) are high-priority challenges, but 93% of academic 
leaders say they need more funding to attract talent 

Chapter 2: Fulfilling the 
institution’s dual mission
New paths to excellence in research and education

Read the full chapter: page 46

The core functions of research and education are reaffirmed 
as key priorities. Academic leaders surveyed consider 
achieving excellence in research and offering excellent 
education high-priority challenges. In the post-COVID world, 
institutional culture is still recovering, and in particular, 
leaders acknowledge the importance of the student 
experience, with improving student welfare a high priority.

• 89% of leaders consider research a high priority, and 69% 
believe if the challenges they face are not addressed they 
will have a severe or major impact on research in the future 

• 93% of leaders put a high priority on ensuring 
research excellence but only 56% feel well prepared 
to meet this challenge 

• 82% of leaders consider educational excellence a high 
priority and 64% are well prepared to tackle the challenge



5View from the top: academic leaders’ and funders’ insights on the challenges ahead

Chapter 3: Impact 
Demonstrating value and garnering support from society

Read the full chapter: page 62

Alongside research and education, impact emerges as a key priority in the 
broadest sense. Most leaders consider demonstrating scientific, economic, 
societal and environmental impact high priorities. But looking at how prepared 
leaders are to meet some of the challenges, there are some concerning gaps. 

• 79% of academic leaders agree a new approach is required for research 
assessment and 80% set a high priority on demonstrating societal impact.

• 74% of leaders say demonstrating scientific impact is a high priority, 
and 57% are well prepared to do this, the highest level of high 
preparedness across the different aspects of demonstrating impact 

• 67% consider demonstrating economic impact a high priority and 
only 30% say they are well prepared for the challenge 

• 55% of leaders say their institutions should be most concerned 
with providing real-world benefits

 Emerging challenges
The study also looks at emerging challenges including potential political, 
technological, and regulatory change and the importance of diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI). Throughout the report, leaders and funders 
share their expectations of how their priorities will evolve in the coming 
years and there are emerging challenges. When asked to reflect on areas 
where thought leadership is needed most in the next 12 months two topics 
emerged most strongly: artificial intelligence and climate change.

Funders
• The views of funders appear throughout the report and align with academic 

leaders on the priorities of research and impact, and they believe the challenges 
associated with demonstrating impact will become much greater over  
the next five years.

• To deliver on their top priorities half of funders feel securing finances is crucial 
and two-thirds see this challenge becoming much greater over the next five years. 

Supporting academic leaders and funders
As a global leader in information and analytics, Elsevier delivers insights that help 
universities and funders achieve their strategic goals. The findings in this report, 
and the insights academic leaders and funders share with us in many contexts 
every day, help shape these solutions, so they continue to address real challenges. 
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 Key findings

Approach

The leaders surveyed in this study encompass a wide diversity of different institutions across 
five continents. All find themselves facing a complex array of challenges and are being required 
to innovate and think deeply about their institution, its purpose and future direction. 

Phase 1: Qualitative Phase 2: Quantitative

When

The majority of interviews were completed 
between April and August 2023 September to December 2023

What

Respondents discussed their roles, the challenges 
they face now and in future, the support they 
need to address these. Results informed 
development of quantitative phase survey

Questionnaire aimed to capture data across themes: 
Funding, Human capital (Talent), Research, Education, 
Outcomes & Impact, Political, Technological

Who  
and how

15 in-depth interviews approximately 45mins long 
with 9 funders and 6 academic leaders via Teams

100 semi-structured interviews approximately 
30 mins long with 80 academic leaders and 
20 funders via telephone, Teams or Zoom

Academic leaders and funders include people in various leadership roles, for example:

• Academic leaders: President, Rector, Chancellor, Vice-President, Vice President, 
Vice-Rector, Vice Chancellor, Executive Provost and Vice President for Research 

• Funders: CEO, President, Chairman, General Secretary, Director, Deputy CEO, Vice President

Before we explore the detailed findings in the main report, we will 
provide an overview of the key findings.

Universities around the world operate under inherently different conditions, 
but this study reveals how their vantage points in an increasingly fractious and 
interconnected world converge in many ways – specifically in the biggest challenges 
they face and some of the ways they are tackling them. It also highlights the 
views of funders, whose work is inextricably linked with that of universities.

By exploring these challenges and the strategies developed, institutions 
are better positioned to advance science and improve health outcomes, 
thereby enabling a better future.
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Research

Funding

Human Capital 
(Talent)

Education

Outcomes & impact

Institutional culture

Political, 
technological 
and regulatory 
environment

Figure 1

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following potential 
challenges. For each, please indicate the current priority that your organization 
has assigned to addressing this challenge over the next 12 months, where 0 
is very low priority, 10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.) 

Question: Is there any challenge that you think will become 
a much greater challenge in the next 5 years? 

Proportion who assign high priority to a challenge 
and proportion say challenge will become much 
greater in next 5 years 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

89%

46%

84%

66%

75%

66%

75%

50%

65%

53%

49%

49%

35%

65%

Key:   % High priority: priority 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  
 % say challenge will become much greater in next 5 years  

Global = 80 
 Americas* 
 EMEA*  
 APAC*

* Base sizes for regions are below 30 and provide an indicative read.

Leaders’ key priorities – 
an overarching perspective

Given universities’ pivotal role in advancing knowledge, 
it is not surprising that the research they do remains 
leaders’ top concern (see chapter 2 on page 46 for 
details). An overwhelming majority (89%) view research 
as a high priority for their institution (see figure 1). 

Universities are also under increasing pressure to show 
the broader impact of this research, and 79% agree that 
means measuring impact beyond traditional metrics like 
publications and patents (figure 14, page 65). Institutions 
are expected to show societal impact1 and long-term health 
outcomes, illustrate how they help social mobility and 
demonstrate how their work aligns with global frameworks 
like the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
It takes time, money, and expertise to craft effective 
strategies with appropriate performance metrics.2, 3 

The issue of funding, an ever-present concern for most 
leaders, has the greatest influence on how effectively other 
challenges can be addressed, and 84% give it high priority – 
it is second only to research. Many universities face budget 
constraints and the constant need to compete for funding. 
They need money not only to fund research and tuition, but 
to maintain and enhance their infrastructure: nearly four 
in five (78%) leaders consider the provision of facilities a 
high priority. This pressure is leading some institutions to 
embrace financial sustainability strategies, such as lowering 
pension debts and collaborating with other institutions 
or the private sector (see chapter 1 on page 39 for more 
details). For two-thirds (66%) of leaders, funding is set to 
become a greater challenge in the next five years; more 
in EMEA and the Americas expect this to be the case.

Talent challenges, also closely related to an organization’s 
ability to address other hurdles, are identified as a priority issue 
for three-quarters of leaders (76%), and much like funding, this 
challenge is expected to grow over the next five years (67%).
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Universities are in an increasingly global battle for talent,4 and 
the drive to find and keep the best people extends beyond 
academic roles to include managers, administrators, and 
technical staff (see chapter 1 for more details). All contribute 
to how the institution functions. It is not surprising, therefore, 
that more than nine in ten (93%) leaders seek more 
funding to attract the best talent (see figure 5 on page 27). 

In many countries, universities now operate in an 
increasingly challenging demographic context: declining 
populations are often correlated with declining student 
numbers, though student numbers also appear to have been 
falling in countries with population growth. As populations 
change, higher education establishments find themselves 
in fierce competition for dwindling student numbers 
and many face pressure to increase5 student body while 
maintaining quality and managing the impact on their local 
communities.6 Others need to work out how to grow within 
the constraints of their physical location, or how to manage 
increasing student populations in relatively small cities.

Meanwhile, the demand for keeping up with the latest 
political, technological, and regulatory changes is mounting. 
Although relatively speaking this is the lowest priority 
challenge area (35%), it appears to be at a turning point: a 
substantial proportion (65%) believe it will become a much 
greater challenge over the next five years, with leaders in 
both EMEA and the Americas expecting more substantial 
increases here than in any other challenge area. This has the 
potential to compound funding, talent and research issues 
in a variety of ways, which are explained in this report.

A more widespread awareness of and sensitivity to the way 
in which groups within society have been marginalized and 
excluded over time has been a key political development 
of the last 10 years.7 In this context, university leaders 
increasingly must show how they are addressing the need 
for social equity.8 Their institutions are now striving to 
ensure that research and study opportunities are accessible 
to all regardless of race, gender or socio-economic status, 
and to create an inclusive culture where diversity is valued 
and respected. Overall, 76% of leaders interviewed say 
ensuring diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) at their 
institution is a high priority (see figure 6 on page 30). 
Despite this focus, cultural concerns are still considered 
less significant than areas like research, funding and 
talent, with just under half (49%) of leaders identifying 
them as a high priority. See figure 1 on page 7 for details.

Finally, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are still being 
felt four years after it started. Leaders say their universities 
are still dealing with the financial fallout and adapting to new 
ways of working and learning. In addition, they are managing 
the transition to open science, the demands of increasing 
digitalization and the development of artificial intelligence (AI), 
particularly generative AI and its associated benefits and risks. 
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Challenges broken down by 
priority vs preparedness – the 
issue matrix for leaders
In this section we dive deeper into each priority, for which there is a range 
of different issues related to a broad challenge facing their institution (those 
shown in figure 1). Leaders were asked to rate the level of priority and how well 
prepared their institution is to address the related issue. The proportion of 
individuals who selected 8, 9 or 10 (the highest levels of priority and preparedness) 
on a scale of 0 to 10 was compared to indicate the issues leaders feel best 
placed to deal with and highlight where they have challenges (see figure 2).

Academic leaders give higher levels of priority than they do preparedness 
across 32 of the 34 areas they rated. On figure 2, these are the points above 
the dotted line that runs from bottom left to top right. Leaders feel most 
comfortable with some of the challenges in the political, technological, and 
regulatory environment: ‘tracking compliance with laws and regulations’ and 
‘navigating the politicization of research’ (high preparedness is greater than high 
priority). There is a degree of comfort with a number of areas, indicated where 
the gap between preparedness and priority is less than 20 percentage points. 
This includes aspects of the core functions of education (‘offering excellent 
education’) and research (‘ensuring the best research receives grants’, ‘ensuring 
research integrity’ and ‘demonstrating the scientific impact of research’.) 

Conversely, leaders’ areas of greatest concern (where priority is high, but high 
preparedness is at least 35 percentage points lower, shown in the top left section 
of figure 2) are also evident: ‘talent attraction and retention’, ‘demonstrating 
societal and economic impact’ and ‘providing research facilities’. These areas 
are often differentiating factors for institutions in an increasingly global 
market,9, 10 making it vital for leaders to tackle the related challenges they face.
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Challenges – the balance between high priority and high preparedness

5 15 25 35 45 55 65 75 85 95
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High preparedness 
% 8,9 & 10 (scale 0 to 10)
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%
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 10
 (scale 0

 to 10)

Challenges where high 
preparedness is at least 35ppts 
less than high priority

Figure 2

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following potential challenges. For each, please indicate the current priority that your organization 
has assigned to addressing this challenge over the next 12 months, where 0 is very low priority, 10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.)

Question: And how prepared, if at all, is your organization to address each of these same challenges over the next 12 months? 
Again please use a 0 – 10 scale, this time where 0 means ‘Not at all prepared’ and 10 means ‘Extremely well-prepared’.

Key:  Funding   Research   Impact   Political, Tech. & Regulatory Environment   Talent   Education   Institutional culture 

Base size c.45 respondents. Statements have been taken from various questions across the survey; respondents 
were shown statements at random and will not have answered every statement on this chart.
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The regional picture
Respondents to this study are from a range of countries; we recognize the value in 
seeing different perspectives and have grouped responses into three broad regions. 
The scale of the study makes it difficult to include country or other regional splits. 
This is an area we will address in any future waves. Despite the diversity of response, 
there are many commonalities in the perspectives of participating leaders from 
around the world, including the overall gap between priority and preparedness: 
the high priority that leaders attached to most of these areas does not align with 
their assessment of their preparedness to address them, which tends to be much 
lower. Despite global similarities, the geographical location of institutions also 
has a strong influence on their leaders’ assessments of priorities. To see details of 
the geographical distribution of respondents please see the appendix (page 79).

Americas

• Higher perceived preparedness 
across most areas

• Key areas include securing 
funding, research infrastructure 
and offering excellent education

• Lower priority and preparedness 
for performing well in international 
academic rankings

Europe, Middle East and Africa (EMEA)

• Higher priority for attracting 
international students, AI governance 
and research excellence

• Less prepared to manage rising 
research costs

• Highest gap between priority and 
preparedness for AI

Asia Pacific (APAC)

• Lower preparedness in many areas, 
including attracting the best students

• More prepared for attracting and 
retaining staff 

• Best prepared for achieving a high 
academic ranking
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The Funder’s perspective
Readers should note that survey data are based on responses from leaders of 
20 funding organizations and supported by the 9 in-depth interviews. Funders’ 
views generally are similar to academic leaders but there are differences.

All Funders agree “Ensuring research excellence (e.g. advances human 
knowledge)” is a high priority and a large majority feel well-prepared to 
meet the challenge. Whilst aligned with academic leaders on priority, 
more than three-quarters of funders feel well prepared to meet the 
challenge compared to over half of academic leaders.

14 out of 20 funders say “Securing finances” is a high priority and 10 
expect it to become a greater challenge in the next 5 years. As a result, 
funders consider prioritization of which projects to fund an important 
challenge and one they are well prepared to manage. 

Navigating the political environment, and often the politicisation of 
research, is a high priority for funders. They place a high priority on 
networking with stakeholders (government, R&D leaders, media, and 
other funding bodies), and are well prepared to carry out this task.

Again, like academic leaders, ‘Outcomes and Impact’ is a high priority 
for funders and two thirds expect it to become a much greater 
challenge in the next 5 years. Despite the high priority given by many 
to ensuring public awareness and understanding of their activities, 
and demonstrating societal, economic or commercial impact, relatively 
few funders feel they are well prepared to meet the challenge.

The majority say “Creating an environment conducive to open science” is 
a high priority and the same proportion are well prepared to address it.

 Emerging challenges
Leaders are currently dealing with an array of complex and multi-
dimensional issues, and they expect their challenges to continue to evolve. 
When asked to consider the next five years, leaders foresee a changing 
landscape and several emerging and intensifying challenges to address. 

One of the biggest expected changes is that political, social and technological 
challenges will become more pressing, nearly two thirds see it becoming a greater 
challenge (see figure 1). Leaders foresee difficulties in maintaining cyber security, 
managing AI, campus safety, managing demographic change, dealing with the 
consequence of tax reforms, and meeting demands to solve real-world challenges. 
They also expect continuing challenges to academic freedom and trust in science. 

They expect that the focus on diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) will 
continue to intensify. As the societies in which many institutions operate 
become more diverse,11 leaders can anticipate that pressure on them to 
ensure that opportunities for research and tuition are open to all will 
build. Overall, close to eight in ten (76%) leaders interviewed say DEI 
at their institution is a high priority (see figure 6 on page 30).
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Leaders also expect the number of international 
students their institutions attract will be impacted 
by shifting student preference from an education 
abroad to one at home. International students are an 
important source of income for universities around the 
world, particularly those from China where there are 
indications of a decline in students enrolling abroad.12 

When asked to reflect on areas where thought leadership 
is needed most in the next 12 months. Their focus is on 
transformative and globally significant issues and two 
themes emerged as priorities to address across the board: 
climate change and AI. Generative AI has recently entered 
mainstream use and universities are having to come to 
terms with its implications and draw up guidelines on 
issues such as maintaining integrity, managing psychosocial 
risks and dealing with challenges to health and safety 
practices.13 Leaders are also conscious universities are 
not only expected to play a leading role in monitoring 
climate change but generating scientific-based solutions, 
developing new technologies and potentially influencing 
new regulations. Some leaders believe universities will need 
to reorganize their operations and education to contribute 
more significantly to solving climate-related problems.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic has raised 
the specter of future shocks, such as another pandemic, 
an economic downturn or a major climate event, in the 
minds of leaders. They are aware of society's urgent need 
for solutions from academia, and this is impacting the 
research agenda. At the same time, they are preparing 
their institutions, trying to build the resilience to withstand 
future shocks and mitigating the impacts of their own 
activities, such as reducing their carbon footprints and 
evaluating their ties with the fossil fuel industry. 

Given that funding, talent and infrastructure are leaders’ 
top concerns today, it is no surprise that leaders anticipate 
financial stability as being a looming challenge. They 
worry about whether their current business models are 
sustainable, particularly amid rising costs of living, and 
how they might evolve to adjust to a changing world. 

The overarching challenge for academic leaders will 
be to address these issues in a holistic but flexible 
way, in a world where the political, economic, social 
and environmental contexts can shift around them 
quicker and more fundamentally than ever before.14 
If they succeed, universities will play a significant role 
in helping their countries, and the world as a whole, 
navigate the unprecedented challenges ahead.

Universities’ responses to the challenges they’re facing 
take many forms. They are looking to innovate, become 
more agile and develop new strategies. They are 
investing in infrastructure, pursuing interdisciplinary 
research, focusing on talent management and striving 
to enhance their global standing. These plans and 
strategies are explored in this report and appear in the 
best practice sections at the end of each chapter.

 Explore the full report
The findings of the research are detailed in three main chapters in this report:

• Chapter 1: Enablers – here we explore funding, talent and technology

• Chapter 2: Fulfilling the institution’s dual mission – this chapter 
looks at research and education 

• Chapter 3: Impact – in this chapter we delve into the challenges 
and opportunities of demonstrating impact

Looking to the future, we close the report with reflections from leaders about the 
challenges they expect to face long-term, and how they might address them.
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 Enablers
Strengthening the foundations 
during turbulent times

Chapter 1
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In order to achieve their missions, universities 
need certain enablers, primarily including 
finance, talent, infrastructure and technology. 
In the turbulent economic environment in 
which universities operate today, securing 
financing for research is a high priority for the 
vast majority of academic leaders, but far fewer 
feel they are well prepared to tackle this challenge. 
Similarly, financing for education is a high 
priority but leaders feel a little better prepared to 
address this. Funding constraints impact talent 
management, with almost all leaders saying they 
need more funding to attract the best talent. 
In addition to institutional culture – including 
diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) excellent 
research infrastructure with strong cyber and 
research security are important elements of 
a robust, efficient, modern university. 

Of the academic leaders interviewed: 

• 84% say securing funding is a high priority, 66% expect it to 
become a much greater challenge over the next five years

• 84% consider finance for research a high priority but only 
49% are well prepared to address this challenge

• Most say retaining talent (80%) and attracting talent 
(73%) are high-priority challenges, but 93% of academic 
leaders say they need more funding to attract talent

• 78% say providing facilities to conduct research is a 
high priority but less than a third (31%) say they are well 
prepared to tackle this need

• 82% of leaders identify cyber security as a top priority,  
but only 45% feel well prepared to tackle the challenge

• 64% say AI governance is a high priority but only 23%  
are well prepared for this challenge

Funding: the foundation of 
research and education

[The biggest challenges] have all 
been made worse by normal 
day-to-day challenges: the 
rising cost of living, fuel prices, 
electricity charges and so on.”

 – Academic Leader, EMEA

Our core funding from 
government has been decreasing 
relatively over many, many 
years, so we rely on other 
sources of income to subsidize 
many of our activities. We have 
a lot of international students, 
and with geopolitical challenges 
and economic challenges, it’s 
always uncertain income.”

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Funding plays a crucial role within academic institutions, with funding from 
governments, research grants, student fees and other sources underpinning both 
research and education. To achieve their missions, universities need finance. 

The headache of financial constraints
The 2020 Elsevier report University leaders: opportunities and challenges highlighted 
the ongoing “headache” that funding causes leaders.1 More than three years 
on, many continue to face considerable difficulties in carrying out what they 
deem as essential duties due to a shortage of financial resources.2 

These financial challenges are driven by the wider macroeconomic situation. 
Following the COVID-19 pandemic, the global economy experienced a significant 
slowdown. According to the International Monetary Fund’s World Economic Outlook, 
global economic growth was projected to decrease from 3.5% in 2022 to 3.0% 
in 2023 and 2.9% in 2024 – much lower than the 2000–2019 average of 3.8%.3 

While expenditure on research and development (R&D) held up during the 
COVID-19 crisis – the first time a global recession did not translate into a fall in R&D 
expenditure – growth was lower than historic rates.4 It is likely, however, that R&D 
growth will be suppressed in the future due to lower global economic growth, as 
R&D intensity (the ratio of GERD to GDP) is generally relatively stable. For example, 
in the EU it was 2.08% in 2012 and 2.23% in 2022.5 In addition, inflation spikes 
have led to soaring commodity prices and rising prices for services, and although 
inflation is now decreasing, the 2023 global inflation rate was still high at 6.9%.6 

Coupled with this post-pandemic fiscal instability, geopolitical turbulence – 
notably including the war in Ukraine, conflicts in the Middle East and other 
potential flash points such as Taiwan – is impacting budgets, as more government 
spending has been allocated to defense. This is placing greater pressure on other 
areas,7 and it has contributed to an unpredictable economic environment. 
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The impact of funding challenges
Potential significant implications of insufficient funding, 
like less scientific output and fewer talented researchers 
staying in science, would be to the detriment of society 
and human advancement. 

Research activities may be greatly hindered, and 
education and academic activities may also be greatly 
affected. If research expenses are reduced, labor costs 
to be paid to graduate students participating in 
research will be reduced. So we cannot accept many 
graduate students and because research activities 
cost a lot of money, there is no choice but to reduce 
the number of research projects.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Many of the academic leaders interviewed for the current study 
highlighted the difficulties a lack of funding causes for talent 
recruitment and retention (see page 26 for more details).

… we have a financing difficulty, which means that in 
order to maintain the required quality, with less 
resources than needed, the system is stretched. We had 
a ten-year gap where no new positions were available 
for teaching or for research… It’s not because of a lack 
of talent, but because of a lack of resources to be able 
to promote these people.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

There will be further efficiencies that we will need to 
make which will include, obviously, reduced FTE across 
the university.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Research supports economic growth, 
so why cut budgets?
Research has shown that increasing investment in 
research and development is an effective way to promote 
economic and social progress.8 Yet not all governments 
are increasing their budgets,9 which means many funders 
have become more selective in how they distribute 
finance. Instead of boosting research, this limits it.

The previous government gave us 1 billion dollars to 
support research across everybody in the whole sector, 
and then introduced a new package which has given 
us less money to do what we need to do, so we’ve got 
a funding challenge.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

The government investment in universities and the 
way they fund universities in [COUNTRY] has been 
below [the Consumer Price Index] CPI for many years. 
The actual cost of universities increases by more than 
CPI, leaving a funding gap every single year, which 
has just reached crisis point.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

In some countries a reluctance to fund research may be in 
part due to the rise of populist governments, which can result 
in an erosion of trust in research and public institutions 
and a move away from evidence-based policy.10, 11

The previous government hated universities and... 
communities became ambivalent towards us, in 
part because of the international students. We need 
the general public to appreciate universities so the 
government will change the funding models.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Reductions in government research funding are 
happening around the world. A 2024 survey by Times 
Higher Education revealed that “almost no leaders” expect 
government to help them out if the university is in serious 
trouble, noting that “Vice-chancellors fear UK sector is 
hurtling into financial crisis.”12 And in the US, an Inside 
Higher Ed survey revealed that leaders’ confidence in the 
10-year financial outlook of their institutions is falling.13 

This makes demonstrating the impact of research output and 
education even more important (see chapter 3 on page 62). 
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The funders’ 
perspective 

Funders are facing these financial pressures too. They report 
that there is generally less money available, which has led 
to lost income, project delays, disrupted research careers 
and conflict in how resource is allocated in some cases.

Financial challenges may actually be the worst… 
setting up the annual budget for next year is 
heavily delayed this year. It’s a very difficult and 
controversial process within the government, so we 
don’t know what will come out for us… looking at 
the time I spend on issues fighting for money, it 
certainly is the most important thing I’m dealing 
with right now.” 

– Funder, EMEA

We are solely supported by the government… and 
we haven’t had an increase in five years. It limits 
our ability to better serve researchers and promote 
the research ecosystem in Canada.” 

– Funder, the Americas

Academic leaders are determined and looking to adapt 
to economic realities. When asked what they were 
doing to address the funding issues they face, leaders 
talked of financial sustainability initiatives to balance 
the books, including lowering pension debts, cutting 
costs and raising money through international student 
recruitment, are some of the methods being utilized.

In the current study, academic leaders shared their views of 
four approaches to addressing funding challenges, namely 
securing finance for research and education, attracting 
international students, and prioritizing resources.

Figure 2

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following 
potential challenges.  For each, please indicate the current 
priority that your organization has assigned to addressing this 
challenge over the next 12 months, where 0 is very low priority, 
10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.

Question: And how prepared, if at all, is your organization to 
address each of these same challenges over the next 12 months? 
Again please use a 0 – 10 scale, this time where 0 means ‘Not 
at all prepared’ and 10 means ‘Extremely well-prepared’? 

Addressing funding challenges – levels of high 
priority and high preparedness 

Key:   % High priority: priority 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  
 % High preparedness: preparedness 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  

Global = 45 
 Americas* 
 EMEA*  
 APAC*

* Base sizes for regions are below 20 and provide an indicative read.  

Securing financing 
for research

Securing financing 
for education

Prioritisation 
of resources 
across university 
programmes

Attracting 
international 
students to your 
institution

84%
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40%

62%
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APAC
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 Research funding

of leaders say securing funding 
for research is a high priority

expect funding to become a much greater 
challenge over the next five years

84%

66%

The challenges universities face in securing research 
funding include increasing competition, limited options 
and stringent criteria. The COVID-19 pandemic aggravated 
these pressures, with fewer opportunities in some disciplines 
and fewer resources available to bid for opportunities.14 

In the current study, 84% of academic leaders say the 
challenges around funding are a high priority, placing it 
second only to the challenges posed by research (89%). 
These challenges are not new,15 and leaders don’t expect 
them to end: two-thirds (66%) believe they will grow 
over the next five years.

The high priority given to this challenge reflects the 
vital role of research in social progression, bolstering 
the economy, fostering innovation, and tackling 
complex local and global societal issues.16 

The funders’ 
perspective 

Most of the funders (four in five) interviewed said that the 
prioritization of which projects to fund is a high priority

The same proportion also considered themselves well 
prepared to address the issue. This is encouraging when 
financial pressures can lead to difficult choices, such as 
scaling back research, underinvestment in equipment and 
infrastructure, and less ability to seize new opportunities.

Failure to raise sufficient funds will lead to a decline in 
the quality of education and research. This will have a 
very negative impact on research activities, including a 
reduction in the number of papers.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Financing for research is an area that around half (49%) of 
leaders from around the world feel they are well prepared 
to address. This leaves a notable gap between priority and 
preparedness, highlighting the concern around the issue of 
funding. This may of course vary depending on the economic 
outlooks of particular nations however, where growth is 
more robust, funding too is generally more secure.

However, this gap varies by region. In the Americas, more 
(62%) feel assured in their level of preparedness, matching 
the level of priority they give the challenge, while leaders 
in EMEA (46%) and APAC (42%) feel less assured. This may 
relate to the respective economic outlooks in each region 
and the funding available, with the economy in the Americas 
better placed and prospects for funding more secure.

 Funding for education

of leaders consider finance for 
education a high priority

are well prepared to address this challenge

78%

53%

The situation is similar regarding securing finance for 
education – leaders’ second highest priority within funding 
challenges (78%). Over half (53%) of leaders interviewed feel 
well prepared to tackle this challenge. Like with research 
funding, leaders in the Americas feel most prepared to 
face this challenge (62%), with those in EMEA much less 
so (38%). Leaders in APAC feel better prepared to secure 
funding for education (58%) than for research (42%).

These regional differences may suggest that funding 
for education in the Americas is more secure than that 
in EMEA, or that the lower priority given to funding 
for education in EMEA indicates that they feel less 
pressure than other regions to address the challenge. 
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see attracting international 
students as a high priority

say they are well prepared to 
address the challenge

62%

36%

Attracting international students

International students are a critical source of finance for many 
institutions. In their interviews, many leaders highlighted 
that without the fees paid by international students they 
would be unable to fund their operations. Leaders also 
expect the changing geopolitical landscape to have an 
impact on international students. In recent years, Chinese 
students have accounted for a significant proportion of the 
international student population, peaking at 710,000 in 
2019. However, with signs of a decline in Chinese students 
enrolling abroad, ensuring this continues may be changing.17 
This will have a financial impact, particularly in the UK and 
EU, where international students often pay higher fees.

Our core funding from government has been 
decreasing relatively over many, many years, so we 
rely on other sources of income to subsidize many of 
our activities. With the various challenges around the 
world, we have a lot of international students with 
geopolitical challenges and economic challenges, it’s 
always uncertain income.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

About two-thirds (62%) of leaders see attracting international 
students as a high priority, though only 36% claim to be 
well prepared to address the challenge.

There is a mixed regional picture here. Attracting international 
students is more of a priority in EMEA (79%) than either 
APAC (56%) or the Americas (53%), reflecting the relative 
importance of this source of funding regionally.

However, leaders in EMEA (29%) and APAC (31%) appear 
relatively less prepared to address the challenges associated 
with attracting international students compared to those in 
the Americas (47%). This difference again suggests that leaders 
in the Americas are more confident in their institutions’ 
reputations and resources to bring in international students. 

There are high levels of inflation and significantly 
increasing pay demands, but the main source of 
income isn’t changing... It makes that need to diversify 
the income base absolutely essential. Of course, what 
people have gone for traditionally is overseas student 
fees. Because of the academic activities, that is the 
only thing where there is a meaningful margin which 
you can use to subsidize other activity.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

However, in isolation, a single source cannot address 
the fundamental issue of limited resources – a more 
systemic and holistic approach is needed. This is 
particularly the case in countries where there are caps on 
the number of international students, including the UK18 
and Canada,19 and in those that are considering similar 
actions, including the Netherlands20 and Australia.21 

For those who can increase their share of international 
students, there will likely be knock-on effects in other areas. 

[Attracting international students] will affect 
educational methods such as new curricula, faculty 
recruitment, and the entire university management 
system. First of all, we will need an English curriculum. 
In addition, we must continue to internationalize with 
a focus on the [country's] language and culture for 
overseas students. So it is necessary to strike a balance 
between those two.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC
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Prioritizing resources amid rising costs 
is challenging for many leaders

Securing funding for research and education and attracting 
international students brings in finance, but this also 
needs to be managed. For two-thirds (67%) of leaders, 
prioritization of resources across university programs 
is a high-priority challenge. Priority is higher in the 
Americas (85%) than in APAC (63%) or EMEA (54%).

consider prioritization of resources 
across programs a high priority

consider managing the rising cost 
of research a high priority

67%

53%

Five years ago, it was already clear that our research 
was costing too much, so we had a financial 
sustainability issue in our research. I dealt with it by 
refocusing our portfolio, doing some active portfolio 
management, setting the right incentives when it came 
to academic promotion, those kinds of things. They have 
had a real impact and our research is now about 50% 
more financially sustainable than it was five years ago.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Overall, leaders report lower preparedness to address 
this challenge (40%). Regional patterns in preparedness 
reflect priority, with 54% in the Americas 37%, in APAC 
and 31% in EMEA claiming to be well prepared.

Prioritizing resources is especially important given the 
rising costs of research, including due to inflation.22 This 
is reflected in the current survey: managing the increasing 
cost of research due to macro-economic conditions is 
a high priority for over half of those surveyed (53%). 

Leaders surveyed talk of challenging conditions, driven by 
low growth and high inflation increasing costs and reducing 
budgets, which have led to a decline in the quality of outputs. 
They expect these funding challenges to continue, with 66% 
saying it will increase in the next five years. (See figure 1.)
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Research infrastructure
Well-functioning and respected research facilities 
enhance a university’s reputation and ability to attract 
financial support, international scholars and high-caliber 
teaching staff. Groundbreaking research ensures faculty 
members are better equipped to stay current with new 
developments and emerging viewpoints within their 
fields, thereby leading to innovative breakthroughs and 
facilitating efficient peer evaluations and analyses. 

The university needs to invest and have significant 
infrastructure to be able to perform these services. 
Research is not a money-making business - it’s often a 
money-losing business, but it’s necessary.”

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Across the university the physical  
infrastructure is also very weak” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Research infrastructure at the institution level – essentially 
the buildings and equipment needed to conduct research 
– accounts for a large proportion of a university’s budget, 
especially given the increasing costs of property and facilities. 
In the USA, for example, the cost of research infrastructure 
has increased faster than the research space it covers.23 

The cost of research infrastructure depends on many 
factors, including the general economic environment and 
location. For example, research conducted in cities appears 
to be more costly, though it is also more productive.24 

Research infrastructure extends beyond the institution 
to the wider scientific community. For example, 
according to the European Commission (EC), research 
infrastructures (RIs) are “facilities that provide resources 
and services for communities to conduct research and 
foster innovation.”25 In this context, collaboration plays a 
role in how universities connect with the broader RI.

Providing  
facilities for 
research

Managing the 
rising costs 
of research

Figure 3

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following potential 
challenges. For each, please indicate the current priority that your organization 
has assigned to addressing this challenge over the next 12 months, where 0 
is very low priority, 10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.)

Question: And how prepared, if at all, is your organization to address 
each of these same challenges over the next 12 months? Again please  
use a 0 – 10 scale, this time where 0 means ‘Not at all prepared’ and  
10 means ‘Extremely well-prepared’.

Research infrastructure – levels of high priority 
and high preparedness
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Key:   % High priority: priority 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  
 % High preparedness: preparedness 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  
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* Base sizes for regions are below 20 and provide an indicative read.
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 Providing facilities for research is a priority
Nearly four in five (78%) of leaders surveyed around 
the world consider providing facilities for research a 
high priority. But looking at the regional level, there is a 
clear divide: this is a major priority in EMEA (86%) and 
APAC (94%) and much less so in the Americas (50%).

We have significant facilities’ needs on our 
campus, lots of deferred maintenance that 
needs to be addressed.” 

– Academic Leader, The Americas

Despite prioritizing the challenge highly, only 31% of leaders 
interviewed feel well prepared to provide facilities for research. 

Contributing to this may be the European drive to improve 
research infrastructure. One of the goals set out in the 
European Research Area Policy Agenda is to “Strengthen 
sustainability, accessibility and resilience of research 
infrastructures in the ERA,” with the agenda acknowledging 
the challenges of funding, access and impact.26 

The optimal management of the resources that arrived 
following the pandemic and European funds… is a big 
problem, because they are resources that should be 
used to act on the infrastructure, including on the 
building component of the university. Carrying out 
these works... is always very complex and difficult. 
Even if we have the financing, implementing it into 
structural works, new laboratories, new classrooms, 
new departments, new buildings, new student 
residences is a very complicated undertaking.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Leaders from APAC also cited specific concerns around lack 
of facilities, including the time it takes to make changes.

For us the issue of research and laboratory facilities is 
the most pressing. When building a new engineering 
building I believe that the most urgent priority is to 
ensure that engineering professors can reflect the 
facilities and devices they want in the design in 
advance. It will take about two to three years.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Some academic leaders plan to build more laboratories and 
academic buildings to attract quality staff and accommodate 
students. This expansion includes digital transformations, 
like the implementation of advanced IT tools and 
enterprise software, which they hope will streamline their 
administrative processes and make them more efficient. 
(See page 36 for more details on technology as an enabler.)

We are planning a significant investment in our estate 
and our IT infrastructure around that. As we’ve built 
up the cash facilities and our lending facilities to 
invest, the cost of buildings has increased dramatically 
in the last two to three years because of the pandemic 
and supply issues. So we’re going to have to be much 
more innovative in how we develop our infrastructure 
to support the additional students we have.” 

– Academic Leader, Europe
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Talent: the key 
to research and 
education success

With the top talent, we can improve the scientific 
research environment and obtain a lot of collaboration 
opportunities. Only in this way can scientific research 
be really done well.”

 – Academic Leader, APAC 

For any institution to effectively execute its fundamental 
mission, access to talent is a must. Alongside 
money, the talent available and the skills they bring 
are key ingredients of an institution’s success. 

Three-quarters (75%) of academic leaders surveyed say the 
challenges posed by talent are a high-priority for them, 
ranking third after research and funding challenges. Two 
thirds (66%) expect this challenge to become greater 
over the next five years (see figure 1 on page 7).
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Retaining  
talent / staff 

Attracting  
talent/ staff

Ensuring 
workplace 
compliance 

Providing 
competitive 
compensation  
and benefits

Figure 4

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following potential 
challenges. For each, please indicate the current priority that your organization 
has assigned to addressing this challenge over the next 12 months, where 0 
is very low priority, 10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.)

Question: And how prepared, if at all, is your organization to address 
each of these same challenges over the next 12 months? Again please 
use a 0 – 10 scale, this time where 0 means ‘Not at all prepared’ and 
10 means ‘Extremely well-prepared’.

Managing talent – levels of high priority  
and high preparedness
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Leaders prioritize (but are less well prepared to) manage talent 
Having the right talent enables institutions to fulfil their 
missions.27 It also becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy: 
attracting more talent leads to attracting the best students, 
more international students and ultimately more interest 
from stakeholders who provide funding. In addition, to get a 
return on their research infrastructure investments need to 
match them with long-term investment in human resources, 
including data stewards, software engineers and data  

Talent recruitment and retention are persistent issues,28 
and today, 73% and 80% of leaders respectively identify 
them as priorities.

Despite the high priority, relatively few leaders feel well 
prepared to deal with either retaining (27%) or attracting 
(31%) talent. In EMEA, just 14% of leaders say they are 
well prepared to retain staff. This is reflected in the 2022 
CUPA-HR Higher Education Employee Retention Survey, 
in which 57% of higher education employees reported 
considering leaving their jobs within a year.29

of leaders say recruiting 
talent is a high priority

of leaders identify retaining 
talent as a high priority

73%

80%

If we have talent the resources will come naturally. 
Therefore we have to build our own brand so that 
people will recognize that our university is one of the 
leaders in the field of higher education.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC
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Funding challenges impair talent management

Part of the low preparedness to address this issue may be 
rooted in funding and leaders’ ability to offer competitive 
compensation. Over half (60%) of leaders identify the capacity 
to offer competitive remuneration and benefits as a top priority.

We need to attract the best people, so we need 
be able to remunerate them well and make sure 
we keep them.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

However, only 11% of leaders interviewed believe they 
are adequately equipped to tackle this issue. Funding 
challenges may account for the significant gap between 
priority and preparedness. Available funds determine staff 
remuneration – which has a large influence on attracting 
and retaining talent – and an organization’s ability to 
offer competitive compensation. As with so many of the 
challenges identified by leaders, the money they have 
determines how well placed they are to address a challenge.

I would say with human resources we continue to fight 
a battle because we don’t have enough money as a 
university to pay our people well. So we continue to 
lose people despite all of our efforts.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

The financial projection for next year is so bad that it 
will have a serious impact on both research and 
teaching. This is because we will have to lay people off.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Institutions in the Americas seem to recognize compensation 

of leaders say the capacity to offer 
competitive remuneration compensation 
and benefits is a top priority

of leaders are prepared to 
address this challenge

60%

11%

as critical to attracting talent and have put up the resources 
to do it. In this region, 80% of leaders see the capacity 
to offer competitive remuneration and benefits as a high 
priority, with North American institutions generally more 
able to offer attractive remuneration than anywhere else in 
the world.30 Financially, EMEA and APAC institutions are 
not in a position to compete with those in North America 
for talent, although interestingly, even leaders from the 
Americas feel generally unprepared to offer competitive 
packages. Indeed, the main reason people employed 
in higher education in the US say they are considering 
leaving their positions is compensation.31 This may be a 
reflection of the rising cost of living in the country.32 

Added to this are ongoing staffing issues institutions 
are facing. The COVID-19 pandemic threw many staffing 
strategies into disarray.33 Already overworked, many 
people used the downtime provided by lockdowns to 
reevaluate their careers, and many decided to leave their 
jobs, resulting in a phenomenon Professor Anthony 
Klotz coined the ‘Great Resignation’.34 

People are overworked, stressed and frazzled. Everyone 
is trying to get everything done. There is a general 
sense that people are on board with the purpose and 
the mission. They believe in the goal, that’s not the 
problem, there’s just too much to do.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

With the bargaining power shifting back to the employee 
in this environment, university budgets are struggling to 
compete with private sector offers.35 Subsequently, leaders 
recognize the ability to provide competitive compensation 
and benefits as a high priority, but it’s one that few are well-
prepared to address. Staffing issues impact a university’s 
ability to fulfil core missions, such as providing excellent 
research and teaching. (See chapter 2 for more details.)

We struggle to recruit the best people and on the other 
hand, we risk losing them to industry sectors where 
they are in high demand. So how does a university 
remain a community of scholars, but also make sure 
it’s able to attract the top people? If you take an area 
like generative AI, most of the top people have left 
academic positions to work in industry. That’s true in 
the top US universities and true at Cambridge, Oxford, 
UCL and Imperial, from what I’ve seen.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas
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The financial measures for attracting excellence have 
had a very strong impact. For example, dozens of 
foreign researchers have arrived at our university. 
There were incentives of different types, but essentially, 
they were financial.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Funding has a direct impact on talent, the vast majority of 
leaders (93%) agree they need more funding to attract the 
best talent. Institutions that have funds to attract and retain 
specialists tend to produce groundbreaking research and 
alumni who are highly sought after by the private sector. 
These outputs can have substantial societal, commercial 
and scientific ripple effects, and play a role in nurturing the 
next generation of students and academics. An institution’s 
ability to attract and retain globally recognized talent serves 
as an indication of its capacity to effectively execute its 
fundamental mission – and all this begins with talent. 

The funders’ perspective 

Like academic leaders, funders consider attracting 
and retaining talent a challenge, though many feel 
adequately prepared to tackle it.

During the qualitative phase of the study, funders 
expressed that they were struggling with not having 
enough staff, which impacts their ability to fulfil their legal 
duties and perform their main tasks. Their top priority 
within talent challenges is to ensure compliance.

[It] is about staff numbers. About 10 years ago, we 
had about 700 workers providing services… and now 
we have… 350, which is much less than what we 
need. This has had a huge impact on the institution, 
including the analysis of reports, the design of 
projects, delaying a lot and preventing calls for 
new proposals.” 

– Funder, the Americas

Many funders report needing more backroom 
outsourcing, external and internal collaboration 
for support with talent challenges.

Funders also invest in attracting talent into the research 
portfolio they support, sometimes on a large scale.

We are making good progress at the moment to 
reaching the solution [with the diaspora]. We have 
been thinking about investing resources of 500 
million [currency] per year in our country to have 
agreements and attract [country] researchers that 
are living abroad. The guidelines for this system 
have already been formulated. 

– Funder, the Americas 

Academic leaders need more funding to 
attract the best talent

9393++77++00++FF Agree

93%

Figure 5

Question: To what extent, if at all, do you either agree or disagree 
with the following statement: We need more funding to attract 
the best talent? This time please answer using a 1 to 5 scale, where 
1 means Strongly disagree and 5 means Strongly agree.

Base size: 80
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An institutional culture that nurtures talent

An institution’s culture is influenced by many diverse 
elements, such as its mission and vision, environment, people, 
information and communication, strategy and leadership.36 
While a complex construct, building a positive culture is 
considered essential for any institution. For example, in 
a 2017 paper, US researchers argue that a positive culture 
fosters an innovative climate that can positively impact 
society.37 An institution’s culture has an impact on its ability 
to attract and retain talent and enable its staff to reach 
their potential. This is reflected in the importance various 
institutions throughout the research ecosystem attach to 
culture. For example, the UK Research and Innovation 
(UKRI) considers research culture vital for achieving its 
vision of an outstanding research and innovation system.38

An understanding of institutional culture that goes 
beyond intuition can positively feed into strategy and 
help leaders anticipate problems, minimize potential 
cultural conflict, and ultimately make more informed 
decisions. Perhaps in part for this reason, about half (49%) 
of leaders consider institutional culture a priority. 

While looking beyond traditional sources of funding is 
one method, many leaders appear focused on bringing 
in the talent required to fulfil their research missions. 
One approach they shared is to foster young talent.

We have taken very specific actions to recruit young 
talent in research. We have a program for that, and it 
has been quite successful and had a very positive 
impact on our academic culture. We have a tenure 
track program which we have used to recruit… 
extreme and great talents internationally.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

These efforts can be supported by programs to help 
researchers settle into their roles and the offer of 
attractive career paths and research environments.

We initiated a faculty member peer mentoring 
proposal development program and tried to scale it. 
A large number of our professors were trained on 
proposal development and proposal writing, and put 
though peer mentoring workshops. That resulted in a 
larger number of proposals being submitted and more 
proposals being funded.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Our main measure is to conduct a very detailed 
analysis of the needs of different categories of talents, 
and attract them to work here, based on their different 
needs. Many world-class scholars have joined our 
university and have produced good results in education 
and research.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

The most pressing challenge is to somehow breathe 
life into our structure, an innovative culture, so that 
we become more resilient and improve our capacity 
to adapt... I think that’s the main challenge for any 
institution, universities included.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Understanding and implementing a strong institutional 
culture can be challenging and resource-intensive and 
can cause delays in the short term. An understanding of 
institutional culture that goes beyond intuition can positively 
feed into strategy and help leaders anticipate problems, 
minimize potential cultural conflict and ultimately make more 
informed decisions. Striking the right balance on cultural 
issues can also help solve challenges around human capital.

Bringing everybody on board towards a common cause 
has not been as successful as I wanted it to be. I tried 
to be accessible, interactive and open about my actions 
and processes. People take time to adapt to a new style 
of functioning, so maybe they will take more time.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

of leaders say institutional 
culture is high priority49%
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 Leaders need buy-in
Any institutional culture must be embodied by the faculty 
and staff. Having a shared belief that manifests in attitudes, 
behaviors and commitment influences how colleagues 
cooperate to solve problems, shape their work environment 
and, in turn, the overall culture. When everyone is on the 
same page, managing challenges to institutional culture 
in the form of DEI issues and changes in the political 
environment is much easier.

There are several impacts that a lack of a strong institutional 
culture can have, including lowering morale and engagement. 

I haven’t been successful in getting people to stop 
doing things. I’ve been running in various forms since I 
got here, and I’ve been here for 6 years. I did a big 
transformation initiative during the pandemic, 
integrated a number of facilities and other activities, 
and I’m … struggling to convince people that there … 
is a problem without really damaging morale.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Leaders identify a flexible culture as key to an institutions 
to adapt, as stated by Lapina et al., stronger cultures make 
institutions more effective.39 It fosters clear and consistent 
decision-making processes that reflect the institution’s 
values. This builds a positive reputation about the university 
as a known quantity, and therefore external stakeholders 
will generally be more receptive to their approaches.

Innovation means change and change means you stop 
doing certain things so you can do other things. Our 
university has 3,000 workers and some of them will 
have to stop doing certain things so that they can do 
others. As people we like to do things the way we’ve 
always done.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

This speaks to a need for effective communication: 
leaders’ messages need to be clear and understood by 
all the stakeholders they need to engage. At the same 
time, leaders need to be custodians of their institutions’ 
traditions, which can be a balancing act when seeking to 
innovate. Traditions form part of the existing culture and 
offer comfort to many stakeholders, but leaders must be 
able to discern when traditions are no longer relevant.

We need to further improve the communications, so 
that the academic staff at every level fully understand 
the mission of the university. At present the faculty 
management understands 90% of the mission, the 
department management understands 80% and the 
teachers understand probably only 70%.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Material challenges to a strong culture
However, materially, there are constant challenges that 
impact a leader’s ability to achieve a strong institutional 
culture. Any initiative to drive a new culture will require 
investments in professional development, team building and 
improved communication systems. This requires time and 
money, both of which leaders report are scarce resources. 

Above all, academic leaders identify the need for leadership 
and a strong vision. Indeed, leaders themselves play 
a critical role in shaping and managing institutional 
culture. They see it as their responsibility to promote 
academic excellence, equity and social cohesion.

The first thing is create a vision, create an identity, 
create a sense of purpose. This university didn’t have 
that. I think most universities in [country] don’t have 
that actually, so… nailing it in and getting people to 
deal with that… was absolutely key… that was 
number one.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

If there are frequent changes to the leadership of an institution, 
there is a risk that the continuity needed to build lasting 
cultural change will be disrupted by new leaders with new 
visions. Therefore, investing in the talent needed to rejuvenate 
an institution’s culture is critical to affecting lasting change.
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 Diversity, equity and inclusion 
An important aspect of institutional culture that impacts 
talent management is diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI). 
Over three-quarters (76%) of leaders consider this challenge 
high priority for their institutions. 

The high priority of DEI reflects its importance in building a 
talent pipeline: of all aspects in this area, DEI is the top ranked 
in the Americas, above attracting and retaining talent. However, 
with half (49%) of leaders surveyed saying they are well prepared 
to tackle this challenge, institutions may notice a negative 
impact on talent management: if they are unable to show how 
they are addressing diversity challenges, those with a diversity 
identity or background may turn to institutions that can.

In a 2022 survey by the Higher Education Recruitment 
Consortium, 81% of job seekers said diversity and inclusion 
policies were important to them.40 Most were also keen 
to see evidence of salary equity (78%), inclusive workplace 
culture (72%), and a positive reputation from employees 
(71%) to reflect the employer’s commitment to DEI.

Diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) remains a challenge 
for wider society: despite much discussion and activity, 
progress appears to be slow. For example, according to the 
World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2023, at 
the current rate of progress, it will take 169 years to close 
the Economic Participation and Opportunity gender gap.41 

Universities have a key role to play in driving progress 
on DEI in several ways. They are the places where social 
change often takes root first, they shape the next generation 
that will enter the workforce, and through research 
they provide evidence that can help shape policies. 

We tried to increase the number of female students in 
various ways. For example, going to girls’ high schools 
to give lectures, inviting parents of female students 
and the students themselves so we can explain more 
about the university and building a dormitory for girls, 
but to no avail. When that did not work we set a 
special quota system for intake, 140 girls out of 1,000.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Ensuring diversity, 
equality and 
inclusion at the 
Institution

Ensuring diversity, 
equality and 
inclusion (DEI) 
in research 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

76%
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Key:   % High priority: priority 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  
 % High preparedness: preparedness 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  

Global= 46 
 Americas* 
 EMEA* 
 APAC*

* Base sizes for regions are below 20 and provide an indicative read

Figure 6

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following potential 
challenges. For each, please indicate the current priority that your organization 
has assigned to addressing this challenge over the next 12 months, where 0 
is very low priority, 10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.)

Question: And how prepared, if at all, is your organization to 
address each of these same challenges over the next 12 months? 
Again please use a 0 – 10 scale, this time where 0 means ‘Not 
at all prepared’ and 10 means ‘Extremely well-prepared’.
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Similarly, DEI in research projects is coming under increasing scrutiny and is 
a recognized high priority among 60% of all leaders surveyed, rising to 79% in 
EMEA. However, only half (49%) of leaders say they are well prepared to address 
this challenge. Academic leaders in EMEA feel less prepared to tackle this issue 
although leaders from across all the regions surveyed reported difficulty in 
meeting government targets of representation of minority groups in research.

Every day, there’s a new thing coming from government where we have to 
comply, just because we are a small university, we have ridiculous difficulty 
to deliver. It is just too much for a small university with only 13,000 students. 
It is too much of a burden for us to deal with… For students, we have to 
comply with all kinds of student wellbeing requirements, gender-related 
issues, reporting. It’s just enormous and I think we still have a long way to go.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Staff capability and the issue around increasing the proportion of [ethnicity] 
staff around the university. We have [ethnicity] staffing plans, but they are 
not reflected because we just don’t have the pipeline of [ethnicity] staff to fill 
the posts available that we want to create. So it’s pipeline issues stemming 
right back into schools, into our school system. Until the school system is 
fixed to prepare more [ethnicity] people to be qualified to enter university and 
be interested in the areas where they don’t have a high presence, it’s going to 
be a really difficult problem to fix.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

This is a challenge faced by universities throughout [country], the number of 
young and female researchers is not increasing. When recruiting faculty 
members several open calls have been made for women-only positions but 
they have not been attracted. On the other hand some say that it is difficult 
to apply for positions if they are limited to women only. There are times when 
men apply even if women are given priority. There are many fields where 
there are no female researchers in the first place and since there is a national 
policy to increase the number of female teachers, each university has the 
same issue, so they are fighting over them.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

I know all the institutes in [country] are trying to increase representation 
from certain groups and the supply of faculty members isn’t necessarily 
there. It’s not necessarily easy to attract people to a small town in rural 
[region], so that can be a challenge. It’s important work, so it’s work we have 
to try and it will come. It will be bumpy and there will be warts, but we have 
to sort of push through it. It will start to have an impact within a year and 
more of an impact within two to three years.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Many DEI challenges are tied to wider societal and political life, and in an era in which 
such issues are more and more polarizing, an institution’s ability to navigate these 
issues is increasingly important. This requires striking a balance between awareness 
and consideration of external issues and protection of university values and culture. For 
example, in British universities, the growing practice of ‘decolonizing the curriculum’42 
has generated some debate around impact on academic freedom.43 These issues are 
also interwoven with representation at institutions, with diversity within academic 
materials forming part of the complicated puzzle of ensuring inclusivity at universities. 
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The funders’ perspective 

Many funders consider diversity and inclusion within 
their institution a high priority, and they are prepared 
to address this challenge. However, a lack of diversity 
at the leadership level in the funder's organization can 
affect a funder’s credibility and relevance, and addressing 
the challenge requires a change in institutional culture 
towards greater diversity and participation.

The challenge of EDI (Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion) and research. We identified that it’s tough 
for researchers of different backgrounds to succeed, 
we see disparities. So we have started doing lots of 
pilot things, like blinded CVs, in order to try and look 
at the impact. We also looked across our portfolio to 
understand the scale of the problem and the different 
ways we can address it. All of these things are slow 
and there’s a lot of work to be done. But it helps us to 
start to understand the disparities and challenges 
within this space.” 

– Funder, EMEA

Funders are actively trying to address these 
issues at the research project level too.

Another big challenge that we are working on is to 
reduce gender and racial inequality in our research 
projects. Even though there are scholarships for 
master’s and doctor’s degrees, for both women and 
men, almost 50% for each, in the most advanced 
projects with research funding, female researchers 
are way behind the male researchers, around 30% for 
women and 70% for men. We are currently drawing 
up proposals with affirmative actions to correct this 
distortion, and the same goes for black people and 
native populations.” 

– Funder, the Americas

Some funders have instituted scouting programs to help 
increase variety within the group and get more people to 
notice the organization. This approach has been effective for 
supporting top-quality research and bringing interesting 
people into their circles. Being able to attract talent from 
often neglected regions, like Africa, has the added benefit 
of introducing unique viewpoints on research and 
creating new possibilities. 

Funders recognize the importance of DEI and tackling bias in 
the grant selection process. Bias can lead to ethical concerns 
and potentially compromise the scientific integrity of the 
research. Most funders consider ensuring research excellence 
a priority, and fortunately this is a challenge funders feel well 
prepared to address. Adopting technologies that streamline 
selection and ensuring DEI are also high priorities for most. 



33View from the top: academic leaders’ and funders’ insights on the challenges ahead

Leaders are prepared for compliance

A nurturing culture must also be compliant.44 Lack  
of compliance can be costly: in 2023, Florida International 
University had to pay $575,000 in back pay to employees 
following a compliance review that alleged it had under 
remunerated female staff compared to their 
male counterparts.45 

of leaders say workplace 
compliance is a high priority

are well prepared to address this challenge

69%

69%

Leaders surveyed around the world are comfortable with 
ensuring compliance with legal policies and procedures 
in the workplace. Nearly seven in ten (69%) say it is a high 
priority, and a similar proportion (69%) say they are well 
prepared to address the challenge. The priority is higher 
in the Americas (73%) than EMEA (39%), however this 
could be explained by EMEA leaders claiming to be well 
prepared (61%) to address the issue (see figure 4).

Ensuring compliance is a higher priority for leaders in 
the Americas (73%), but leaders here consider themselves 
well prepared (87%) to address the challenges. Priority is 
comparatively lower in EMEA (64%) and APAC (69%), but 
like in the Americas, levels of preparedness generally match 
the level of priority they give the issue (EMEA 50% and 
APAC 69%). Despite this, institutions would do well to heed 
the potential penalties of those who are not compliant.
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Managing the 
political, technological 
and regulatory 
environment

Political environment
Many universities are now operating in a shifting environment 
in which their activities and representatives are scrutinized in 
the context of shifting political situations. Political polarization 
can lead to increased competition for resources among 
different groups and causes and can potentially influence 
the types of projects and research that receive funding. 

This can put academic institutions in a bind: on one hand 
they seek to uphold freedom of speech and academia, but 
on the other they wish to court funders and therefore look 
to align to their values. One example of this was the wave of 
donors that pulled their support of US universities in 2023 
following their responses to the conflict in the middle east.46 

Managing change and the tensions associated with 
ensuring academic freedom are more fraught when 
institutions have a diverse range of stakeholders: 
faculty, staff, students, alumni and external partners. 

Political, technological and regulatory challenges 
– levels of high priority and high preparedness

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Priority - Slide 15

82%

45%

82%

61%

57%

68%

64%

23%

31%

9%

48%

26%

30%

36%

Cyber security 
(including 
preventing IP theft)

Networking 
with relevant 
stakeholders 

Tracking 
compliance 
with laws 
and regulations

Governance of AI 
enabled tools

Appropriate use of 
generative artificial 
intelligence in 
research

Managing political 
issues in a more 
polarized world

Navigating the 
politicisation  
of research 

Figure 7

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following potential 
challenges. For each, please indicate the current priority that your organization 
has assigned to addressing this challenge over the next 12 months, where 0 
is very low priority, 10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.)

Question: And how prepared, if at all, is your organization to 
address each of these same challenges over the next 12 months? 
Again please use a 0 – 10 scale, this time where 0 means ‘Not 
at all prepared’ and 10 means ‘Extremely well-prepared’.

Key:   % High priority: priority 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  
 % High preparedness: preparedness 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  

Global = 44 
 Americas* 
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* Base sizes for regions are below 20 and provide an indicative read.
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Governments are also regulating and controlling the 
activities of universities in order to boost transparency, 
particularly around finances, to limit extremism on campus, 
and to promote social cohesion within increasingly 
polarized societies.

One example of this is the UK’s Higher Education (Freedom 
of Speech) Act 2023, which came into force in May 2023.47 
The Act seeks to strengthen the duties already in place to 
protect freedom of speech, including introducing a code 
of practice and the appointment of a Director for Freedom 
of Speech and Academic Freedom that will oversee all 
the Office for Students (OfS) free speech functions. 

Navigating an institution and its culture through challenges 
like these can be resource-intensive. Addressing them 
requires time and expertise that may not be readily 
available, particularly where talent challenges are impacting 
resources. In this context, academic values can easily 
become contested and research decisions politicized.

Leaders are prepared for tech compliance

of leaders say tracking compliance with 
laws and regulations is a high priority

are well prepared to deal with this

57%

68%

Leaders are more confident in their preparedness to 
track compliance with laws and regulations related to 
technology (68%) but see it as less of a priority (57%). This 
is something that carries a growing administrative burden, 
as governments continue to take steps to regulate research 
security. In their interviews, leaders at smaller universities 
share that they struggle with the administrative burden 
of keeping up with the evolving regulatory landscape. 

If you ask me where we have not been as successful as 
I would have hoped for, it’s the whole resilience side 
and that is compliance-related. Every day, there’s a 
new thing coming from government where we have to 
comply, just because we are a small university, we 
have ridiculous difficulty to deliver… We have to screen 
all researchers with access to certain different 
technologies.”

 – Academic Leader, EMEA

While the immediate risks of failing to keep pace with 
political, technological and regulatory challenges may feel 
less significant to leaders, the majority (65%) recognize the 
challenges will become much greater in the next five years as 
they pose a potent threat to universities’ credibility and their 
status as trusted institutions. This is particularly pronounced in 
the Americas (85%) and Europe (72%) (see figure 1 on page 7).

Lack of preparedness means many vulnerable to cyber attacks

of leaders identify cyber security (including 
preventing IP theft) as a high priority

of leaders say they are well prepared 
to tackle this challenge

82%

45%

Rapid technological advancements in areas such as AI and 
cybercrime are bringing both opportunities and threats. 
Compliance is a global issue, with 80% of countries 
having cybercrime legislation in place.48 Cyber security is a 
particularly important consideration for higher education 
institutions.49 The heightened awareness of cyber threats 
may be a consequence of a number of developments: the 
increasing sophistication of cyber-attacks50 (with attackers 
targeting universities for valuable data such as student 
records or research data), a growing amount of sensitive 
data being stored on university networks, an increasing 
number of remote workers and an ever-greater reliance on 
cloud computing, which can be more difficult to secure.
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According to Microsoft, education is the industry most affected 
by malware by far, representing 80% of all devices affected 
in May 2023.51 This poses risks for institutions because the 
financial and reputational consequences of such attacks can 
be severe. In 2022, for example, Queensland University of 
Technology was hit by a ransomware attack, and forced to cancel 
exams and classes, and to pay a ransom demand of $1 million.52 

We have been, in the past, victims of denial-of-service 
attacks in the cyber space. We’ve considerably ramped 
up our capacity to monitor the flow of information in 
and out of our organization along those IT pathways. 
Many institutions have been hit by cyber attacks... So 
far we haven’t been hit by a ransom attack and were 
able to withstand a major data attack that hit a 
number of years ago.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

The very nature of universities makes them prime targets 
for cyber crime, as their digital footprint includes research 
data, personal information and intellectual property. 
According to the UK government, attackers – often state-
sponsored actors – may be looking to access research 
data for strategic gain.53 Universities’ complexity, scale 
and decentralized IT infrastructure, the vast amount of 
data they hold, the changing and disparate nature of their 
workforce, strict compliance demands from governments 
and a lack of both expertise and resource in the field of 
research security make this a particularly acute problem. 

This makes the preparedness gap identified in the current 
study a concern. While more than four in five leaders (82%) 
identify cyber security as a top priority, fewer than half (45%) 
feel their institutions are well prepared to mitigate the 
negative impact of any cyber breach or IT challenge. The 
gap is notably large in the Americas, where 93% consider 
this a high priority but only 47% are well prepared.

Harnessing technology
Whilst cyber security is a technological threat, technology 
continues to have a significant positive impact throughout a 
higher education institution, supporting research, learning 
and student wellbeing. While technology development has 
long been a consideration for universities,54 there was an 
unprecedented change in the way digital technology is used at 
universities when the COVID-19 forced teaching to go online.55 

Many faculty and students continue to support this move 
to online or hybrid learning and are keen to integrate other 
technologies. But factors including lack of awareness, 
inadequate deployment capabilities and cost are holding 
some technologies back from more widespread use.56 The 
“bricks versus clicks” phenomenon has seen many universities 
invest more in infrastructure than digital technology.57 And 
despite producing groundbreaking research, universities 
can be “risk-averse” when it comes to redesigning the 
way they use technology.58 

Artificial intelligence (AI) has been a particular topic of 
concern since the launch of generative AI programs like 
ChatGPT and Bard. Universities are grappling with how they 
govern the use of AI in research and education, and trying 
to understand the associated risks and opportunities.59 

But technology isn’t just about pushing boundaries and keeping 
up with the latest trends. Universities invest heavily in many 
technologies that are foundational to their operations, such as 
research information management systems (RIMS), enterprise 
risk management (ERM) systems and IT security systems.
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Preparing for an AI-enabled workforce 

As both governments and society continue to debate 
how the potentially revolutionary technology should be 
handled and regulated, universities have yet to adjust to 
the rapid rise of AI since ChatGPT and Bard were launched. 
Although 64% of leaders rate AI governance as a top 
priority, fewer than a quarter (23%) feel their institutions 
are well prepared to adjust to the required changes. 

Leaders share their concerns about preparing the future 
workforce with the technical skills they require, given the 
speed of development, as well as the trust implications of this.

We know AI is here… and will integrate into every facet 
of work. It means in all our academic programs, how 
do we – both in education and research – prepare the 
future workforce with the skill sets that are going to be 
expected when they go out in the workforce? … How 
we create research capabilities and support systems 
from a research standpoint is something that is deeply 
on my mind and is very important.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

[AI] can undermine the basis on which we conduct 
assessment. It can lead to the falsification of research 
results, but it can also give organizations a significant 
edge in terms of back-of-house efficiency. A lot of 
universities will be scrambling now to make sure that 
they're taking full advantage of those efficiencies, so 
they can invest the money saved elsewhere.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC
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Figure 8

Question: What kind of support, if any, does your 
organization need to help overcome the challenges posed 
by political, technological and regulatory challenges?

Support needed to better face political, 
technological and environmental challenges

73%

66%

64%

50%

25%

16%

Key:   Support %  
Global = 44 

 Americas* 
 EMEA*  
 APAC*

* Base sizes for regions are below 20 and provide an indicative read.

EMEA



38View from the top: academic leaders’ and funders’ insights on the challenges ahead

Academic leaders need tech support
While the immediate risks of failing to keep pace with 
technological challenges may feel less significant to leaders 
than the need to secure funding or publish groundbreaking 
research, they pose a potent threat both to universities’ 
credibility and their status as trusted institutions.

Leaders report that these challenges influence their ability 
to carry out core functions, as well as placing a strain on 
limited resources, and some cannot keep up. When it 
comes to support in addressing their political, regulatory 
and technological priorities, leaders most commonly 
point to technological solutions such as software or cyber 
security as the area where their need is greatest (73%). 

Beyond this, others are looking for support from lawmakers 
or regulatory bodies (66%) and more internal collaboration 
(64%). Support needs also differ by region, and leaders in 
APAC are less likely to say that they would require support 
in any of the areas identified. American leaders are much 
more likely than those in other regions to identify a need 
for support from lawmakers or other regulatory bodies 
(87%, compared to 64% in APAC and 50% in EMEA).

The funders’ perspective 

The changing political, technological and regulatory 
environment requires funders to be adaptable, forward-
thinking, and well-versed in the latest developments.

Navigating a complex web of laws and regulations that 
govern research funding is difficult, and only around half 
of funders feel prepared for this. In some cases, the fear 
of potential regulatory violations can discourage funders 
from taking necessary risks or exploring innovative funding 
approaches. Regulation can affect various aspects of 
funding, from the types of research that can be funded 
to the ways in which funds can be allocated and used 
and the reporting requirements for funded projects. 

[Our] government has proclaimed gender equality as 
a foreign and development policy goal… that… is a 
true challenge because we can’t produce [the required 
people], we have to respond to the applications we 
get. In most countries that we deal with, there is no 
equal opportunity for women in research, which 
means that the proportion of women among the 
applicants is much lower." 

– Funder, EMEA

The other issue funders identify as a top priority but are 
less well prepared to address is navigating the increasingly 
partisan landscape, in which funding decisions and 
priorities can become tied to specific political ideologies 
or agendas. This could lead to criticism or backlash from 
different political factions, potentially affecting the funder's 
reputation and ability to carry out its mission. Shifting 
political climates, which can lead to changes in government 
policies, regulations and priorities that affect funding, 
also create uncertainty and instability, making it difficult 
for funders to plan long-term strategies and initiatives.
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Best practice: enablers
Academic leaders and funders are addressing challenges in innovative 
ways: they report implementing new initiatives and reimagining how they 
manage existing resources in response to changing circumstances.

Funding
The problem for many leaders is the myriad funding challenges driven by 
macroeconomic trends beyond their control. In response to reduced funding, 
some leaders are focused on creating efficiencies and balancing budgets by 
lowering pension debts and raising money through recruiting internationally. 

Fundamentally, a capital boost through funding provision will ameliorate 
many of the challenges academic leaders and funders face.

Independent funding through student recruitment
In seeking to boost independent sources  
of funding, some institutions have also 
succeeded in broadening their appeal and 
strengthening their student populations.

During the pandemic the university improved the 
quantity and quality of students applying. We 
have increased the number of students by nearly 
30%, mainly masters' and doctoral students. We 
attract the best doctoral students with scholarships. 
We charge tuition for the masters' students. The 
increase in the number of our students has not only 
increased the quantity and quality of our graduate 
students, but has also increased the university’s 
independent funding.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Implementing initiatives to boost research funding proposals
Research funding remains a major source of finance, and 
leaders are investing in their capabilities in this area to 
harness the opportunities available and remain competitive.

We initiated a faculty member peer mentoring 
proposal development program… A large number 
of our professors were trained on proposal 
development and proposal writing, and put though 
peer mentoring workshops. That resulted in a larger 
number of proposals being submitted and more 
proposals being funded. It helped shorten the ramp, 
so instead of 5 years, they can be up to speed in 3 
years. We provide support so there are no weak 
proposals submitted.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Organizationally we have unified the point of 
contact between the university and the outside 
world. The university created this organization, 
not to induce profit but to benefit society. This 
is an industry-academia-government-finance 
collaboration organization that handles adult 
education, funding for basic research, joint research, 
and more. By having the head of this organization 
and the director in charge of research of the 
university as the same person and reporting 
directly to the president we are able to respond 
quickly to various proposals from society. A 
proposal we received from a company in the 
morning was completed with a contract in the 
afternoon. We are recognized as a trustworthy 
organization due to our speedy response.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC
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Financing through collaboration
In lieu of additional funding, leaders are showing 
a capacity for innovation and thirst for more 
collaboration. Many are working with governments 
on reform agendas or collaborating with other 
universities to enhance resilience. 

I signed an MoU with an external partner, 
a government-affiliated research institute, 
and received a research grant... If we break 
down the walls, integrate internally, maintain 
co-operative relationships with external 
organizations and sufficiently explain and 
convince regulatory agencies of the feasibility 
of the research, we will be able to accomplish 
big tasks and achieve good results.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Some leaders have turned to the private sector, 
which has encouraged new ideas and solutions, 
while lowering dependence on government 
funding and injecting much-needed finance.

Collaboration with industry is becoming quite 
successful. First of all we have made significant 
progress in conducting joint research that allows 
industry to take advantage of the university's 
research results. On the financial side, over the 
five-year period from 2018 to 2023 funding from 
industry has doubled.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

However, these collaborations can change the way 
universities operate; leaders stress that rules are needed 
when engaging with the private sector, particularly 
when it comes to ownership of research and ideas. They 
may also face complex social and political clashes if 
campus politics run counter to those of collaborators.

The challenge was that we did not have effective 
processes, enough people and the right internal 
collaboration. So we created a new innovation 
and business engagement hub to improve 
intellectual property patenting, licensing and 
co-operation collaboration with industry. 
As a result we've increased our patents, 
increased licensing of patents and improved 
the corporate brand.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Enhancing political advocacy
Building and nurturing relations with policymakers has 
led to long term success for some in the US. Developing 
mutually beneficial relationships through the provision 
of guidance and insight on issues of national interest 
and importance has supported some institutions in 
their quest to better navigate the funding landscape.

We are deeply engaged with the government 
reform agenda, and simultaneously working 
on our economics to make us more resilient 
for the long run. Lots of operational effectiveness 
strategies while we work intensively with 
government to see the funding system re-
designed. It’s a two-year process.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

[Redacted] has joined Horizon Europe as an 
associate member state so that's involved 
government doing that, it's involved lobbying 
from universities. We've had to put in place a 
whole system to support our staff getting 
Horizon Europe funding. We have already been 
successful with some bits and have got a huge 
buy-in from our researchers, probably related to 
the authority that we have given this in our 
communications and also, the support we have 
put in place to help people get there.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

The funders’ 
perspective 

When it comes to securing finance, funders see making 
the case to government for increased public investment 
in research as an important approach.

When communicating with government personnel, we 
appeal to them about the importance of increased 
funding and deepen their understanding, which leads 
to an increased budget. When considering 
[organizations in sector of interest], these are 
forms of lobbying groups towards the government, 
so by communicating with them… we can expect 
them to lobby the government in our favor. When 
considering our connection with overseas 
organizations and government personnel…they can 
also diplomatically appeal our importance to the 
government, and this does lead to increased funding.”

–Funder, APAC
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Managing talent
Academic leaders have found success with recruitment 
strategies, noting the importance of investing in them.

Many of the talent challenges academic leaders face are rooted 
in funding and institutional culture. Academic leaders have 
found success with recruitment strategies. As such, efforts to 
invest in international recruitment, strengthen institutional 
culture, promote diversity, equity and inclusion, introduce 
innovative retention schemes, facilitate collaboration internally 
as well as internationally and improve the attractiveness 
of the university as an employer have been successful.

Recruiting internationally
Investing in boosting international recruitment is 
helping universities attract top talent and compete 
on a global stage. This long-term strategy often 
involves shaping public perceptions and, importantly, 
providing competitive financial packages.

We are just about to launch instruments that will 
hopefully make it easier for us to recruit top 
scholars internationally, or become even better 
at it… Hopefully, we will see some effect already 
next year, but it will take time to mature because 
it will be a larger program and it will probably 
take some years before we see the full effect of it.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

The financial measures for attracting excellence 
have had a very strong impact. For example, 
dozens of foreign researchers have arrived at our 
university. There were incentives of different 
types, but essentially, they were financial.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Making the institution more 
attractive to potential employees
Changes to the university can help attract 
talent, including by offering more innovative 
approaches to education and research.

“In order to address these challenges of 
attracting talent... we invest a lot in innovative 
education concepts, innovative research 
concepts, so that people come to the university 
because they see there’s a lot of innovation 
taking place at our university.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA
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Innovating for successful faculty recruitment and retention
Leaders have enacted early career support initiatives 
designed to make the research environment a more 
attractive proposition. Access to advanced technology, 
training on how to apply for grants and ringfenced 
funds for talent retention and attraction are ways in 
which some leaders are addressing the challenge. Where 
possible, leaders with available budget say that hiring 
support staff has had a direct positive impact on the 
quality of research and teaching at their institutions.

Leaders have put various successful initiatives in place 
to attract and retain staff from overseas, offer attractive 
compensation packages and ensure regulatory compliance.

We are creating support structures for early-career 
research. We are providing money for them, so that 
they have access to high technology platforms. And 
we provide extra money for training these people, 
we have on-boarding programs for new professors, 
to get them more easily integrated into the system, 
a 100-day onboarding program. And we are setting 
up systems to help people fill out applications, so if 
you’re applying for European Research Council 
applications, we are trying to train them.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Improving institutional culture and belonging
To retain the people already working (and studying) at 
a university, leaders are fostering a sense of belonging 
through activities that impact institutional culture.

[After remote working during COVID-19] a sense 
of community and being part of a bigger group 
suffered… I created bi-weekly office hours where 
people could pop in and talk to me… We have 
been having many staff celebration events… 
Now we work more proactively to create 
opportunities for people to feel like they are part 
of a larger community… it has helped with job 
satisfaction, retention, a feeling of transparency 
and understanding… The feedback I have got has 
been very positive.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Improving DEI through recruitment
Some leaders are changing and monitoring their 
current recruitment processes and looking to 
broaden their appeal by increasing their teaching 
offerings in English through marketing and 
collaboration with foreign partner institutions.

We created an interdisciplinary research program, 
establishing participation requirements such as 
belonging to different sectors, gender balance of 
applications, and also a mix from a seniority point 
of view. In my opinion this has worked because it 
somehow stirred things up It perhaps energized 
certain situations or certain research contexts 
which were somewhat crystallized and repeating 
themselves.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA
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Driving international collaboration 
By collaborating with other institutions, universities 
are broadening the reach of their research and 
programs, and bridging gaps in human capital.

Human resource has been a challenge so we 
have tried to collaborate with partners around 
the world. We are successful in sending around 
700 faculties to study their masters and PHDs 
inside and outside the country. Because of our 
resource we are able to send them to different 
countries around the globe.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

In some instances, partnering with private enterprise 
has helped to not only fill funding gaps, but also 
retain researchers. Some leaders report that by 
allowing businesses to participate in their institutions’ 
research, they have managed to increase scholarships 
available for postgrad students and postdocs.

The challenge I'm hoping to address is to 
improve the relationship between the university 
and its potential commercial partners. I'm going 
to attempt to restructure our business 
development organization to ensure it's more 
business facing. We'll be reviewing our processes 
and procedures to ensure we are able to reach as 
many business partners as possible.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Collaborating to unlock  
internal resources
A move away from individually focused research 
and towards a collaborative approach has also been 
successful in attracting external funding opportunities.

I created an initiative that was called ‘Creativity 
and collaboration in the academy’, which was a 
way to bring together researchers from across 
the university on how practices of research have 
changed as a consequence of digitalization and 
sharing… I lead an initiative on this topic which 
led to policy changes, changes in tenure 
standards, so it recognized different types 
of research and research products. It also led 
to investing in collaborative research within 
the university's internal funding. What made 
this effective was having a vision and looking 
into the future. It wasn't about what to do in 
the next year, but the next 5, 10, 20 years as 
research changes.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas
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Fulfilling the institution’s 
dual mission
New paths to excellence in 
research and education

Chapter 2 
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Research and education represent the core mission of 
higher education, and the environment in which this 
mission is realized – both internal and external – is part 
of the story of how a university succeeds. Academic 
leaders surveyed consider achieving excellence in 
research and offering excellent education high-priority 
challenges. In the post-COVID world, institutional 
culture is still recovering, and in particular, leaders 
acknowledge the importance of the student experience, 
with improving student welfare a high priority.

• 89% of leaders consider research a high priority, and 
69% believe that all the challenges they face will have 
a severe or major impact on research in the future

• 93% of leaders put a high priority on ensuring 
research excellence but only 56% feel 
well prepared to meet this challenge 

• 82% of leaders consider educational excellence a high 
priority and 64% are well prepared to tackle the challenge

• 67% of leaders place a higher priority on improving student 
welfare and many, 58% feel well prepared to address it

Setting the stage for excellence
The dual mission of academic institutions – namely research and education – represent the core processes 
that underpin their work, and ultimately their success or failure.

Universities mainly produce two things: one is talent and the other is new knowledge. The delivery of 
these two main products requires a series of productivity factors. For example, high level teachers 
and scholars, high level teaching and research platforms, tools and resources. At the same time, it 
requires a good source of students and good research subjects. These factors must be brought 
together and function effectively in a university to produce high quality talent and knowledge.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Excellent education benefits from excellent research and vice versa. With access to cutting-edge 
research in action, students can gain invaluable insight and experience the can apply 
in advanced degrees and their research career. 

Conversely, the erosion of quality education can have a negative impact not only on growing the student 
body but also on funding opportunities and attracting talent, thereby impacting the quality of research.
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Given the financial pressures academic leaders are under (see 
chapter 1 on page 16), it is perhaps unsurprising that securing 
funding for both research and education is a major concern. 

Several factors contribute to the success of competitive 
funding,1 which remains a major source of research 
finance around the world. To win grants, research quality 
and impact are critical, and integrity is an important 
element of these factors. Research quality also impacts 
collaboration with industry in various ways.2 

However, there is evidence of a higher prevalence of 
misconduct than previously thought,3 and there’s a push 
towards universities, funders and publishers taking 
action to improve research quality and integrity.4 

In turn, the quality of the research plays a role in students’ 
decisions when choosing to enroll or remain at a university.5 

Many of the challenges academic leaders face, such as 
securing funding and attracting talent, run through research 
and education. When considering all the challenges they face, 
leaders expect research to be the area most impacted in the 
coming years, more so than education, and teaching and 
community engagement. Over two-thirds (69%) of leaders 
believe that research at their institution will be impacted 
by the challenges they face to a major or severe extent. 

Research: creating knowledge
Many institutions aim to become globally recognized research universities, thereby 
gaining the associated status. Possessing a robust research capability enables 
them to effectively address the wider societal challenges prevalent in today’s world. 
This is a critical social role for universities, as academics are uniquely positioned 
to tackle these issues from an unbiased and non-commercial standpoint.

Meanwhile, technological advances, including AI, are affecting universities’ risk 
profiles. While AI can aid research and create efficiencies, it can also be misused. 
Leaders warned in qualitative interviews that an overreliance on the technology 
could lead to dubious research results and intellectual property misuse.

[AI] would allow our researchers to automate certain tasks that are currently 
manual... The negative is it could produce vast quantities of dubious research 
and inability to tell what’s real from what’s fake in all manner of technical 
output. And then there are other worries like ‘Haves’ and ‘Have Nots’ and 
intellectual property misuse. We are at the beginning of this change and we 
have got to learn how to do this.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

 Figure 9

Question: Thinking about the impact of all the various challenges your 
organization currently faces, what impact, if any, do you believe they 
will have over the next 2 to 3 years on your institution in regard to…? 

Impact of not meeting challenges faced 
on education and research

Key:   Severe impact   
 Major impact   
 Moderate impact  
 Minor impact  
 No impact   

Base size: Global = 80, Americas =26*, EMEA = 25*, APAC = 29*

*Please note: base sizes below 30 provide an indicative read. 

14% 19%

11% 8%

…education and 
teaching

…research

43%

31%

1%

50%

23%

1%
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This feeds into the issue of research excellence, which 
gained media traction in 2023 when the US and UK 
governments called on funders, publishers and academic 
institutions to do more to ensure research reliability.6 A US 
Government Accountability Office report on the reliability 
of federally funded research found that the three largest 
basic research funders – the NIH, NSF and NASA – failed 
to promote practices, commonly used among the scientific 
community, for collecting sharing and storing research 
data.7 In the UK, the Commons Science, Innovation 
and Technology Select Committee cited concerns over 
the reproducibility of UK-based scientific research and 
called for this to be a condition of future funding.8 

And yet it is also these tools and facilities, along with open 
access to data and science, that researchers seek to produce 
excellent research. Enabling open access and open science is 
seen by many leaders as the great equalizer, and essential to 
producing efficiencies, as well as the integrity that is required 
in research. There is also a risk of creating a divide between 
those who have access to the facilities, technologies and data 
needed to conduct high-end research and those who do not. 
This can lead to good research going unnoticed or being 
duplicated, which ultimately means that science will suffer.

However, as evidenced throughout this study, the 
macroeconomic situation determines researchers’ level 
of access to funding, and ultimately the equipment and 
technologies required to conduct research. Levels of 
available funding and leaders’ ability to deal with the 
challenges they face are inextricably interlinked. 

Research challenges – levels of high priority and 
high preparedness

 Figure 10

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following potential 
challenges. For each, please indicate the current priority that your organization 
has assigned to addressing this challenge over the next 12 months, where 
0 is very low priority, 10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.

Question: And how prepared, if at all, is your organization to 
address each of these same challenges over the next 12 months? 
Again please use a 0 – 10 scale, this time where 0 means ‘Not 
at all prepared’ and 10 means ‘Extremely well-prepared’.

Key:   % High priority: priority 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  
 % High prepared: prepared 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  

Global = 45 
 Americas* 
 EMEA*  
 APAC*

* Base sizes for regions are below 20 and provide an indicative read.
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Striving for research excellence and integrity

In the current study, 93% of academic leaders interviewed 
say ensuring research excellence is a high priority. Regionally, 
the percentage of leaders ranking research excellence high 
priority ranges from 86% in the Americas to 100% in APAC. 

However, despite being a critical issue in need of attention, 
just 56% of leaders asked say they are well prepared to 
address it. Institutions in EMEA feel better prepared (64%) 
than those in the Americas (57%) and APAC (47%). 

Related to excellence is the issue of research integrity, 
identified as a priority by 69% of leaders. The gap between 
priority and preparedness is slightly closer for ensuring 
research integrity, for which 51% feel highly prepared to 
address the challenge. The gap is narrower in the Americas 
(7ppt gap) in the Americas, while the gap is greater in EMEA 
(21 ppt gap) and APAC (24 ppt gap). There are many challenges 
around research excellence and integrity, particularly as 
it relates to AI, for example. (See chapter 1 on page 37.)

Research integrity is linked to the replicability of research: in 
recent years there has been debate as to how much science is 
redundant because results cannot be reproduced.9 For leaders, 
repeating experiments is a necessary part of scientific progress 
– 91% agree. It is expected that results will differ: overall, they 
believe it ensures science is advanced on a sound footing. 

In addition to funding, what support do academic leaders need 
to achieve research excellence? About three-quarters (73%) of 
leaders say they require more external collaboration and 69% 
more internal collaboration, while 69% need technological 
solutions (for example, specific software and cyber security). 

leaders say ensuring research 
excellence is a high priority 

leaders say ensuring research 
integrity is a high priority

93%

69%

Repeating research is necessary and it is expected 
results may differ – few think leading universities 
prioritize research over education

 Figure 11

Question: To what extent, if at all, do you either agree or 
disagree with the following statements that leaders themselves 
identified? This time please answer using a 1 to 5 scale, where 
1 means Strongly disagree and 5 means Strongly agree.

Repeating experiments is a 
necessary part of research 
while results may differ, overall 
it helps ensure advances in 
knowledge are robust

91%

Public attention on high 
profile research topics  
means other significant 
research goes unfunded

33%

Leading universities focus 
too much on research at the 
expense of education

30%

Base size = 80
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Lack of resource means good research can go unfunded

Ensuring the best research proposals receive grants 
is a particular priority in EMEA (86%) compared to 
APAC (59%) and the Americas (71%). The lower priority 
in the Americas may be due to institutions better 
positioned to face funding challenges (see figure 10).

Just two in five leaders (40%) say they are well 
prepared to address the challenge, a figure that drops 
to just under a third (29%) in the Americas. 

When we get any ranking or further grants, or 
extramural grants, everything comes if the faculty 
is doing a good job in the research. The output in 
research has to be substantial. This is possible only 
when the pharmaceutical industry supports you. 
The pharmaceutical industry will not support you 
if they cannot trust your work that you are doing 
at university.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Academic leaders report that there are many good research 
proposals but not enough resources to fund them all. The 
pressure on funding may mean some leaders prioritize 
research over education. On balance, however, most 
leaders believe leading universities do not prioritize 
research over education: only 30% agree (see figure 11).

There are other factors that can play a role in research 
choices – one-third (33%) of leaders believe that 
public attention on high profile research topics puts 
additional pressure on budgets, shifting resources 
away from significant research (see figure 11). 

of leaders say ensuring that the best research 
proposals receive grants is high priority

of leaders say competition for 
funding is a high priority

71%

62%

Managing the competition for funding is a high priority 
challenge for 62% of leaders. It is a lower priority in APAC 
(47%) than in the Americas (69%) and EMEA (77%), perhaps 
reflecting the differing funding models and cultures 
around the world. It may also suggest that competition 
is fiercer in the Americas and EMEA than in APAC.

Two-fifths (40%) of leaders surveyed say they are well 
prepared to deal with competition for funding, although 
regional differences are stark. In APAC, preparedness is 
lower at 32%, reflecting the lower priority the challenge 
of competition for funding has in the region. In the 
Americas, preparedness matches priority (54%), while 
there is a significant gap in EMEA, where only 38% 
of leaders feel prepared to tackle the challenge.

The funders’  
perspective

Given the importance of research excellence to funders, 
universities are in a key position to support funders’ 
goals. What research is funded can have an impact 
that reaches far beyond the individual project. 

We had a very good proposal that wanted to 
focus on the role of technicians in research… 
And  it developed a whole initiative about 
bringing their careers to the fore, developing a 
kind of concord approach to all universities to 
sign up to develop their careers better, and 
that’s become a national initiative now adopted. 
And that had an enormous impact."

– Funder, EMEA 

Although funders generally feel well prepared to address 
any challenges in selecting and monitoring research 
grants, over half say they require more external and 
internal collaboration to support them in addressing 
these challenges. And because funders are also under 
financial pressure due to external economic trends, 
the reality is that many excellent proposals may not get 
funded. This is critical, as failing to finance research 
ultimately puts the overall output of science at risk.
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Open access and science: an evolving challenge

Compared to all the other challenges they face, fewer 
academic leaders (49%) consider enabling open science high 
priority. This may explain the relative lack of preparedness to 
address it (27%). There are regional differences: APAC leaders 
place higher priority on enabling open access and science 
(59%) than leaders in EMEA (43%) and the Americas (43%). 

of leaders say enabling open access 
and science is a high priority

of leaders are well prepared 
to tackle this challenge

49%

27%

If we cannot read e-journals due to financial factors, 
we will have to request copies from other universities 
that subscribe to them and receive printed materials. 
This will make it impossible for us to read articles from 
around the world in a timely manner. Currently 
everyone has free access to a vast amount of 
information, but it will take time for the teachers and 
researchers to obtain new information. Individual 
teachers will have to pay for the necessary 
information. If the amount of information needed for 
research is reduced the ability to research may also be 
reduced and we may fall behind.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

 Education: sharing knowledge
While excellent research is one fundamental mission of academic institutions, 
so too is providing excellent education – 82% of leaders consider it high priority. 
Educating the next generation of researchers, who can continue the work of others 
competently and drive research in new directions, is critical for universities. 

Leaders are also focused on creating skills for future labor market needs, and 
ensuring their institutions produce talent that contributes to society in various 
ways, from innovators that create start-ups to politicians who drive change 
and tackle global challenges.

Institutions’ ability to attract the best students depends on factors such as their 
culture and the support they can offer students. Offering affordable fees is 
one element of this, but so too is taking care of their students’ wellbeing. 

Providing better mental health promotion, detection and management of 
disorders among students at university is a key recommendation of the 
Australian Government’s 2019 Mental Health Productivity Commission Inquiry 
Report.10 Universities also need to formulate an evaluation framework that 
documents health and wellbeing policy initiatives and their implementation, 
and routinely surveys student mental health indicators to track improvements.

Cultivating an engaged alumni community also plays a major role for institutions. 
Not only do alumni tend to give back to their university, but they offer a network 
for students that can help in their job search. If they make a large impact on the 
world, prominent alumni can also serve as a banner for student recruitment. 
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In many respects, ensuring educational excellence has 
the potential to help with some of the other educational 
challenges academic leaders are facing. Providing a quality 
level of education involves keeping up with technological 
change, adopting innovative teaching methods, and 
balancing research and teaching. As the Vice-Principal of 
Education at Queen Mary University of London wrote for 
HEPI, “we have yet to fully commit to the idea that teaching 
excellence has a role to play” 11 in clearing these three hurdles. 
But while the importance of educational and teaching 
excellence is clear, leaders’ ability to fulfil this mission is often 
dependent on the levels of funding and talent available.

An institution’s ability to fulfil its educational commitments 
is dependent on many factors, including the availability of 
funding, the depth and breadth of its research capabilities, 
and the quality of faculty staff. Universities strive to achieve 
the delicate balance between research and teaching to 
deliver on social equity and access agendas to provide equal 
opportunity for students. There is a general sense that 
today’s students, the workforce of tomorrow, need to be 
better equipped to deal with the technological advancements 
they will soon face in the working environment. 

 Figure 12

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following potential 
challenges. For each, please indicate the current priority that your organization 
has assigned to addressing this challenge over the next 12 months, where 
0 is very low priority, 10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.

Question: And how prepared, if at all, is your organization to 
address each of these same challenges over the next 12 months? 
Again please use a 0 – 10 scale, this time where 0 means ‘Not 
at all prepared’ and 10 means ‘Extremely well-prepared’.

Key:   % High priority: priority 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  
 % High prepared: prepared 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  

Global = 45 
 Americas* 
 EMEA*  
 APAC*

* Base sizes for regions are below 20 and provide an indicative read.

Education challenges – levels of high priority and 
high preparedness
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education
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Delivering educational excellence

Educational excellence is critical to a university’s purpose, 
and this is reflected in the priority academic leaders give 
the challenge. Leaders prioritize this challenge more 
in APAC (88%) and the Americas (87%) than in EMEA 
(71%). Most leaders feel relatively comfortable with this 
challenge, with 64% considering themselves highly 
prepared to tackle it. Again, leaders in the Americas 
stand out in their preparedness, with 87% feeling well 
equipped compared to 56% in APAC and 50% in EMEA.

of leaders consider educational 
excellence a high priority

of leaders are well prepared 
to tackle the challenge

82%

64%

How do you create a culture of research where the 
research conducted… also directly [feeds] into the 
educational process? We're trying to grow the next 
generation of leaders.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas 

One of the challenges academic leaders identified 
is pressure on faculty to focus on research 
and output rather than education.

No matter how excellent researchers or professors are, 
the situation is extremely poor for them to focus on 
education. This is because universities' evaluation 
criteria focus on how many Science Citation Index (SCI) 
papers they have written or how much research 
funding they have received.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC
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Leaders less prepared to attract the best students

Academic leaders agree that attracting the best students 
and cultivating engaged alumni play a major role 
for their institutions, and they also feel better able to 
deal with these challenges. High achieving students 
act as ambassadors for their universities and can 
support student recruitment through promotion after 
graduation. Ensuring the institution draws in top 
students is a high priority for 67% of leaders globally. 

All three regions are broadly aligned on this as a priority, 
but there is a greater gap in preparedness in APAC, fewer 
leaders (19%) feel prepared to address this challenge. 

One example is internationalization.  We hope our 
teachers and students can be more international, not 
just from [country].  We have tried to make the sources 
of our staff and students more diversified, for example, 
from Europe, America, South East Asia and Japan.  We 
have talked about this a lot and have developed some 
policies and packages, but these have not been 
successful yet.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC.

Long-term demographic shifts and dwindling birth 
rates put pressure on institutions to maintain enrolment 
targets and serve to increase competition among them, 
each vying for an ever-decreasing pool of students. 
Several leaders noted this trend in their interviews. 

of leaders consider attracting the 
best students a high priority

of leaders are well prepared  
for the challenge

67%

44%

The most serious challenge we face is the… possible 
drop off in enrolment due to the great recessions in 
2008, 2009 and 2010, which dramatically dropped the 
birth rate in America. The number of young people who 
will be available to make a decision about higher 
education has dropped dramatically… by about 15%. 
If we can’t deal with it effectively, it will dramatically 
drop enrolment which will drop the financial resources 
available to us. At a higher level we will put fewer 
people into the workplace in key positions in medicine, 
in healthcare, in engineering and agriculture over the 
next 4, 5 or 6 years. Those key programs that we have 
will be affected. We want to put more graduates into 
the workplace and this will really challenge that.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Leaders’ concerns vary considerably by region and include 
access and too many students. In some regions, demand for 
higher education is dwindling as students take alternative 
routes into the workplace. This is creating an unequal 
distribution of public funds, as the pool of those who 
benefit from university education becomes ever smaller. 

Today, at least in [my country], we have a low 
attractiveness for higher education courses. This is a 
multi-faceted problem due to today’s young people 
thinking very differently. This has an impact because 
we are a public university financed by [country’s] 
society. We end up providing public resources to a 
smaller number of people and this is a disservice to 
society as a whole.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Nevertheless, one leader in APAC highlighted a conflicting 
challenge, namely the decline in the value of a college 
degree due to oversaturation in the current job market.

[My country] is one of the countries with a high college 
entrance rate: as of 2022 it reached 67%. Although 
university education has grown tremendously in 
quantity, the big question will be how well the quality 
of education can keep up. Because the overall 
contribution of education to industry is declining, 
quantitative growth is important, but qualitative 
growth is more important, especially for national 
universities. There must be balanced development 
of quantity and quality.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC
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Enhancing student welfare: the Americas 
most prepared to address the challenge

of leaders consider improving 
student welfare a high priority

of leaders feel prepared to 
address this challenge

67%

58%

The need to focus on student welfare was highlighted 
following COVID-19, as mental illness among students 
increased. In November 2023, the American Psychological 
Association referred to the “crisis” of universities reporting 
students seeking mental health services. In response, many 
US colleges and universities have been expanding their 
mental health services capabilities, but the prohibitive cost 
has left some relying on existing staff to bridge the gap.12 

We all face the normal resource, generation, and 
allocation issues. Beyond those, we are facing student 
basic needs’ issues, like housing, mental health, food 
and security. We have significant facilities’ needs on our 
campus, lots of deferred maintenance that needs to be 
addressed. I would say we’re still returning to normal 
scenes post-pandemic, so there are still some issues 
with people getting back into being together in person 
and the operations side and the instructions side.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

The issue of improving student assistance. I’m talking 
about support in terms of university restaurants, 
student residences, improving the quality of residences, 
monitoring the issue of mental health of our students. 
Across the university the physical infrastructure is also 
very weak. I believe that if we invest in infrastructure 
and student assistance we will have happier people 
who feel part of the institution. This impact can be very 
good, not only for students but also, for staff, both 
teachers and administrative technicians, who give us all 
the administrative support.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Improving student welfare is a high priority for 67% of leaders 
and 58% feel prepared to address this challenge. Leaders in 
the Americas place more emphasis on student welfare (80% 
see this as a high priority and 67% are highly prepared), while 
the challenge is a priority for 57% in EMEA and 63% in APAC.
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Affordability and representation are concerns; 
students are mobilizing

Students face many of the same financial pressures acting on 
institutions, including rising costs of living. Recent reports 
suggest that students in the UK are missing meals and not 
completing their courses due to financial problems13. As such, 
cost is a major consideration for them in choosing a university. 
According to the 2022 Barnes and Noble College Insights 
survey, the top factors driving students’ decisions are return 
on investment, cost of attendance and career preparedness.14 

This is also evident in the current study. Ensuring 
affordable student fees is a high priority for 58% of 
academic leaders globally. This seems to be more of an 
issue in the Americas (73%) and there is some concern 
that discontent on campuses is growing as students are 
demanding better representation, driven by a desire to 
secure a better return on their college investment. 

In the current study, one US-based leader shared an 
example of campus labor activism spurred by the growing 
cost of living and the mounting debts they are facing.

Students and postdocs are striking because of salary 
issues, cost of living issues and affordability of housing. 
There are limited resources, so if we give them a lot 
more money and the funding doesn’t increase, it 
means that you reduce the size of research programs. 
I’m greatly concerned about the impact this will have 
on graduate programs across the nation… I don’t think 
we’ve prepared students enough for the career 
opportunities which now present themselves. Maybe 
20 years ago, the core opportunities were largely in 
academia but now, they’re in industries and the 
private sector.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

of leaders say ensuring affordable 
student fees is a high priority

of leaders are highly prepared to deal with this

58%

53%

In contrast in EMEA the high priority level is lower at 36%.  
However, one leader shared an example of activism at  
their university.

We just had a strike by our graduate students and 
post-doctoral fellows because they felt that they were 
not sufficiently compensated for the cost of living that 
they have to face... that has significantly increased our 
costs because most of the costs of doing research, or a 
large fraction of cost of doing research, is people cost.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Across the regions 53% of leaders are well prepared to 
deal with this challenge. Despite their concerns, those in 
the Americas have higher levels of preparedness (67%). 

However, the risk of inaction in dealing with education 
challenges relates to a potential decline in the institution’s 
reputation if it fails to accomplish one of its core 
missions. Half (50%) of leaders surveyed expect providing 
educational excellence through innovative teaching and 
learning to become a much greater challenge over the 
next five years, rising to 64% in EMEA. 

To mitigate this, 82% of leaders need internal support, 
primarily by way of advisory boards and collaboration 
with colleagues. This support need is highest among 
leaders in EMEA (93%) and APAC (88%). In contrast, 
leaders in the Americas are more likely to call for 
technological solutions (87%) – for example, online 
learning, AI and analytical software.
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Best practice: Fulfilling the 
institution’s dual mission
Leaders and funders share examples of the ways they have 
successfully addressed the challenges explored in this chapter. 

Research
To address research challenges, leaders are looking to tackle the causes at the 
source, with funding and human capital challenges identified as the most significant 
drivers of what leaders can achieve in research. Leaders’ efforts are therefore 
mostly directed at securing the resource and talent needed to fulfil their research 
missions. They have focused on enabling more interdisciplinary projects, fostering 
collaboration internationally, and providing holistic solutions. But despite their 
best efforts, leaders require more support to address their research challenges. 

Innovating in research to attract talent
Organizing research in an innovative way to enable 
interdisciplinary projects is helping universities attract 
talent, which in turn is impacting research excellence.

With regards to research and to attract the very  
best talented professors and researchers, we have 
created a number of interdepartmental institutes 
which are bringing together researchers from 
different departments to work on challenges….  
since we have opened these labs, we have seen  
an enormous amount of researchers who want  
to come to our university.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Collaborating to solve multiple research challenges
Universities around the world are collaborating with 
external partners, often private sector and governmental, 
to boost the sustainability impact of their research. For 
example, the National University of Singapore is partnering 
with Siemens to develop a new ‘smart city’ platform 
to improve the efficiency and sustainability of urban 
infrastructure;15 Stanford University is partnering with 
Toyota to help self-driving cards operate more safely and 
reliably on public roads;16 and the University of São Paulo 
partnered with Shell to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.17 

Collaboration in international schemes and forging 
partnerships with the private sector has also helped leaders 
share the burden with those facing similar challenges 
and secure extra resource for research. Collaborating with 
industry and government also enables universities to 
increase the economic and societal impact of their research.

In one example, a university teamed up with other 
institutions to improve access to international funding.

[Country] has joined Horizon Europe as an associate 
member state so that’s involved government doing 
that, it’s involved lobbying from universities. We’ve 
had to put in place a whole system to support our 
staff getting Horizon Europe funding. We have 
already been successful with some bits and have got 
a huge buy-in from our researchers, probably 
related to the authority that we have given this in 
our communications and also, the support we have 
put in place to help people get there.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC
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Funders: improving processes 
to support research excellence

Some funders report changes to the peer-review 
process that have made decision making quicker and 
improved the quality of decisions, such as getting 
advice from experts, then writing a report for the 
funding committee based on their discussion.

Instead of doing all this […] peer review, we’ll group 
the applications we get into groups of about 10. Get 
a panel of six or seven people who are experts in 
that field together, bring the applicants in to get 
interviewed and let them have a discussion… which 
on the surface sounds like much more resource, but 
actually I’ve been able to reduce my team by 25%... 
We were sending out 6,000 peer review requests a 
year, which now is down to about 500 because we 
only need to populate these panels… it’s really 
helped streamline and increase the quality of 
decision-making.” 

– Funder, EMEA

 Education
Delivering educational excellence has been a challenge for 
some institutions as they emerge from remote learning 
approaches enforced during COVID-19, which resulted in 
a decrease in student retention and graduation rates.

Best practice initiatives center around interactive 
and innovative teaching methods. They focus 
on real-world problems and prioritizing student 
wellbeing through proactive hiring of trained mental 
help support staff to provide on-site care. 

Looking ahead, many institutions are in the process 
of developing new study programs and courses, as 
well as new hybrid methods of teaching that take 
into account the developments they expect to see in 
AI and remote learning over the next few years. 

Some universities are looking to intertwine research with 
education, providing students with exposure to research 
from their first year. In the US, some have sought funding 
from bodies like the National Science Foundation and the 
Department of Education to help make this shift. Leaders 
surveyed cited the following best practice initiatives: 

Holistic action to improve 
research output
Research excellence relies on many different aspects 
of a university, and academic leaders are taking 
holistic approaches to improve their output.

Previously the challenge had been delivering 
effective research outputs and impact. The 
action we took was to really significantly review 
our recruitment processes, put in place clear 
expectations for our academic performance, 
support early career researchers, provide internal 
grant funding for people to get going and pull 
together research centers to get people to work 
together. The overall impact was a significant 
improvement in our research performance.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA
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Adapting teaching methods and 
innovating in pedagogy
Innovation in teaching is helping improve the student 
experience and support internationalization.

We have carried out a large number of teaching 
reforms to cultivate outstanding innovative 
talents through innovative education models. 
These include creating a learning environment 
that fosters the integration of students, 
technology and teaching, promoting 
personalized learning, and constructing 
interdisciplinary frameworks to enhance the 
connection between disciplines to address 
complex real-world problems.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

We are setting up … new forms of teaching 
on new Masters programs, internet-based 
Masters programs, so that we have the 
possibility to attract people from outside... 
It is part of an internationalization strategy… 
it is very important for us that we also try to 
work quite closely with other universities…
tryingto strengthen the whole system by 
working together.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

We created a task force to focus on changing 
curricula and improving pedagogy. One of 
the reasons for this is that we launched it 
right as the COVID pandemic was starting, 
so we switched to fully remote working for 
more than a year. We saw a decrease in 
retention because of COVID but now, we’re 
trying to readdress this… We’ve been 
focusing on specific courses, especially 
courses where there is low success rate.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Enriching campus life and 
supporting wellbeing
Improving the student experience is helping some 
institutions boost student retention. They are doing 
this by hiring trained counsellors and enhancing their 
student support services, including better structures 
to support student wellbeing and mental health, as 
well as better student engagement post-COVID.

We’ve gone from teaching everything online 
during COVID to now teaching mix-mode… and 
that’s had all sorts of challenges for student 
experience… The solution to that is to focus 
on building up the student community and 
students’ events to make campus life more 
enriching than just turning up for your lecture 
or your tutorial. That simple strategy has 
significantly improved the number of students 
that have returned back to campus full time 
and are actually on campus.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

I believe that if we invest in infrastructure and 
student assistance we will have happier people 
who feel part of the institution.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Dedicated facilities to cater for students’ psychological 
wellbeing and helping them meet their basic 
needs have been established in the USA. 

When we talked about the challenge of 
addressing student basic needs, we opened a 
basic needs center and we’ve been successful 
in addressing student mental health, housing, 
food and security issues.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

[To address] the mental health of students, the 
action has been hiring more mental health 
staff. The impact has been less mental health 
challenges for our students. For example, less 
depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas
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Impact
Demonstrating value and 
garnering support from society

Chapter 3 
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Under increasing pressure from a range of stakeholders, 
notably funders, it is critical for universities to demonstrate 
their impact. This includes scientific impact and extends 
more broadly to economic, societal and environmental 
impact. Most leaders consider demonstrating impact 
across these areas high priority. But looking at how 
prepared leaders are to meet some of the challenges, 
there are concerning gaps. Leaders surveyed share some 
of their approaches to solving this, including establishing 
dedicated offices and collaborating externally.

• 79% of academic leaders agree a new approach is 
required for research assessment and 80% set a 
high priority on demonstrating societal impact

• 74% of leaders say demonstrating scientific impact is 
a high priority, and 57% are well prepared to do this

• 67% consider demonstrating economic 
impact a high priority and only 30% say they 
are well prepared for the challenge

• 55% of leaders say their institutions should be most 
concerned with providing real-world benefits

• 72% say ensuring public has awareness and 
understanding of our activities is a high priority 
and 33% are well prepared for this challenge

… the higher education sector needs to change with 
the times, including rediscovering, and reaffirming, 
the public purpose of universities.” 

– Jonathan Grant, writing in Times Higher Education1 

As we saw in chapter 2, research and education are critical 
elements of success for a university. However, the processes 
and outputs alone are not enough: to succeed and to 
remain viable over time, universities need to demonstrate 
their value and impact to a range of stakeholders, including 
funders, governments, current and potential employees 
and students, the media and the general public.

Demonstrating value and impact to these groups brings 
a range of benefits. For example, stakeholder pressure 
encourages researchers to think about the wider effects of their 
research and have a bigger impact on education, research and 
society. Universities can attract and retain students and staff, 
and use their accountability to work towards their mission.2, 3

This is no longer a voluntary exercise for most universities. 
Major funders like the European Commission (through 
its Horizon Europe fund) and the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH) in the USA commonly require the projects 
they support to illustrate their broader societal benefits. 
There are examples at the institutional level too. Harvard 
and the University of Michigan have launched a Detroit-
based initiative to boost local societal impact by seeking 
to address economic mobility and the opioid crisis.4 

To secure continued consent from taxpayers to 
maintain public funding, and preferably to put it on a 
more sustainable basis,5 the public needs to be aware 
of the positive contributions that universities make. 
All of this comes at a time when the funding model 
for higher education is under increasing strain.6 
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National governments increasingly expect universities to 
demonstrate the economic and commercial benefits of their 
output to society and the country.7 Universities also need 
to showcase their value and impacts to progress in global 
academic rankings and, since 2019, impact rankings.8 

In their interviews, some leaders acknowledge the 
increased societal pressure they are under to demonstrate 
their broader impact in a variety of different ways.

…people want to see, policy makers and society, what 
we are contributing with our impact to regards to 
societal challenges with the ageing population 
situation, to climate change and green transition. So 
the greater focus on impact leads us to much more 
presenting, explaining to society and to show them 
what we are doing for them.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Universities face a significant challenge in promoting 
their output and increasing public awareness of their 
work. Initiatives to boost public engagement are 
underway, with scientists turning to social media to 
communicate the results of their research and foster two-
way exchanges with the public.9 For example, amid a trend 
of science denialism following COVID-19,10 researchers 
in Brazil identified a pro-science wave, suggesting the 
pandemic connected scientists and the public.11

However, there is evidence to suggest that universities in the 
USA and Europe are increasingly failing to connect with and 
convince the public of their value. A 2023 Gallup survey of US 
adults found that Americans’ confidence in higher education 
has fallen sharply over recent years, from 57% in 2015 to 48% 
in 2018 and 36% by 2023.12 A study of researchers conducted 
by Elsevier in partnership with the Economist highlighted 
that misinformation impacted the public perception and 
was a growing concern, with over two thirds of respondents 
saying that the pandemic increased the importance of 
separating good quality research from misinformation. 

Impact – levels of high priority and high 
preparedness

Figure 13

Question: We would now like you to consider some of the following potential 
challenges. For each, please indicate the current priority that your organization 
has assigned to addressing this challenge over the next 12 months, where 
0 is very low priority, 10 is very high priority and the midpoint 5 is neutral.

Question: And how prepared, if at all, is your organization to 
address each of these same challenges over the next 12 months? 
Again please use a 0 – 10 scale, this time where 0 means ‘Not 
at all prepared’ and 10 means ‘Extremely well-prepared’.

Key:   % High priority: priority 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  
 % High prepared: prepared 8 to 10 on a scale from 0 to 10  

Global = 46 
 Americas* 
 EMEA*  
 APAC*

* Base sizes for regions are below 20 and provide an indicative read.
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Demonstrating societal impact is top priority

Demonstrating scientific impact is a priority

Demonstrating the societal impact of their institution 
is of most importance to leaders surveyed. Almost four 
in five leaders globally rate this challenge as a high 
priority, peaking at 94% in the Americas and lower in 
APAC at 72%. Across all regions, however, levels of high 
preparedness lag well behind the high priority given 
to this challenge, most notably in APAC (33%).

Leaders face challenges in receiving recognition for the 
measures they put in place to make a positive impact 
on the communities in which they operate. Societal 
initiatives have longer incubation and development phases, 
and universities tend to reap reward for initiatives that 
can be more easily quantified. Most leaders recognize 
that existing measures of impact are linked to well-
established indicators such as publications and citations 
that do not reflect a broader impact of their activities: 
79% agree a new approach is required for assessment.

of leaders say demonstrating societal 
impact is a high priority

of leaders say demonstrating 
scientific impact is a high priority

of leaders are well prepared to do this

of leaders are well prepared to do this

80%

74%

43%

57%

Most often, the impact of research is measured 
through things you can count like patents, publication 
and funding dollars, but what is true impact, the 
societal impact and the delayed impact? The things 
you may do in the next few years may bear fruit in five 
years. How many lives have been changed, how many 
long-term health outcomes have been changed and 
what are the social escalators? There is some 
framework for this, the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals, but in general messaging, social 
impact of research is very hard.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Given the growing importance of demonstrating value 
and impact, its long history in academia, it’s perhaps 
unsurprising that most academic leaders consider 
demonstrating scientific impact to be a high priority. 
And it is this form of impact that leaders feel most 
prepared to demonstrate, with over half well prepared.

7979++2121+F+F Agree

79%

Moving away from a dependency on traditional 
scientific measures

Figure 14

Question: To what extent, if at all, do you either agree or disagree with 
the following statement: Moving research assessment from a dependency 
on publications and citations requires a new approach to rewarding 
and recognizing researchers. This time please answer using a 1 to 5 
scale, where 1 means Strongly disagree and 5 means Strongly agree.

Base size = 80
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Leaders are less 
prepared to demonstrate 
economic impact

Leaders prioritize 
demonstrating institutions’ 
real-world benefits

Notably, leaders consider demonstrating other kinds 
of impact – economic, societal and environmental 
– just as important as scientific impact, but they 
are less prepared to address this challenge.

Two-thirds of leaders consider demonstrating economic 
impact a high priority, yet less than one-third say they 
are well prepared to do this, with those in the Americas 
less prepared at 19%. Recent studies illustrate this 
preparedness gap: in Australia, policy analysis suggests 
that some higher education institutions may not be highly 
motivated to derive the maximum commercial value 
from their research. A 2021 government discussion paper 
argued that universities in Australia have ‘weak incentives to 
commercialize research which has commercial potential’.13 

A similar pattern is evident for demonstrating environmental 
impact, with 67% of leaders considering this a high 
priority but only 30% being prepared to tackle it.

Among the leaders interviewed, 55% agree that their 
institutions should be most concerned with providing 
real-world benefits. This would enable them to 
support students’ holistic development as citizens and 
incorporate career readiness into education delivery. 

This sentiment is reflected in other research. For example, 
in the Back to Earth survey, 66% of respondents agreed 
that academia has a moral obligation to incorporate 
real-world impact into research evaluation.14 

of leaders consider demonstrating 
economic impact a high priority

of leaders say they are well prepared to do this

67%

30%

Figure 15

Question: To what extent, if at all, do you either agree or disagree with 
the following statement: Our institution's primary concern should be 
on providing real-world benefits. This time please answer using a 1 to 5 
scale, where 1 means Strongly disagree and 5 means Strongly agree. 

Base size: Global = 80, Americas =26*, EMEA = 25*, APAC = 29*

*Please note: base sizes below 30 provide an indicative read. 

Providing real-world benefits

Global 55%

Americas 58%

EMEA 56%
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Leaders expect their community 
engagement role to be impacted

Supporting the student transition from 
education to the world of work
One of universities’ major societal impacts comes in the 
form of work-ready graduates. Many employers report being 
unable to find suitable candidates among graduates.15 

Workforce-ready students... The challenge for our 
sector, at the moment, is that there is a perceived 
disconnect between a university education and the 
skills required in the workforce. That disconnect 
between the two is a significant issue that the 
universities here need to address.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

In the current study, some leaders also noted the 
wasted investment of teaching this way. 

I feel we’re too much in an old model. It’s too  
expensive for the current world we’re moving  
into so we need a new approach.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

This reinforces the need for multidisciplinary 
approaches in education and research, networking to 
tackle future problems, and developing digital skills, 
particularly around AI. Some leaders identified this 
as an area of opportunity in the medium term.

The biggest opportunities lie in the fact that teaching has 
been changing a lot worldwide. Those who can better 
work with this generational change, with this change in 
teaching, by making teaching more active, by making 
students participate more in society… If the university has 
a closer contact with society and offers more solutions to 
society, this can have a very big impact.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

A potential long-term solution leaders shared involves 
collaborating with various stakeholder groups to ensure 
a balance between quality and quantity in education 
– to ensure as many students as possible graduate, 
without compromising on educational standards.

Balanced development of education quantity and 
quality... is one of the biggest challenges. Only by solving 
this problem can universities strengthen their social 
responsibilities and improve the quality of education. 
Ultimately this will reduce the difficulties students face 
in finding employment after graduation and adapting to 
the labor market. We need to work together by linking 
efforts between various government ministries, 
universities and the local community. But coordinating 
them is not easy... Efforts to gain social consent will take 
at least 10 years.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

One of the main channels for demonstrating impact and 
value is public engagement. In the current research, 72% 
of leaders say public awareness and understanding is a 
high priority, with agreement highest in the Americas at 
88%. However, there is a substantial priority-preparedness 
gap, with only 33% of leaders surveyed feeling well 
prepared to address this challenge (see figure 13).

When leaders consider all the various challenges that their 
organization currently faces, 82% think they will impact their 
community engagement over the next two to three years, 
with 34% expecting the impact to be major or severe.

of leaders say ensuring public has 
awareness and understanding of 
their activities is a high priority

are well prepared for this challenge

72%

33%
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A lack of evaluation frameworks makes progress hard to show
Leaders can choose from a variety of methods for evaluating 
their social impact, which poses a challenge, as there is no 
single accepted evaluation framework to rely on.16 In the 
Back to Earth survey, 56% of respondents said the lack of a 
common framework is the key barrier to assessing research’s 
impact on the world.17 In addition, the myriad Environmental, 
Social and Governance (ESG) measurement systems make it 
difficult to objectively evaluate contributions to sustainable 
development within a universally recognized framework.

We’re still struggling with the societal and social 
impact piece… We are lacking tools on the data 
analytics. The tools for assessing the impact in some 
spheres is clear, like you can count publications, 
citations and patterns, but for social impact, it’s 
difficult. There is no universal tool, there are some 
frameworks like United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals, but they are just emerging, so  
we are looking for new ways to track that… It’s  
beyond a research problem, it’s a social problem.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

These challenges were highlighted in the Elsevier report 
The Future of Evaluation: Emerging Consensus on a More 
Holistic System.18 The report concluded that, in addition to 
a common framework, an upgraded toolbox of qualitative 
and quantitative approaches would be needed. It also 
suggested that AI has a role to play in evaluating impact.

International rankings are an important and high-profile 
source of external validation, but they can serve to encourage 
short term planning. Rankings can also negatively impact 
social initiatives as resources are re-routed to encourage 
international students and the revenue they generate. 

[International ranking systems] become quite 
dominant and it creates a bit of perverse behavior in 
the sense that it forces a short-term approach to 
things. We are competing on the international student 
market, so you need to improve your university 
rankings and for that you need to make some short-
term decisions. So you are not always thinking about 
what’s the 10-year impact on these major societal 
problems. We just need to generate outputs, bring in 
money, things that are not necessarily in society’s best 
interests, but it’s the way international students pick 
places now, so we have to play that game.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

To demonstrate value and garner backing from society, 
universities need guidance. Every leader interviewed for this 
study says to demonstrate impact they need enhanced external 
collaboration and input from lawmakers and regulatory 
bodies. Furthermore, nearly three-quarters (72%) say their 
institution needs support with more internal collaboration. 

The funders’  
perspective

Funders’ primary concern is ensuring that the funding 
leads to meaningful societal impact, especially when the 
funding is targeted towards societal goals. However, many 
funders struggle with how to measure and assess this 
impact effectively. Most funders consider all the challenges 
involved with demonstrating outcomes and impact high 
priority, though very few feel well prepared to address them. 

We used to judge only on the basis of what I would 
call the science or access of publications. Now we 
have a two-access approach. You can choose only 
science or can say you’re good on science and 
impact and then, you can give information and 
demonstrate what the impact is. That has worked 
out. It has been highly appreciated by the research 
society although we still have to wait 5 years before 
we know what the overall outcome will be.” 

– Funder, EMEA

The overemphasis on positive results may discourage 
risk-taking in research. Many societal challenges 
require innovative and risky approaches, but the fear 
of failure and the potential loss of future funding may 
discourage researchers from taking necessary risks.

[…] it is quite difficult to progress seamlessly from 
fundamental research to social implementation. By 
this, I mean when the industrial sector commercially 
releases the results obtained from fundamental 
research conducted by universities and research 
institutions, there is a gap known as the Valley of 
Death. How funding can overcome this gap is a 
very large challenge.” 

– Funder, APAC
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Best Practice: Impact
Demonstrating value and impact is increasingly important as universities 
strive to bolster their cultural and intellectual capital and build trust and 
support for their work among the public and their stakeholder communities. 
Leaders have tried various approaches to communicate their success, 
including ensuring research is aligned to global established frameworks, 
establishing impact functions, enabling international cooperation.

Setting a strategic path
Universities are looking to demonstrate to the wider 
community how they benefit society and the environment. 
At the same time, faculties are looking to align the focus 
of their research work with global frameworks like the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) while also 
solving problems at the national level. This includes 
launching campaigns to convince local and national 
governments of their value and using research information 
management systems to help them showcase their impact. 

[The biggest challenge is] the implementation of our 
new strategic plan… and whether our scope of 
impact is wide enough. There is sometimes a gap 
between what we think we have done and what the 
expectation is. Another challenge is that the impact 
has to be relevant to all of humanity, globally. We 
are a key institution in [my country], so we also have 
to demonstrate that we are making an impact in 
[my country]. The two are often aligned, but not 
always 100%.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Creating impact functions within the institution 
Given the importance of demonstrating impact to a variety 
of audiences and for different purposes, some universities 
have created specific roles and offices to meet their needs.

We have put a lot of effort into [increasing 
awareness of our research impact] and created an 
office called ‘Research profile and impact’. That has 
really made the case publicly and through the media 
for the kind of work that we do as a research-
intensive institution.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

Investing time in the process
While the work of demonstrating impact is ongoing, 
the challenge is seen as a long-term one, with 
results expected over the next five to ten years.

We will be convincing state and local government 
that we're of value. We're going to have a campaign 
to show our community and public impact. We're 
going to very clearly articulating how we benefit the 
community. This will take years to have an impact. If 
we're successful, maybe five years.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas
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Funders: communicating 
value to boost support

In an interconnected world funders increasingly focus 
on communicating their role and the impact of the 
research they fund on improving society and stimulating 
economic growth. Increasing awareness and appreciation 
of the critical role funders make in advancing research is 
seen as essential for future success. Funders increasingly 
look to collaborate with foreign governments and global 
foundations to address worldwide problems. Whilst 
funders relentlessly focus on ensuring the best research 
proposals receive grants, they recognize success does 
not always result in more resources, notwithstanding 
they believe there is a promising trend of improved 
understanding and support from governments. 

Collaborating to evaluate and 
communicate impact
Collaborations help universities to demonstrate 
best practice when it comes to external impact 
through robust evaluation. As centers of learning 
and research, universities demonstrate the value 
of their scientific contributions and showcase 
their commercial, environmental and social 
impact. Many institutions are seeking partnerships 
on large scale projects to enhance this. 

Our plans involve a real emphasis on 
communicating the value of the research that 
we do. We are working collaboratively with other 
research-intensive institutions in this country 
including a group called the U15, making our 
case to our federal funding agencies and the 
ministry and the federal government that is 
responsible for that funding. We are hoping we 
are going to have an impact in the Spring federal 
budget. Then for that funding that we are 
hoping to see, to make its way through the 
system in another two or three years.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas

Leading by example to demonstrate 
sustainability impact
Demonstrating impact on sustainable development 
can have many positive effects, particularly changing 
people’s perception of the university. One academic 
leader is taking direct action to lead by example.

We have an initiative called Sustainable Smart 
Campus as a Living Lab. We hope that we can 
make some contribution to sustainable 
development and show people that we are 
committed. We have a series of measures, 
including installing photovoltaics on the roof of 
our university… As a result, our electricity 
consumption has been significantly reduced. 
With such measures, we are impacting the 
environment. Although our contribution to the 
environment is just a drop in the ocean, our 
university’s message is quite influential.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC
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 Looking to the future
Leaders were asked to reflect on areas where thought leadership is needed 
most in the next 12 months. Their focus is on transformative and globally 
significant issues where universities have scope to use their knowledge, 
research capabilities and influence to create meaningful change. Looking 
further down the line, the two areas that were mentioned most frequently 
by leaders are artificial intelligence (AI) and climate change.

The single biggest topic must be 
AI. It is developing so fast and 
has so many breakthroughs. I 
have to study this topic myself. 
Artificial Intelligence will 
promote unlimited possibilities 
for cross-disciplinary 
collaboration.” 

– Academic Leader, APAC

AI is going to change everything 
about how we work at 
universities, particularly in the 
teaching but also, in the 
research. I don't think we have 
begun to scratch the surface of 
what that looks like.”

 – Academic Leader, EMEA

Artificial intelligence (AI)
Generative AI has recently entered mainstream use, with the launch of 
platforms like ChatGPT and Bard, bringing a multitude of benefits and 
risks to universities. As a result, many are beginning to issue guidelines for 
its use in education – both learning and teaching – and research, and they 
are building the governance needed to deal with its repercussions. This 
study highlights the priority academic leaders are placing on AI, with those 
in EMEA focusing more on AI governance. (See chapter 1 on page 34.)

As we have seen, despite the relative newness of (generative) AI in mainstream 
use, almost two-thirds (64%) of leaders already prioritize this challenge. 
Currently only 23% are well prepared to tackle the challenge (see chapter 1 on 
page 34). Academic leaders shared their concerns about AI, including how they 
prepare the workforce with relevant skillsets and how they mitigate risks like 
the falsification of research results while benefiting from the efficiencies and 
innovative potential AI offers (see chapter 1 on page 37 and chapter 2 on page 48). 

Leaders expect to see a significant shift here in terms of preparedness. Many 
are already applying AI in their programs and research, and they expect to see 
this continue (see chapter 2 on page 49). This and previous research highlights 
the potential to use AI in evaluating impact (see chapter 3 on page 68).

Looking ahead, AI is identified as a transformative force that will affect all aspects of 
university functions, from teaching and research to administration. Leaders feel that 
thought leadership in this area is crucial to understanding how universities can best 
adapt to and leverage change. They call for expertise and urgency in dealing with 
this rapid technological evolution. Some expect AI to have a profound impact on 
research and education overall, including its content across a range of disciplines. 
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Climate change
Leaders are conscious that universities are expected to 
play a leading role in generating scientific-based solutions 
to the problem of climate change, developing new 
technologies and behaviors, and potentially influencing 
new regulations to tackle an issue that is profoundly 
global in its scope and ramifications. Some leaders 
believe that universities will need to radically reorganize 
their operations and education to contribute more 
significantly to solving climate-related problems.

Obviously, climate change is a major societal challenge 
and we need scientific-based solutions to that 
challenge. So we need new technologies, new ways of 
behaving and probably, new regulations.” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Demonstrating impact will be an important aspect of 
leaders’ approach to climate change as it becomes an 
increasingly critical issue globally. As one leader pointed 
out, thought leadership is part of the toolkit universities 
will have to demonstrate their environmental impact, 
both their direct impact as institutions and through 
research, and to engage the public with their work. 

The climate crisis is definitely, in my mind, the area 
that needs the most attention. What I am seeing is an 
interesting phenomenon, where we have just come 
through a few years where climate change is terribly 
obvious to anyone…Surprisingly, students are actually 
moving away from the disciplines like climate and 
environment as undergraduate options, options that 
would allow them to engage with climate change. It 
seems they are almost afraid to engage with that topic 
now. I think the universities have to have thought 
leadership around actually making it very clear that 
this isn't really a theory, this is a reality, we have to act 
and our actions are seen by others. So how we are 
running our universities, what we are teaching, how 
we are approaching issues of climate change, I think 
that that kind of thought leadership is important for 
the public to realize, ‘Oh, the ones at the university, 
they're understanding this, they get this’.” 

– Academic Leader, the Americas



74View from the top: academic leaders’ and funders’ insights on the challenges ahead

Concluding thoughts
There will be a redefinition of the core task of universities. That is something 
which we see happening now in a lot of countries, universities asking 
themselves what is our goal in society and for society?” 

– Academic Leader, EMEA

Throughout this report, leaders share their expectations of how their priorities are likely to change 
in the short and medium term. The ‘issues matrix’, at the start of this report highlighted areas where 
there was a substantial gap between the perceived importance of specific topics and preparedness 
to tackle them. We saw leaders challenge their own thinking and approach, but throughout we 
saw any new approach remains rooted in core functions of research and education, both are 
reaffirmed as key priorities alongside an equally important priority of impact in the broadest 
sense, which is making many leaders deliberate on their objectives and in turn their strategy.

• Enablers: To deliver on their core functions leaders see funding, research infrastructure and talent 
as critical. 83% say securing funding generally is a high priority and securing research financing 
specifically a high priority (84%) for most academic leaders, but far fewer (49%) feel they are well 
prepared to tackle this challenge. Nearly four in five leaders surveyed around the world consider 
providing facilities for research a high priority.  Most academic leaders say recruiting (73%) and 
retaining talent (80%) is critical. The vast majority (93%) say they need more funding to do this. 
Only 11% said they felt well prepared to offer competitive renumeration and benefits to staff. 

• Research and Education: Nearly all leaders (93%) say research excellence is a high priority,  
but half feel well prepared to meet this challenge, and 82% say offering an excellent  
education is a high priority. Leaders feel research and education will become much greater  
challenges over the next 5 years.

• Impact: There is growing pressure to demonstrate the broader impact of research beyond 
traditional metrics. This includes showing alignment with global frameworks like the UN's 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 79% of academic leaders agree a new approach 
is required for research assessment, 55% say their institutions should be most concerned 
with providing real-world benefits. Two-thirds of leaders consider demonstrating economic 
impact a high priority but less than a third say they are well prepared to do this.

Whilst results are indicative there is variation by high-level geographic region: 

Funders hold similar views to academic leaders on the priorities of funding, research, and impact, 
and expect all three to become much greater challenges in the next five years, this is particularly 
true of impact. Funders generally consider themselves well prepared to meet the challenges 
associated with funding and research, but less well prepared to demonstrate impact. 

Americas

• Higher level of perceived 
preparedness across most areas 

• Key priority areas include securing 
funding, research infrastructure 
and offering excellent education 

• Lower priority and preparedness 
for performing well in international 
academic rankings 

Europe, Middle East and Africa (EMEA)

• Higher priority for attracting 
international students, AI governance 
and research excellence 

• Less prepared to manage 
rising research costs 

• Highest gap between high priority 
and high preparedness for AI

Asia Pacific (APAC)

• Lower preparedness in many areas, 
including attracting the best students 

• More prepared for attracting 
and retaining staff  

• Best prepared for achieving 
a high academic ranking
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Supporting academic leaders and funders 
This report shares the challenges that academic 
leaders and funders are most focused on today. Many 
academic leaders shared their approaches to funding, 
talent, research, education, impact and many other 
challenges, and they are taking positive steps towards 
ensuring their universities are resilient and continue 
to fulfil their multifaceted missions as educational 
institutions, research centers and societal focal points.

Leaders and funders also highlight areas where they 
could benefit from support. No-one can do it alone. 
Success is likely best achieved when government, funders, 
universities and supporting partners work together to 
solve the challenges identified in this report.  One of 
the areas of support mentioned throughout is digital 
technology (including software), which can strengthen 
strategy, education, research, impact and more.

As a global leader in information and analytics, Elsevier 
delivers insights that help universities and funders achieve 
their strategic goals. Our digital solutions combine 
quality information and data sets with analytical tools to 
facilitate insights and critical decisions, ultimately striving 
to create a better future worldwide. The findings in this 
report, and the insights academic leaders and funders 
share, enable us to shape these solutions so they continue 
to meet the needs of the communities we serve.
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Methodology 
Elsevier worked with Ipsos on this project,  
which was conducted in two phases. 

Qualitative phase
In April to December 2023, Ipsos held in-depth 
qualitative interviews with nine funders and 
six academic leaders. The majority of interviews 
were completed between April and August.

Individuals known to Elsevier and who have relationships with the 
company were interviewed. Elsevier contacted the interviewees 
and arranged the interviews. The interviewees come from 
various funding groups and academic institutions around the 
world and oversee their organizations’ strategic challenges.

Specialist interviewers conducted the interviews via Microsoft 
Teams in the respondents' languages. The interviewers used 
a discussion guide, which was designed to help understand 
the wider context and inform the subsequent quantitative 
research. It was administered in a way that would allow 
respondents to discuss the topics that mattered to them. 
During each 45-minute interview respondents discussed 
their roles, the challenges they faced both now and in 
future, and the support they need to address these. 

This initial exploratory qualitative phase was used to inform 
the design of a wider, quantitative survey, and findings 
have been incorporated into this report for context.

Quantitative phase
Following the qualitative phase, Ipsos and Elsevier designed 
a quantitative questionnaire to capture robust, conclusive 
data from a broader set of academic leaders and funders. 

Between September and December 2023, Ipsos completed 
100 semi-structured interviews with 80 academic leaders 
(±9.5% margin of error at 90% confidence levels) and 20 
funders from around the globe. To ensure representation, 
we sampled to achieve a diverse mix of individuals at the 
highest level roles at leading academic institutions around 
the world. Elsevier identified or approved all institutions 
from which sample would be drawn, and Elsevier invited 
around half of the total achieved sample to participate. 

• Academic leader participants included: 
Rector, President, Vice-Rector, Vice-President, 
Chancellor, Director and Provost.

• Funder participants included: President, Director, Vice 
President., General Secretary, CEO and Director General. 

Questions were more closed in nature compared to those 
used in the qualitative phase, comprising of a series of 
scales designed to quantify perceptions of both groups. 
Opportunity was given to expand on certain questions to 
provide more context. The questionnaire structure centered 
on broad themes identified at the qualitative stage:

• Funding

• Human capital (talent)

• Research

• Education

• Outcomes and impact

• Political, technological and regulatory environment

• Institutional culture

In the interests of time, respondents saw detailed questions 
on four of these topics selected at random. They were asked to 
assign a level of priority to each topic, preparedness to address 
it and support needed in addressing the related challenges.

Appendix

Region Qualitative study Quantitative study

Ac
ad
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ic
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s Americas 2 26

APAC 1 29

EMEA 3 25
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nd
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s Americas 2 5

APAC 2 6

EMEA 5 9
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