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Abstract:  
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innovation practice of four foreign higher education institutions. The analysis of different 

practices gives us the possibility to learn and to adopt approaches which strengthen the 

innovation activities of Hungarian higher education institutions. 
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Innovation Practice in Foreign Higher Education Institutions 
Case Studies 

 
Mária Ujhelyi 

 

1. Introduction 

 

This paper makes an attempt to analyze and compare the organization structure and 

innovation practice of foreign higher education institutions. The staff exchange within the 

STAIR project gave me the opportunity to meet representatives of foreign universities and 

prepare deep interviews with specialists in this area. This field research is part of a project 

whose aim is to define the “Distinctiveness of the Hungarian Higher Education Innovation 

and the Possibilities for Change” and is sponsored by the Hungarian Research and 

Technology Office. 

The analysis of different practices gives us the possibility to learn and to adopt approaches 

which strengthen the innovation activities of Hungarian higher education institutions. I try to 

compare the structure, the leadership, the division of labor, the chain of command, and the 

formal and informal mechanisms which may influence innovation and creativity within an 

organization. In this paper four higher educational institutions were compared, the special 

features were emphasized, factors which obstruct innovation were revealed, and opportunities 

for improvement were presented. 

 

 

2. Research method  

 

Statements made in this paper are based on deep interviews, document analysis, and my 

personal experiences of these institutions. I studied two American and two European higher 

education institutions. In order to make the interviews comparable the questions were 

structured; at the same time I gave the freedom to the respondents to explain their opinions 

freely about the issues (you can find the questionnaire in the appendix).  

I asked questions related to the macro environment, and similar ones related to the 

universities. The aim of my questioning was to understand how different factors influence the 

innovation performance of higher education.    
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The questions related to the macro environment try to define the opinions of university 

representatives regarding the efficiency of the countries’ science and innovation policy and 

whether laws and regulations stimulate the innovation performance of universities. An 

important question regarding universities is whether they have a centrally coordinated 

tendering system, or if this activity is decentralized. It is also interesting to know how 

frequent the collaboration between the university and economic actors is. I would like to 

know how important an area research and innovation is strategically and at what level of the 

hierarchy these types of decisions are made.  

 

 

3. Higher education institutions analyzed 

 

In the selection of universities I used our own international connections. First I sent out a 

letter requesting the co-operation of partner institutions. Four institutions undertook to 

participate in the research. I asked more than one researcher at each university, and also 

conducted interviews with the deputy or director responsible for research and development.  

Two American and two European higher education organizations were analyzed. I have not 

been authorised to name the institutions in this paper, so I will present only their most 

significant general characteristics. 

One of my American examples is a college offering mainly bachelor programs and only a few 

master programs. It is member of a significant university network and has about 8,000 

students. Similarly to other American universities it is divided into schools, and not faculties. 

Currently they have four of them, and are planning to establish a fifth. 

They consider education their primary function. They try to augment their financial resources 

by recruiting more students, and in addition to this they also consider fundraising important. 

Another financial resource generating activity is research co-operations supported from 

external resources. The college shows an increasing interest toward this possibility too.   

The other American example is a university located in a large city, having approximately 

20,000 students on three campuses. Its eight colleges have significantly different profiles and 

offer diverse opportunities for their students. They offer a wide variety of bachelor and master 

programs. They consider education and research two equally important activities and also 

assign special importance to programs and projects designed to generate resources. 

From Poland I studied a relatively large university in a big city, with about 21,000 students in 

its 4 faculties. This university offers a wide variety of bachelor, master and PhD programs. 
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They attribute special importance to research, and consider tendering activity which generates 

additional resources to be important. 

The fourth analyzed university was a Romanian private university. It is located in a medium 

size town close to the Hungarian border. It has about 20,000 students. The university is 20 

years old. They offer programs on three levels (bachelor, master and PhD) for their students. 

It is divided into nine significantly different faculties. They consider research and education 

equally important. As a private university they emphasize resource generating activities. In 

addition to recruitment and fundraising they also undertake active tendering activity. They try 

to participate in international programs, too.   

 

   

4. Comparison of the universities analyzed  

 

In this chapter I compare the innovation practice of the two American, the Polish and the 

Romanian universities. I preview the macro environment and the organizational background, 

the operational practice of university, faculty and department levels which may support or set 

back research and development and innovation.  

 

 

4.1 Macro environment 

 

The American innovation policy is considered to be efficient. The legal background is also 

perceived to be supportive by representatives of universities, contrary to the opinions held in 

the Polish and Romanian universities. Their opinion is that the financial resources allocated to 

research and development are modest, and the institutional background is highly bureaucratic, 

which makes successful applications difficult.  

All higher education institutions feel that the financial resources available for research are 

decreasing, so institutions are motivated, or even forced, to search for additional means of 

support from different projects, external orders, and to try to cooperate with economic actors 

in the field of research and development.  

So far none of the respondents’ organizations define centrally the research fields of their 

units; they do not want to direct innovation activity through uniform research projects. The 

prevalence of networks is not typical, although there are differences between sectors in this 

field. 
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Table 1  

The comparison of answers related to the macro environment 
 
Interview questions USA 1. USA 2. Poland Romania 
Innovation policy Efficient Efficient Not at all efficient Not efficient 
How much do 
universities perceive 
from it? 

State contribution 
is decreasing 

State contribution 
is decreasing 

State contribution 
is decreasing, 
Complicated 
regulation 

Less grant is 
available with a 
smaller budget 

How much are 
universities 
motivated to 
collaborate with 
economic actors? 

Its importance is 
increasing because 
of financing 

Its importance is 
increasing because 
of financing  

Weak private 
sector makes in 
difficult 

There is a strong 
motivation towards 
this 

Legal background Well established Well established  Complicated 
project procedures 

It is not 
advantageous 

Higher educational 
research financing  

Decreasing Decreasing Extremely low 
level 

Private university, 
have to generate 
own income 

Central tendering  It is not typical; 
mainly individual 
proposals  

It is not typical; 
mainly individual 
proposals  

There are 
priorities; mainly 
individual 
proposals 

Diversified forms 

Prevalence of 
networks 

Few examples Do not know of 
any 

Not typical Prevalence depends 
on sectors 

 
 
4.2 Institutional, university level 

 

There are considerable differences between the American and European examples in their 

institutional background. While leadership at European universities conforms to the 

leadership concept common in traditional research universities, the American examples work 

as entrepreneur universities. The joint application of centralization and decentralization at 

American universities is an interesting contradiction. The majority of mainly operative and 

administrative activities are directed centrally; at the same time professional decisions are 

delegated to departmental level. Faculty level (or the equivalent) exists only formally at these 

institutions.   

All of the four institutions have a strategy, but research is clearly mentioned mainly at the 

European universities. Every respondent declared that the research strategy and the strategies 

of the faculties are separated from the mission, vision and strategic objectives of the 

university.  

At the American universities the director (or the manager in the highest position) responsible 

for research and development does the practical administrative, informative, and coordinating 



 6

activity, writes applications, and helps department members in preparing project proposals, 

while these leaders at European universities fulfill directional and organizational tasks too.  

The rudiments of technology transfer organization have already appeared at the European 

universities. One individual deals with this activity at one of them, and a central unit is 

responsible for it at the other.  

  

Table 2 
The comparison of answers related to university level 

 
Interview 
questions 

USA 1. USA 2. Poland Romania 

Characteristics of 
leadership 

Entrepreneurial 
Director supporting 
operative activity  

Entrepreneurial 
Director supporting 
operative activity  

Traditional 
Vice-rector 
responsible for 
research 

Traditional 
Vice-rector 
responsible for 
research  

Research strategy Part of the 
university’s 
strategy, does not 
get priority 

Part of the 
university’s 
strategy, does not 
get priority  

They have a 
research strategy 

They have a 
research strategy  

Means of 
coordination 

Institutional level 
coordination, 
support 

Institutional level 
coordination, 
support  

Did not get an 
answer  

Orientation, 
organization, 
direction 

Technology 
transfer 
organization 

Not present Did not get an 
answer 

One member unit Central unit 
responsible for this 
function 

 
 
4.3 Faculty level 

 

The organizational structure is traditional in the case of European universities. They are 

divided into faculties, and then into departments. Both of the analyzed European universities 

are relatively big and have many faculties. 

In the American higher education institutions hierarchical levels have much less importance. 

University by university the term used can be different. At one of them they are called 

‘schools’; at the other institution they use the term ‘college’. According to my experience and 

the respondents view they have much less independence and significance than similar units at 

European universities.  

None of the institutions have a vice dean for research, or a deputy at the same level of the 

hierarchy. At the Romanian university the faculty chancellor coordinates this activity, in the 

other cases this activity is organized at university level. 

None of the institutions have general, faculty level research projects; rather research teams 

and individual projects are typical.    
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Table 3 

The comparison of answers related to faculty level 
 
Interview 
questions 

USA 1. USA 2. Poland Romania 

Leadership, 
management 

Schools do not have 
too great an 
importance 

Colleges, university 
level coordination 

Traditional  Traditional 

Deputy 
responsible for 
research 

Does not exist Does not exist Does not exist  Does not exist; 
coordination is the 
chancellor’s task 

Faculty level 
projects 

Not present Not present Not present Not present 

Performance 
appraisal 

Present; different 
units may use 
different procedures 

Present; different 
units may use 
different procedures 

Present; procedures 
are standardized 

Present; procedures 
are not standardized 

Who evaluates A well defined 
score system is 
used 

A well defined 
score system is 
used  

The leader; 
judgments based on 
a score system  

Leaders 

Prevalence of 
appraisal 

In the case of 
promotions and 
new contracts, 
every year 

In the case of 
promotions and 
new contracts, 
every year 

Every second year Did not get an 
answer 

 
 

Performance evaluation is carried out in every institution. In principle an elaborated score 

system is used to evaluate lecturers’ and researchers’ performance. In most cases the 

development of these performance evaluation systems are done by departments, as a result 

special circumstances are considered. Although the prevalence of appraisal is different, in the 

case of promotion evaluations are used at every institution.  

 

 

4.4 Department level 

 

The determination of research topics is not centralized. Leading lecturers and researchers 

possessing adequate research experience and competence can define their topic individually 

or as a research team; however at European universities the legal representative of the 

university - the rector - signs most of the research projects and applications (especially those 

financed from European Union funds). 

Performance evaluation is done on an individual level, generally based on a scoring system. 

In most institutions the most important indicator is the number and quality of publications. 

Only the Polish university representative declared that - in theory - an employee of the 
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university could be fired if he or she receives negative evaluations in two consecutive 

evaluation periods (4 years).  

So far such a case has never occurred, but in this institution a so called ‘lecturer only’ position 

has been introduced. From these employees research activities are not required, but they teach 

more classes. 

I have not received uniform answers to the question related to the status of research. Research 

of high standard is acknowledged and indicates high prestige everywhere, but at some 

institutions teaching has a higher priority. According to the respondent’s opinion, at the Polish 

university research counts unequivocally when a career is considered. At the other institutions 

both research and education are regarded as important 

 
Table 4 

The comparison of answers related to department level 
 
Interview 
questions 

USA 1. USA 2. Poland Romania 

Determination of 
research area  

Senior lecturers 
(associate 
professors), 
professors 

Anybody who is 
competent in the 
research area 

Head of 
department, or 
researcher 

Anybody 

Performance 
appraisal  

Based on a scoring 
system 

Evaluation is 
different at different 
units; publication is 
the most important 
factor 

Head of department 
evaluates; in theory 
employees could be 
fired 

Research leader and 
the members of the 
research team 
evaluate 

The status of 
research 

Education has the 
priority but high 
standard research 
means high rank 

Both education and 
research are 
important 

Research has the 
priority from a 
career point of view 

Both education and 
research are 
important  

Personal 
motivation 

Tenure position 
depends on 
performance, then 
motivation through 
academic interest  

Tenure position 
depends on 
performance, then 
motivation through 
academic interest 

Academic 
reputation, career 

Career, academic 
reputation, money 

Conditions of 
employment 

A certain level has 
to be achieved 
consistently 

A certain level has 
to be achieved 
consistently 

The position 
depends on 
performance; pay 
depends on the 
position  

Promotion depends 
on it 

 
 

The individual components of motivation are fundamentally similar at all the four institutions: 

career (tenure position, promotion up the academic ladder) and academic interest. At all 

institutions the condition of the tenure position is the particular level of research activity 

(PhD, followed by regular publications). In the case of ambitious career objectives 

exceptional research performance is required. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

Finally I will summarize the findings I have reached after studying the four universities. First 

I will list and explain similarities, and then I will analyze the distinctiveness of American and 

European universities, before finally defining the opportunities for improvement for higher 

education institutions in the field of innovation.  

 

 

5.1 Similarities 

 

Comparing the four higher education organizations I found several similarities among them. 

Some of these characteristics obstruct and set back the innovation of higher education; on the 

other hand, other factors indicate the initial steps in the process of transformation into an 

entrepreneurial university (Hrubos, 2004). 

One of the factors which set back higher education innovation is the decline in the quantity of 

resources available for research and development, especially the decreased proportion of state 

financing. At the same time new solutions and techniques which would help to withdraw 

external resources have not yet appeared. 

Although the research and development expenditures of the analyzed countries as a 

proportion of GDP show different levels (Polónyi, 2010), we can detect a decrease in these 

expenditures at all institutions. All of them feel the decrease in higher education financing, 

and within that a decrease in the financing of research and development. Although every 

university knows the importance of cooperation between higher education and business, so far 

none of the institutions excels in that field. 

Similarly we can state that it is not typical to undertake large-scale faculty or university level 

projects, and networks have appeared only exceptionally.   

None of the universities have a deputy responsible for research at faculty level, but behind 

this we can find different management practices and chains of command. 

It is a progressive feature that all of the institutions apply performance appraisal. The number 

of publications is an important performance indicator, and one of the most important personal 

motivators is recognition and the academic interests of researchers. 
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5.2 Differences: USA 

 

Considering the examples, it becomes clear that the American universities have better 

organized institutions with an entrepreneurial management structure. They are ahead of the 

Polish and Romanian universities in the process of generating revenue, although at the two 

institutions analyzed different forms of fundraising emphasized better. They considered more 

effective than research co-operations, business orders or similar types of research activities. 

An interesting, slightly contradictory ‘American solution’ is the centralization and 

standardization of highly routine, administrative activities applied in tandem with the 

relatively strong departmental autonomy in professional questions. 

Cooperation with the local community is an indicator of a tendency for universities to become 

entrepreneurial or even more service universities. These co-operations are built on joint 

interests and result in synergy. 

The requirement for continuous research performance enhances motivation and the sustaining 

of academic interest.  

  

 

5.3 Differences: EUROPE  

 

At the two analyzed European institutions I have found environmental background and 

institutional approaches which obstruct innovation. One of them is the complicated legal 

regulation, which makes it difficult to co-operate with economic actors. The traditional 

research university structure and the centralized decision making processes which help to 

maintain present approaches, do not support large-scale projects which satisfy market needs 

and generate revenue. So currently the formation of small research teams around leading 

lecturers, or isolated individual researches are typical (Polónyi, 2008) 

 

 

5.4 Possibilities for improvement 

 

The removal of obstacles, the acceptance of best practices, and the stimulation of successful 

approaches can guarantee the improvement of higher education innovation. 
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The development of simple, stimulating laws and regulations are required. The existing 

resources, research funds and project frameworks have to be devoted to projects which 

generate profit, result in practically useful solutions and bring significant added value. 

Organizational innovation of higher education institutions has to be stimulated in order to start 

and move forward on the road to becoming an entrepreneurial university (Hrubos, 2004).  
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7. Appendix 
 

Factors influencing the innovation performance of higher education 
 
 Interview questions for institutions 
Questions related to the macro 
environment 

 

- science and innovation policy 
- government and governmental 
orientations 

 How efficient is the country’s science and innovation policy? 
 How much do universities perceive from it? 
 How much are universities motivated to increase their innovation 

performance, and to collaborate with economic actors? 
- laws, regulations  How much do laws and regulations stimulate or hinder the innovation 

performance of universities, and the collaboration with economic 
actors? 

- higher education and higher 
educational research financing 

 How much are universities forced, and reduced to generate financial 
resources from research projects, research commissions and research 
and innovation collaborations with economic actors? 

 How is research activity at higher education institutions financed by 
the government? (Is there a channel which gives financial assistance 
to research, within institutional financing?) 

 (If there is) How much money comes into the university? (How many 
% of the total costs, how many % of the total financial assistance?) 

- central tendering  Which are the most important research and development projects 
(tenders)? What are their priorities? 

 Are there tenders where  
o only institutions (universities) 
o only institutions together with companies 
o only research teams 
o only individual researchers 
can apply? 

 How many % of the revenue comes from research at the university?  
- networks 
- organizations’/ universities’/ 
companies’ self-organization 
activity to create and initiate 
innovations 

 Are there networks which serve as frameworks in the collaboration 
between the university and economic institutions? 

 How many collaborations does the university have with companies in 
the field of research and development? (How many multinational 
companies; how many small and medium size enterprises?) 

 Which party is the main initiator in the development of these 
collaborations (the university, the company, the government)? 

 
 Interview questions for institutions  
Questions related to universities  
University level Please indicate if you are at this level:             yes            no 
- leadership, management  How conventional is the leadership of the university (rector with 

scientific background – senate), or is it rather company-like (director, 
president with management background)? What kind of hierarchical 
levels and decision making bodies does the university have? 

 Is there a vice rector who coordinates research, development and 
innovation? 

 Is there a director/directory who/that coordinates research, 
development and innovation? 

- research and innovation strategy  Does the university have a research, development and innovation 
strategy? 

- coordination, orientation  What kind of instruments does university management use in 
research, development and innovation (orientation and/or organization 
and/or direction)? 

- technotransfer organizations  Does the university have a central unit responsible for technology 
transfer / innovation-exploitation? 

 How many people are employed there; what is their function? 
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Faculty/department level Please indicate if you are at this level:             yes            no 
- leadership, management  How conventional is the leadership of the faculties (faculty council, 

dean with scientific background elected by the faculty council) or is 
there a manager type leadership (there is no faculty council, the dean 
is an organizer, appointed by the rector)? 

 Is there a vice dean or manager at the faculty who directs/coordinates 
research, development and innovation? 

 Is there a central research coordinator at the faculty, or faculties? 
- research and innovation strategy   Does the university have research, development and innovation 

strategy? 
- faculty level initiatives, 
organization of research and 
external connections 

 What kind of instruments does faculty management use in research, 
development and innovation (orientation and/or organization and/or 
direction)? 

 Are there research and development tenders/programmes in which the 
whole faculty takes part? 

- performance appraisal of 
organizational units 

 Does the faculty/department apply research, development, innovation 
performance appraisal?  

 If they apply appraisal who and what do they evaluate 
(lecturers/researchers, or organizational units)?  

 If they apply appraisal, how frequently and what performance 
measures do they evaluate in particular? 

  
Institution/department level Please indicate if you are at this level:             yes            no 
- determination of theme  Who has the right at the institute/department to define the theme of 

research, and who can apply? (everybody – senior lecturers – 
professors – leaders of research teams – directors of institutes/head of 
departments) 

- performance appraisal   Does the institute/department apply research, development, 
innovation performance appraisal?  

 If they apply appraisal who evaluates (dean – director of institute/head 
of department/team leader of research – collectively)?  

 If they apply appraisal, how frequently and what performance 
measures do they evaluate in particular? 

 What does performance appraisal affect?  
- organizational culture   How important is (what is the rank of) research beside education? 

 How much is applied research and development (research, targeted 
economic exploitation) recognised? 

 How strong is the competition between lecturers in research 
performance? 

  
Individual level  
- components of motivation  (money, scientific reputation, career) 
- parameters of employment  Wages, promotion (guaranteed – depends on performance) 
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