
‘Where are we with the ‘Stairway to Excellence’? 
The role of European Universities 

Brussels, 26 June 2015 

Carlos Rodrigues 
Department of Social, Political and Territorial Sciences 
University of Aveiro – Portugal 
 
cjose@ua.pt  

EU Universities in building the 
‘Stairway to Excellence’: 

regional and academic perspectives 

Universities, innovation and peripheries…  

mailto:cjose@ua.pt


士者国中宝，如为席上珍 
Shì zhě guó zhōng bǎo, rú wèi xíshàngzhēn 

Scholars are 
invaluable to a 
nation as the 
best course to 
a banquet… 



“… the potential of European higher 
education institutions to fulfil their role 
in society and contribute to Europe’s 
prosperity remains underexploited”. 

EC, 2011 





The development of productive links 
between academia and firms is often 
regarded as something that can be 
automatically ignited. 
 
 
… there is plenty of evidence showing that 
the relationship is far from being easy to 
foster, let alone automatic.  





… universities operating in less advanced 
regions tend to dedicate significant 
resources to develop a sound 
infrastructure directed at the transfer of 
knowledge/technology to regional firms.  

Aveiro and Coimbra as good examples… 



Internal 
Within the firm or the business 

group 
33% 

Market 

Suppliers of equipment, 

materials, services or software 
18% 

Clients/customers 31% 

Competitors or other businesses 

in the same industry 
12% 

Consultants, commercial labs or 

private R&D institutes 
7% 

S&T system 

Universities or other HEIs 4% 

Government or public research 

institutes 
3% 

Other 

Conferences, trade fairs, 

exhibitions 
11% 

Scientific journals and 

trade/technical publications 
7% 

Professional and industry 

associations 
6% 

Information 
sources for 
innovation 

implementation 
(Centro region, %) 

Centro 



Innovation active firms with cooperative arrangements 33% 

Type of partner 

Other firms within the same 

business group 
7% 

Suppliers of equipment, 

materials, services or software 
24% 

Clients/customers 21% 

Competitors or other 

businesses in the same industry 
10% 

Consultants, commercial labs or 

private R&D institutes 
11% 

Universities or other HEIs 12% 

Government or public research 

institutes 
7% 



… no formal R&D strategy , no 
input from knowledge centres 
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Solution? 



“… universities should be quite naturally in 
step with smart specialisation strategy 
within the context of their third mission”. 

“… within the next 5-7 years, what is 
essential for the smart specialisation strategy 
is not so much basic research, […], as strongly 
application-oriented programmes and 
laboratories […].” 

Foray, 2015 



… a ‘loosely coupled’ 
organisation 



Evolution of higher education public funding (2008-2014) 

EUA, 2015 



 
Creation of smart knowledge 

… 
Support to sustainable R&D 

… 

A (fuzzy) discourse distracting HE?        

“[…] universities acknowledge that in order to answer to societal 
needs, they should guide their R&D activities in accordance to the 
following guidelines”: 



Smart = ‘Unstored’=Useful? 

…  direct and immediate (economic) return? 

… in a context of application? 

… It (science) tells us about the past, helps us 
with the present, and creates ways to 
improve our future? 

www.ec.europa.eu/research/science-society/  
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… a hegemonic 
idea of HE? 





The end of (HE) geography? 



Interrogations… (rather than conclusions) 

How to force (forge) universities to align with 
regional ‘uniqueness’? 
 
 
Do we all want to be alike Harvard or Stanford? 
Aligning with regional ‘uniqueness’ while playing 
the global (and fierce) HE competitive game?  
 

… ongoing research. 



Interrogations… (rather than conclusions) 

What is ‘smart knowledge’ (or ‘sustainable R&D’)? 
Can this discourse (distraction?) drive a genuine 
(and effective) contribution of HE? Do we really 
need it? 
 
 
Are we expecting and asking more from 
universities while (severely in some cases) cutting 
public funding? Consequences? 

… ongoing research. 



Thank you! 


