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Family-Owned Universities: Fit
for the Twenty-First Century?
Edward Choi, Philip G. Altbach, Hans de Wit, and Matt R. Allen

amily-Owned or -Managed Higher Education Institutions (FOMHEIs) are remarka-

ble and almost entirely ignored, despite having a global presence. They exist on
every continent and probably number in the thousands. These institutions are estab-
lished by families, typically by a charismatic family member, and remain under family
control across generations. Although there are no statistics concerning the extent of
their operations, it is estimated that FOMHEIs have a significant presence in a num-
ber of countries with large private sectors. The observations in this article stem from
The Global Phenomenon of Family-Owned or -Managed Universities (2020), edited by
Philip G. Altbach, Edward Choi, Matt R. Allen, and Hans de Wit (Brill Sense).

FOMHEIs may be distinguished from the general landscape of higher education by
several characteristics, primarily relating to the means by which family-based leadership
makes organizational decisions and the unique opportunities and challenges created
by the managerial involvement of family members. In most countries, family coalitions
are understood to own the universities that they establish. In many cases, they own ed-
ucation groups that also include other institutional types, such as schools.

Institutional Characteristics

FOMHEIs typify many of the characteristics defining their nonfamily counterparts within
the private education sector. For example, they operate with both for-profit and non-
profit motives. Nonprofit FOMHEIs may be found in such countries as Bangladesh, Co-
lombia, India, Japan, and South Korea, and where national policy proscribes commer-
cial activity in higher education. This is in contrast to such countries as Armenia, Brazil,
China, Ethiopia, and the Philippines, where FOMHEIs blend commercial interests with
a social mission.

FOMHEIs also resemble private nonfamily-based types on institutional autonomy,
which varies in degree depending on national context. They have less autonomy in coun-
tries with no substantial differences between public and private sectors with respect to
government oversight. These include Armenia, China, Japan, the Philippines, and South
Korea. In these countries, FOMHEIs may be understood as quasi-public entities and are
subject to stringent government controls reaching deep into university affairs. However,
this is not the case in other parts of the world. The governments of such countries as
Brazil, Ethiopia, India, and Mexico enforce comparatively looser regulations.

Other dimensions on which FOMHEIs resemble (private) nonfamily-based institutions
include institutional priorities and societal role; enrollment capacity; academic offer-
ings, focus, and research; educational quality; and funding patterns.

The “Familiness” Dimension

All FOMHEIs retain the character of an academic enterprise, some more than others.
However, they depart from their nonfamily counterparts in terms of their resemblance
to family-owned businesses. Like family firms, FOMHEIs possess socioemotional wealth,
understood as an organization’s stock of nonfinancial endowments. These include, for
example, a shared identity between families and their universities, binding social ties
or relational capital, and emotional attachments among family members. Strong social
bonds, rooted in loyalty, reciprocation, and trust, shape a participatory, family-like cul-
ture in which both family and nonfamily personnel have membership. Emotional attach-
ments among family members may also be found, as positive projections like pride and
love, and in negative forms such as disappointment, frustration, or anger.

Abstract

Family-Owned or -Managed High-
er Education Institutions (FOM-
HEIs) are a remarkable phenom-
enon—which, despite having a
global presence, is almost en-
tirely ignored. FOMHEIs exist on
every continent and number in
the thousands. Many are estab-
lished with a social mission and
are nonprofit, while others are
for-profit and linked to family
businesses. Despite their une-
quivocal “familiness” dimension,
FOMHEIs retain the character
of academic enterprises, while
departing from their nonfami-
ly-based counterparts in sever-
al major ways.
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Socioemotional wealth also includes family influence and renewal, or family-based
succession. These forms of capital are often protected and pursued in organizational
decision-making. Decisions around the appointment and promotion of new employ-
ees and staff is one such example. It is often the case that families favor kin over more
qualified nonfamily personnel. At some FOMHEIs where such decision-making is pro-
nounced, the family maintains a majority presence on the board and perpetuates fam-
ily-based control by choosing board successors from within kinship groups, typically
their sons or daughters. There are also cases in which single family members occupy
multiple positions of leadership within the same university (e.g., board member and
president) and/or across different institution types controlled by the same family group.

Challenges and Weaknesses

There are myriad challenges and weaknesses connected to the protection and enhance-
ment of socioemotional wealth and familial power. For example, the family’s desire to
protect family influence and dominate managerial decision-making is often detrimen-
tal to shared governance practices.

Another challenge may relate to enhancing family influence at the cost of securing
opportunities for economic gain. Families owning firms often forgo investments in di-
versification strategies that grow the business. Firm diversification, which may require
sharing decision-making power with nonfamily actors, is perceived as threatening to
the family’s dominant managerial position.

The family’s need to keep the university within the family is another example in
which family priorities may clash with organizational needs. Family-centric hiring and
promotion practices, discussed above, can lead to agency conflict, and in some cases
explosive infighting among family and nonfamily personnel. Nonfamily members, in par-
ticular those in the faculty body, may resist the traditions and norms of family-based
succession especially where it concerns the recruitment and promotion of perceivably
unqualified individuals.

Opportunities and Strengths

Unique opportunities and strengths abound at FOMHEIs. Family-based leadership may
possess a competitive advantage over their nonfamily counterparts in the related are-
as of decision-making and introducing organizational change. It is often the case that
decision-making at FOMHEIs is an efficient, unified process in which family members
converge on a single vision. This may indeed be advantageous in a landscape where
most other higher education institutions have slow reaction times to rapidly evolving
environmental pressures and demands.

Another strength relates to the long-term occupation of leadership positions. It is
not uncommon for family members to fill positions of authority (e.g., president or board
member) over a period of 20 or 30 years, sometimes longer. Continuous, uninterrupt-
ed leadership offers the major advantage of stability in terms of strategic direction.

There is also merit in the identity and reputation that families share with their uni-
versities. Many family coalitions make greater emotional and financial investments in
their universities, which may lead to a boost in organizational performance and an el-
evated social status for the families among their communities.

Hybrid Organizations

Owing to the duality of characteristics discussed here, FOMHEIs are hybrid organiza-
tions. They are both academic enterprises and organizations retaining a “familiness”
character. Familiness can have a negative influence on organizational activities and
performance as well as intraorganizational relations—and there is a possibility of cor-
ruption. Appropriation of university funds for personal gain is a problem common to
many FOMHEIs. These cases, however, are counterbalanced by examples where fami-
ly-based socioemotional wealth, convictions, and priorities align with the needs of the
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academic community. Family coalitions with strong educational convictions and positive
value systems approach management and the training of successors with great sensitiv-
ity to the needs of the academic community. Such families contribute to the excellent
reputations of a number of FOMHEIs globally. Some are nationally and, in some cases,
internationally ranked.

Ultimately, the reputation of FOMHEIs hinge on the values, history, convictions, and
vision that family coalitions bring to management. More so than at nonfamily-based
institutions, the leadership at FOMHEIs can have a greater impact on organizational
culture as a result of their deep-rooted involvement. A

A New Magna Charta
Universitatum
Sijbolt Noorda

ince 1988, almost 1,000 universities have signed the Magna Charta Universitatum.

With this statement of fundamental principles, they have expressed the crucial val-
ue of academic independence and freedom. Initiated by the council of European rectors
as a foundation for international collaboration and collegial support, the statement has
gained worldwide prominence.

The world has since become interconnected in ways unimaginable at the time of the
original declaration. Universities have proliferated around the globe, dramatically in-
creasing in variety as well as in scope and mission. The potential of higher education and
research to be a positive agent of change and social transformation endures. The prin-
ciples laid out in the 1988 Magna Charta are as valid today as they were back then. They
remain the necessary precondition for human advancement through enquiry, analysis,
and sound action.

At the same time, the great successes of universities have attracted interventions of all
sorts. In many places, political as well as economic powers wish to make sure that their
interests are being served in ways not always respecting university autonomy or academic
freedom of individual scholars and students. These challenges require the global acade-
my to stand up for its essential values as well as clearly identify the responsibilities and
commitments that are vital to universities around the world in the twenty-first century.

Against the backdrop of these challenges, we felt that we needed a fresh expression of
core values and principles, as well as responsibilities. This is what the new Magna Char-
ta Universitatum (drafted in 2019, defined in 2020, and formally launched in June 2021)
aims to be.

The Value of Values

Values are important beliefs or ideals shared by members of a community about what
is good or bad, desirable or not. They serve as broad guidelines for a person’s or a com-
munity’s behavior and attitude. Why do they matter for universities? Values steer in-
stitutional profile-setting and help define what kind of institution we want to be. They
demonstrate which interests we want to serve and why we do so. At the same time, values
are quality markers, like integrity in research operations and fairness in the educational
process. In addition, values matter because they are foundational principles of institu-
tional self-understanding and positioning in society, like autonomy and academic free-
dom, social responsibility, and equity. Another significant use of values is that they guide
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Abstract

Identifying, discussing, and shar-
ing core values is important to
any university. Since 1988, the
Magna Charta Universitatum has
served as a public statement of
the fundamental principles of au-
tonomous universities. A fresh
expression of core values, prin-
ciples, and responsibilities was
needed in view of worldwide suc-
cesses as well as challenges: This
isthe underlying idea of the new
statement launched in June 2021.
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academic communities in (inter)national relations, regarding with whom to collaborate,
in which ways, and for what purpose, and how to cope with cultural diversity, including
different value priorities.

So, identifying, discussing, and sharing core values is important to any university, par-
ticularly in view of political turbulence, competing claims, and internal differences of
convictions and opinions. Ideally, values enable a university to enhance its performance
in teaching, learning, and research. If such values are identified and expressed as truly
shared values, they strengthen a university’'s sense of community. In addition, the expres-
sion of lived values helps to demonstrate to the outside world why a university makes
certain decisions and which values it hopes to instill in its graduates.

The New Magna Charta

Since the first Magna Charta, a crucial aspect has been that key values like independence
and academic freedom were meant not to serve as selfish privileges, but rather as foun-
dations for responsible universities that wish to serve their communities by contribut-
ing to the well-being and development of our societies. This is why the new statement
begins by declaring that “universities acknowledge that they have a responsibility to en-
gage with and respond to the aspirations and challenges of the world and to the com-
munities they serve, to benefit humanity and contribute to sustainability.” And further,
that “intellectual and moral autonomy is the hallmark of any university and a precondi-
tion for the fulfillment of its responsibilities to society. That independence needs to be
recognized and protected by governments and society at large, and defended vigorously
by institutions themselves.”

This affirmation implies that a reliable social contract with civil society, which fully
respects institutional autonomy, is a crucial precondition for high quality academic work
as well as valuable service to present and future societies. In addition to this reliable
foundational relationship with government and society, the new statement asserts that
universities are part of a global collegial network of scholarship and are committed to
addressing global challenges, while at the same time deeply engaging with their local
communities and ecosystems.

On these issues, the new statement is both more explicit and more comprehensive.
Similarly, relative to the 1988 commitment to university life as a meeting ground for
teachers and students to be governed by freedom, openness to dialogue, and rejection
of intolerance, the new declaration is more inclusive. “Universities are non-discriminato-
ry spaces of tolerance and respect where diversity of perspectives flourishes and where
inclusivity, anchored in principles of equity and fairness, prevails. They therefore com-
mit themselves to advance equity and fairness in all aspects of academic life including
admissions, hiring and promotion practices.”

In the present setting, it is not possible to present or discuss all elements of the new
statement. (For easy reference, it is available at the magna-charta.org website.) Neither
does the new statement contain a complete set of all relevant issues. Like the 1988 dec-
laration, it highlights what the drafters found crucial. Yet, in this case, the drafting was
done by a diverse, global team, and the round of consultations that followed was also a
worldwide process. As a result, the statement reflects a series of key challenges and pri-
orities that span the globe.

Strengthening the Role of Universities

The underlying idea of the new statement is to make the voice of universities heard loud
and clear, as a strong collegial and supportive signal to our sister institutions around
the globe. Ultimately, by signing the Magna Charta 2020, universities declare their com-
mitment to strengthening their role in the preservation of the planet and in promoting
health, prosperity, and enlightenment around the world. No university can achieve that
much all by itself. Only through collaboration based on shared engagement do these ul-
timate goals come within reach. That is exactly why launching the new statement is an
invitation to colleagues to review the extent to which they live in accordance with the
principles and values, and fulfil the responsibilities set out in it. By joining the community
of signatories, colleagues will help both themselves and other institutions to strengthen
their position and influence in society for the good of all. A
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Free Higher Education:
On and Off the Agenda with the
Political Tide

Ariane de Gayardon

W ith all that happened in 2020, it is not surprising that debates on the cost of high-
er education have been subdued. The free tuition movement that developed be-
tween 2016 and 2019 has stalled, a logical outcome of a year of health and economic
hardship. And 2020 will certainly have economic repercussions on higher education for
many years to come. Yet, in some countries, 2020 was also an election year, bringing
with it promises and disappointment on the matter of free tuition higher education.

The United States

In the United States, free tuition was an important topic during the Democratic prima-
ry. Two frontrunners, Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, strongly supported free tu-
ition for all. In 2020, Joe Biden was chosen as the Democratic candidate—a candidate
whose position on tuition fees was less vocal. His platform, however, included making
community colleges free for all, as well as support for free four-year college education
for low-income students. Biden’s vice-president running mate, Kamala Harris, was not
a supporter of free tuition. Yet her campaign platform included a plan to make educa-
tion at four-year institutions debt free, and as a senator, she cosponsored the Debt-
Free College Act.

The issue of tuition fees came to the foreground as the COVID-19 pandemic put an
end to on-campus instruction in the Spring semester 2020. Students rebelled against
the idea of paying full tuition fees for online courses, which they deemed of lower qual-
ity—to little effect. Even with instruction resuming on campus, the long-term economic
crisis that might result from the pandemic will keep the issue of tuition fees on the po-
litical agenda. Affordability of four-year institutions will be questioned again, as fami-
lies affected by the crisis have fewer financial resources, changing enrollment patterns
and student college choices.

In this particular context, the support of President Joe Biden for free community
college and free four-year-institution education for students from families earning
less than USD 125,000 will be a welcome improvement to the current system, ensuring
that low-income students, including those whose families were negatively impacted by
the pandemic, have access to higher education. Pending a few improvements, such as
swapping the strict parental income cut off for a fade-out rule, Biden could secure an
important political win for Democrats.

New Zealand

By contrast, New Zealand’s new free-tuition scheme took a hit in 2020, despite it being
an election year, and despite the government’s exemplary management of the pandemic.
In 2017, New Zealand's Labour government introduced a “fees-free” program eliminat-
ing tuition fees for first-year students, with the intention of expanding this measure to
the second year in 2020 and to the third year in 2024. However, expansion to the second
year was absent from the 2020 Labour political platform.

Several reasons can explain this change of position. First, owing to its successful con-
trol of the pandemic, the Labour Party was assured victory and probably did not need
publicity gains from free tuition promises. Second, the evaluation of the tuition-free
first year showed disappointing results, including disproportionate benefits for rich stu-
dents and a failure to boost enrollment. Third, the Labour party replaced its original

Abstract

This article provides an update
on the international free tuition
movement as of 2020. Through
the examples of the United States
and New Zealand, it shows that
free tuition is a highly politicized
issue used by policy makers who
need to gain power. The econom-
ic crisis stemming from the COV-
ID-19 pandemic will, however,
make such an expansive policy
unviable in the short-term, but
might be an opportunity for in-
come-targeted free tuition to
develop.
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Abstract

This article recognizes growing
concern worldwide about the ex-
ploitation of higher education ac-
tors and institutions by foreign
entities for malign purposes. It
examines how higher education
has become increasingly vulner-
able to interference from geopo-
litical adversaries. The authors
highlight recent allegations of es-
pionage, propaganda, and strate-
gic meddling in higher education
in various countries before ana-
lyzing the validity and implica-
tions of these claims. They con-
clude by proposing solutions to
counter undue foreign influence.

expansion to the second year with a “fees-free” program for apprenticeship, in effect
choosing to target low-income students through postsecondary vocational training.

The Politics of Free Tuition
Highlighted in Gayardon and Bernasconi’s article in International Higher Education,
issue 100, was the fact that the free tuition movement is above all else political, with
free tuition promises making their appearance on campaign platforms or before po-
tential reelections. This is demonstrated in the two sections above: Free tuition higher
education was on the agenda in the United States when elections were disputed, while
it was no longer part of the Labour platform in New Zealand when victory was certain.
The case of New Zealand also shows that despite its initial appeal, free tuition of-
ten fails to fulfill its promises and is an expensive policy. This reality has been recently
felt in many countries. In the face of budgetary constraints and lack of political inter-
est, Chile is no longer expanding its free tuition policy to more students or more insti-
tutions. Similarly, Ontario terminated its free-tuition program for low-income students
in an effort to cut the deficit. These examples stand to show that the cost of free higher
education is hard to justify in view of its limited benefits, leading to short-lived or re-
stricted policies. The free-tuition movement that started in 2016 in Chile and brought a
number of countries onboard in the three years that followed faces an uncertain future.

The Future of Free Tuition
It is currently hard to see where the future of the free tuition movement lies. While it
remains a powerful tool in the belt of would-be political leaders, the economic crisis
stemming from the pandemic is likely to severely restrict higher education’s budget.
Higher education has never been a top priority for governments, and the years ahead
will certainly place more emphasis on economic recovery and healthcare than on any
other sector. Free tuition for all does not appear to be a viable policy in this context.
However, with low-income households being the most gravely hit by the pandemic
economically, it might also be the right time for governments to consider targeted free
tuition. This is what President Biden proposes through free tuition at community colleg-
es for low-income students—following the example of Italy, New Brunswick, and Japan
to name a few. Targeted free tuition would be an efficient use of the scarce resources
devoted to higher education, which could prove particularly useful while recovering
from the pandemic. A

Rising Global Fears of Foreign
Interference in Higher Education
Kyle A. Long, Chief Etheridge, Carly O’Connell, and Kat Hugins

he internationalization of higher education, long heralded for fostering friendly

cross-border relations, must face a hard truth. Unfettered mobility and openness
leave higher education vulnerable to exploitation by malign actors. In recent years, sto-
ries about faculty spies and student propagandists have become commonplace, con-
tributing to rising concerns about higher education undermining national security. This
worry is consistent with growing public fears regarding foreign interference in nation-
al life more broadly. The fraction of Americans who thought it very or somewhat likely
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that a foreign government would attempt to influence the national election increased
from two-thirds in 2018 to three-quarters in 2020.

Yet, pinpointing abusers is difficult and makes foreign interference—especially the
malign variant—all the more harrowing and destructive. In the context of higher edu-
cation, the phenomenon of foreign interference has heightened fears associated with
ostensibly harmless international education activities. We perceive growing misgivings
about government-sponsored exchanges of students and faculty, transnational research
collaborations, and cross-border programming.

A Treacherous Trio

A spate of recent news stories and op-eds, government press releases, and policy doc-
uments from around the world demonstrate a level of alarm over foreign interference
in higher education unseen since the height of the Cold War. When considered togeth-
er, these sources point—with and without evidence—to three overarching concerns:
theft of proprietary research, promotion of propaganda and disinformation on cam-
puses, and imposition of political or cultural values through curricular and extracur-
ricular programming.

Research Theft

In the United States, the government’s “China Initiative” has accelerated federal inves-
tigations of Chinese scholars suspected of exploiting international research collabo-
rations for criminal purposes. In September 2020, the State Department suspended
the visas of more than a thousand Chinese students and professors deemed high risk
due to alleged ties to the Chinese military. The Justice Department claims that another
thousand visiting researchers affiliated with the Chinese military fled the country after
a series of indictments earlier in the year. Since 2019, the National Institute of Health
alone has investigated more than 50 institutions for a range of questionable behaviors
by visiting Chinese researchers.

Australia, Japan, and the United Kingdom have also implemented stricter visa policies
for Chinese researchers or established national commissions on foreign interference in
universities. The European Union has adopted a policy preventing scholars from Chi-
na and other countries that do not share EU values from participating in sensitive re-
search projects. Some of the global backlash against China amounts to little more than
xenophobic spectacle. But mounting evidence of criminal behavior shows that research
theft is a clear and present danger.

Still, the benefits of international research collaboration ought to outweigh those
concerns, especially in an era of global challenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic. In-
stitutions must balance the need to safeguard their work with the need to maintain
productive international relationships and the ethical imperative not to discriminate
against researchers by nationality.

Propaganda, Censorship, and Disinformation
The global rise of disinformation has made headlines for threatening the integrity of
national elections, but the probity of higher education is also at risk. Recent concerns
about propaganda in American higher education revolve primarily around Confucius In-
stitutes. In August 2020, the State Department officially designated the Confucius Insti-
tute US Center as a foreign mission of China. The classification implies that the campus
cultural centers are deemed a key instrument in a global influence campaign. National
political discourse and recently introduced legislation accord with this interpretation.
Other countries are bringing their policies in line with the United States. In India, the
ministry of education now requires universities to report their relationships with Con-
fucius Institutes. In Australia, the government seeks to do the same, although univer-
sities have thus far resisted. While some cases of censorship, self-censorship, and visa
fraud have been connected to the institutes, no evidence has been made public that
clearly paints them as dangers to national security.

Confucius Institutes are not the only source of concern. The US Department of Ed-
ucation has started investigating institutions for failure to report foreign donations, a
heretofore relatively unenforced provision of the 1965 Higher Education Act. Of particular
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concern to investigators are contributions from geopolitical adversaries such as China
and Russia, but also allies like Saudi Arabia. A prominent case alleged that Texas A&M
University misreported financial support from the Qatar Foundation. The underlying con-
cern is that international funding sources may lead institutions to promote—wittingly
or unwittingly—propaganda and disinformation from these countries. Another worry is
that recipients would refrain from taking actions or spreading information that might
anger foreign donors, thereby stifling academic speech. An examination of news stories
and documents relating to these investigations do not cite evidence of quid pro quo.
Yet, investigators’ fears appear to be grounded in the logic that foreign financial contri-
butions must yield undue influence. Continued investigations may have a chilling effect
on cross-border philanthropy, cutting off valuable revenue streams for cash-strapped
institutions, especially in the wake of the pandemic.

Values Imposition

While the first two categories of foreign interference have begun to pervade open so-
cieties, the third has a stronger association with closed societies. Stoking fears about
foreigners is in the authoritarian playbook. Illiberal leaders routinely leverage xenopho-
bia and outside interference to tighten their grip on power. The globalization of higher
education—with people and providers crossing borders more than ever—during the past
three decades has provided autocrats and their sycophants with new targets. While many
antidemocratic regimes have welcomed international higher education partnerships w