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1 Management Summary

The digital future of higher education involves many different facets. The results of the survey 
provide important insights into how it will look and how it can be shaped. The following aspects 
emerged as the central insights.

The future of higher education is digital

It is indisputable that digitalisation processes are shaping the future of higher education. ‘Digita-
lisation’ has already left its mark and will continue to have a major and highly dynamic impact on 
the higher education context. Institutions of higher education therefore have a strong interest in 
shaping the digital transformation. The transition will also bring structural and cultural changes 
and offers many opportunities and options for higher education institutions as organisations.

Expandability and the great potential of digital capabilities

Digital capabilities are not used as extensively in core higher education activities as might be 
expected in spite of the fact that the potential utility of such applications is rated as very high for 
all areas of activity. The gap between use and potential points to an urgent need for action. One 
central challenge is therefore to identify the potential of digital solutions in order to enable the 
higher education institution to react sufficiently quickly to digital changes.

‘Digitalisation’ as a strategic means to an end

‘Digitalisation’ should not be an end in itself, but rather a means to an end. There is no need for 
a digitalisation strategy, but rather an answer to this question: How can ‘digitalisation’ help us 
achieve the strategic objectives of our higher education institution? The key here is to anchor 
digital development in the strategy and use it beneficially in that context.

The digitalisation process as an instrument and ‘vehicle’

Higher education institutions that grapple with the questions of the digital transformation  
necessarily reflect on their existing and future processes and structures. In doing so, they enable 
themselves to use ‘digitalisation’ as an instrument of organisational and structural progress and 
a means to enhance their image. ‘Digitalisation’ thus becomes a ‘vehicle’ with which to innovate 
the higher education institution as an organisation as well as its processes. The actual added 
values of ‘digitalisation’ is therefore reflected in the structures and the (digitally) elaborated 
‘end-to-end processes’ of an institution.

Shaping higher education (digitalisation) processes with greater agility

The rapid emergence and transience of digital developments require higher education institu-
tions to be highly agile to enable flexible and dynamic handling of projects and simplify decisi-
on-making processes. A corresponding project methodology enables digitalisation efforts to be  
implemented more quickly and efficiently. The institution enhances its ability to act and can  
pursue (digital) developments in a more targeted manner.

Enabling digitalisation processes together

Targeted change management that enables adequate involvement of the ‘affected’ people  
minimises any resistance and increases acceptance of digitalisation efforts. At the same time, it is 
important to focus recruiting processes in accordance with digitalisation requirements. Further-
more, training existing staff for digital work is a key element in designing digitalisation processes.
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2 Introduction

Digitalisation, digital transformation, University 4.0 – these buzzwords and trends are the object 
of much discussion in the world of higher education. But what do these terms actually mean? 
What does ‘digitalisation’ mean for the development of a higher education institution? What  
opportunities and risks are associated with this ‘megatrend’? What challenges do higher education 
institutions face in shaping their digital futures as they adopt digital innovations and integrate 
them into their existing processes?

The concept of digitalisation implies change processes. Higher education institutions act and 
react differently to the requirements of the digital transformation. They utilise the opportunities 
of ‘digitalisation’ in different areas, which in turn leads to developments and changes in existing 
structures. The goal of this year’s Berinfor survey was to assess the extent to which institutions 
of higher education have already initiated the digital transformation process and make use of 
digital capabilities, and what potential the survey respondents see in the digitalisation of higher 
education institutions for the future. The survey also asked and discussed what challenges were 
expected and what approaches were regarded as suitable.

The questions formed the basis for the online survey, which was completed by 455 executives 
and employees from Swiss and German institutions of higher education between March and 
May 2017. We would like to thank the participants for completing the short questionnaire and 
providing so much insight with their open answers and comments. We would also like to thank 
the participants in the round table that took place in June 2017. You availed us of your valuable 
time and illuminated the diversity and complexity of the topic through a very engaging discus-
sion. The results of the survey and the round table make a major contribution to identifying the 
potential approaches to the digital future of higher education and drawing salient conclusions.

The present report is divided into four chapters. Following the Management Summary and the 
Introduction, the third chapter presents the quantitative and qualitative results of the online 
survey and the round table and examines other analysis results. The fourth chapter provides a 
summation of the survey and the expert discussion at the round table in order to facilitate an 
in-depth discussion and an initial presentation of conclusions.

Paul Licka     Patricia Gautschi
Partner      Consultant
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3 Results

‘The digital future of higher education – What does it look like and how can it be shaped?’. In 
response to two seemingly simple questions, we received many interesting and multifaceted 
answers in this year’s survey. It became clear how complex and far-reaching the topic is, and how 
widely it is discussed in its many facets. The diversity of (more in-depth) questions that emerged 
from the online survey and the round table demonstrate both the magnitude and the challenges 
of ‘digitalisation’ that confront higher education institutions.

Profile of those surveyed

The participants in the online survey provided information about their type of higher education 
institution, ‘country of origin’ (Switzerland or Germany) and language region (German- or French-
speaking Switzerland) as well as their professional position and membership in a centralised 
or decentralised organisational unit. The data can accordingly be looked at in a differentiated  
manner.

455 people completed the questionnaire. Traditional universities accounted for 35% of parti-
cipants, universities of applied sciences for 53% and universities of teacher education for 9%. 
3% of respondents were from other, non-university organisations. 59% of participants work for 
Swiss institutions of higher education, 41% for German institutions of higher education. The  
response from Germany was high for the first time. Just under three-quarters of respondents 
from Germany work for universities of applied sciences (74%), 23% for traditional universities 
and 3% for universities of teacher education. In Switzerland, 43% of respondents are from  
universities of applied sciences, 42% from traditional universities and 12% from universities of 
teacher education.

Figure 1: ‘Country of origin’ of online survey participants

Participants Switzerland Germany Total

Traditional universities 42% 23% 35%

Universities of applied  
sciences 43% 74%* 53%

Universities of teacher  
education 12% 3% 9%

Other organisations 3% 0% 3%

*incl. music and art schools as well as religious higher education institutions
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Among respondents from Switzerland, 24% of participants come from French-speaking Switzer-
land and 76% from German-speaking Switzerland. Of all respondents, 35% work in a decentra-
lised unit and 65% in a centralised unit of a higher education institution. 93% of respondents 
from Germany indicated that they work in a centralised unit of a higher education institution.

The hierarchical and functional classification of professional positions is divided into four groups: 
44% of respondents are members of the higher education council, 21% of respondents hold an 
academic leadership position (department head, dean, institute director, professor), 27% belong 
to the category ‘staff director, infrastructure units, service units, managing director of faculty, 
institute, department’ and 8% stated that they did not occupy a leadership position.

Evaluation of the results – methodology

The following summarises the most important (quantitative) results and in-depth analyses whose 
results demonstrate relevant significance1. It also examines the open questions as well as the 
discussions and insights from the round table. The various data sources were interpreted in an 
initial step and serve as a basis for a summation of key insights which, in turn, provide an outlook 
of the digital future of higher education and the ways of shaping it.

3.1 The transformative effect of ‘digitalisation’ on higher education

The term ‘digitalisation’ implies a technical and a cultural shift that is reflected in all areas of a 
higher education institution. ‘Digitalisation’ as a development and transformation process both 
promotes and defines new ways and opportunities to shape institutions of higher education. 
Avoiding the digital transformation appears all but impossible.

The introduction to the online survey posed the question of the extent to which digitalisation 
processes will impact higher education over the next five years compared to the development 
to date. 92% of respondents expect the transformative effects of ‘digitalisation’ to increase  
‘significantly’ (56%) to ‘very significantly’ (36%), thus indicating a clear trend, notwithstanding 
the 8% of respondents who expect the development to remain the same. No one expects the 
development to slacken.

1 Where it is possible to extrapolate the results calculated in the sample to the underlying totality (popula-
tion), the result is deemed ‘significant’. This means that the reported findings occurred by chance alone 
with a probability of no higher than α%. With a significance level of α = 5%, which is typical for social 
sciences, the reported findings therefore have a probability of error of 5% or lower.
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Figure 2: In your opinion, how will digitalisation affect your higher education institution over the next 5 
years? The impact of digitalisation on the higher education institution compared to the previous develop-
ment will ...

diminish

stay the same

increase
increase a lot

0 %

8 %

56 %

36 %

Thus it appears indisputable that ‘digitalisation’ is already having an impact on higher education 
and that there is a high probability that the development will continue to pick up steam in the 
years to come. It will continually set development processes in motion, which in turn make their 
presence felt in changed structures and processes as well as in the organisation-specific culture 
of the higher education institution. In this context, one particular challenge lies in the rapidity of 
developments, as well as the sheer volume of digital developments and the need to keep pace 
with the headlong rush of changes. Establishing a reflection process is therefore undoubtedly a 
way to approach the topic of ‘digitalisation’ in all its breadth and depth.

3.2 Current use and future potential of digital opportunities in the higher education  
 context

The following results provide a sketch of the status quo of the current use of digital capabilities 
in the three central areas of activity of higher education institutions:

 ■ Instruction and studies
 ■ Research
 ■ Administration and higher education management

Each of the defined areas of activity subsume various fields that together characterise the res-
pective area.

The respondents were also asked to assess the development potential of ‘digitalisation’ for the 
individual areas. This made it possible to compare current use with the development potential 
and determine the ‘gaps’ between them. At the same time, the evaluation of development  
potential offered indications as to where the need for digital development might be greatest.
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3.2.1 Current use and development potential of digital capabilities in  
 ‘instruction and studies’

In many cases, the ‘digitalisation’ of higher education is equated with digital developments in the 
area of instruction. And indeed, higher education instruction and learning are the object of much 
digital development and a focus of funding initiatives. Subtopics like e-learning or MOOCs are 
widely discussed and in some case strategically implemented by higher education institutions. 
Yet there are many more areas in the field of ‘instruction and studies’ that are experiencing  
digital developments.

Current use of digital capabilities in ‘instruction and studies’

The results of the online survey show that the establishment and thus the use of digital capabi-
lities are found primarily in the administrative area for the ‘organisation of study programmes’ 
and ‘course offering planning’. Two-thirds of respondents reported ‘high’ or ‘very high’ levels of 
use of digital capabilities in the aforementioned two areas. On the other hand, well over half of 
respondents indicated ‘moderate’ or ‘low’ levels of use of digital capabilities for the develop-
ment of instructional content and learning purposes in ‘instruction/training’ and the ‘collabora-
tion between instructors and students’.

Figure 3: To what extent does your higher education institution use current digital capabilities in the field 
of instruction and studies?

very low use low use
high use very high use

29 %

moderate use

35 %19 %13 %4 %

34 %34 %19 %9 %4 %

10 %29 %35 %22 %4 %

11 %29 %35 %19 %6 %

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 100 %80 %

Instruc�on/training (e.g. designing instruc�on + learning, 
learning pla�orms, e-learning, MOOCs)

Collabora�on between instructors - students

Organisa�on of study programmes (e.g. matricula�on,
study programme planning, module scheduling)

Course offering planning (e.g. semester and event planning,
lecture hall scheduling, examina�on scheduling)

The ‘organisation of study programmes’ and ‘course offering planning’ therefore benefit signifi-
cantly from digital developments and processes seem to have been adapted accordingly in many 
places. One interesting finding is that 80% of respondents from traditional universities indicated 
‘very high’ or ‘high’ levels of use of digital capabilities for all areas of the ‘instruction and studies’ 
field, whereas respondents from the two other types of universities indicated somewhat lower 
levels of use.
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Development potential of digital capabilities in ‘instruction and studies’

In spite of the different levels of use of digital capabilities in the field of ‘instruction and studies’ bet-
ween the four different areas, respondents rated all four areas as having significant development 
potential. Respondents indicated a ‘very high potential’ for ‘organisation of study programmes’ 
and ‘course offering planning’ somewhat more frequently than for the fields ‘instruction/trai-
ning’ and ‘collaboration’, but the differences were marginal and insignificant, also between the 
different types of university. Overall, roughly three-quarters of those surveyed indicated a ‘high’ 
or ‘very high’ development potential in all areas.

Figure 4: How would you rate the development potential of digitalisation for your higher education  
institution in the field of instruction and studies for the next 5 years? 

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 100 %80 %

Instruc�on/training (e.g. designing instruc�on + learning, 
learning pla�orms, e-learning, MOOCs)

Collabora�on between instructors - students

Organisa�on of study programmes (e.g. matricula�on,
study programme planning, module scheduling)

Course offering planning (e.g. semester and event planning,
lecture hall scheduling, examina�on scheduling)

very low use low use
high use very high use

moderate use

42 %32 %15 %8 %

45 %32 %15 %6 %

37 %37 %20 %6 %

40 %38 %14 %6 %

In-depth results and interpretations

The open questions from the online survey and the round table discussion underscore the  
interesting dynamic that characterises the field of ‘instruction/training’ in particular. Digital  
capabilities in the field of ‘instruction/training’ are vast, yet usage is comparably low. 

Various assessments by respondents suggested that both instructors and students were not  
adequately aware of the benefits of digital formats in many places and that resistance to them 
was frequently great. In particular, respondents pointed to the challenge of communicating 
with instructors in order to counter reservations against digital implementation of instructional  
content, leading to the impression that a transition to digitalised instruction would be difficult 
to achieve.

Potential users also find it difficult to assess the impact of digital capabilities in instruction in 
terms of workload, quality and sustainability aspects. It was also noted that technical factors 
were the primary focus in some cases rather than instructional and learning objectives, which 
impeded the acceptance and use of digital capabilities in instruction all the more.

Another challenge noted by respondents was the existing framework. In many cases, there is 
no suitable infrastructure in place for digitally aided instruction or a lack of qualified staff to 
press ahead with developments in the field. In response to a governance question, participants 
also indicated that it is not always clear who is responsible for initiating, controlling and strate-
gically implementing digital development processes. Another point of discussion was whether 
appropriate incentive systems or the recognition of digital projects in instruction contribute to  
promoting the ‘digitalisation’ of instruction in terms of methodology, structure and the concep-
tual basis.
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3.2.2 Current use and development potential of digital capabilities in ‘research’

Digitalisation processes would appear to be useful and self-evident in the context of research. 
For example, digital solutions can facilitate collaboration between researchers at different  
locations or foster new developments in science, such as the topic of ‘Big Data’.

Current use of digital capabilities in ‘research’

The use of digital capabilities seems to be considerably lower in the field of ‘research’ than in 
the aforementioned area of ‘instruction and studies’. For all four areas, ‘moderate’ to ‘low’ levels 
of use were reported. Participants indicated ‘high’ or ‘very high’ levels of use only for the field 
of ‘dissemination of scientific information’. Digital solutions for ‘research project management’ 
seem not to have been widely applied to date in spite of rising requirements in terms of project 
handling. Even ‘research data management’, which is a hotly debated topic in many places,  
appears not to enjoy much popularity in higher education institutions at the present time.

Figure 5: To what extent does your higher education institution use current digital capabilities in the field 
of research? 

very low poten�al low poten�al
high poten�al very high poten�al

moderate poten�al

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 100 %80 %

Research project management
(e.g. electronic lab-books, Emdesk)

Collabora�on between researchers
(e.g. DataHub, Academia, ResearchGate)

Research data management
(e.g. repositories, shared online databases)

Dissemina�on of scien�fic informa�on
(e.g. cloud-based library pla�orms,

electronic resource management)
14 %24 %24 %21 %17 %

11 %20 %27 %24 %18 %

9 %20 %27 %26 %18 %

6 %17 %30 %28 %19 %

A differentiated look at the data showed that respondents from traditional universities more 
frequently reported use of digital capabilities in the field of ‘research’ than the other groups due 
to traditional universities’ greater focus on research activities. Professors also indicated ‘high’ to 
'very high’ levels of use. Members of higher education administrations, in contrast, tended to 
report ‘moderate’ to ‘low’ levels of use of digital capabilities in the field of ‘research’.
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Development potential of digital capabilities in ‘research’

The results of the online survey regarding the development potential of the four dimensions of 
‘research’ are therefore all the more exciting. Interestingly, a ‘high’ to ‘very high’ development 
potential was claimed for all four aspects, and in particular for the fields of ‘research data  
management’ and ‘dissemination of scientific information’. Concerning the field of ‘research 
project management’, respondents also rated the potential somewhat lower.

Figure 6: How would you rate the development potential of digitalisation for your higher education  
institution in the field of research for the next 5 years?

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 100 %80 %

very low use low use
high use very high use

moderate use

Research project management
(e.g. electronic lab-books, Emdesk)

Collabora�on between researchers
(e.g. DataHub, Academia, ResearchGate)

Research data management
(e.g. repositories, shared online databases)

Dissemina�on of scien�fic informa�on
(e.g. cloud-based library pla�orms,

electronic resource management) 40 %35 %18 %6 %

41 %36 %16 %5 %

35 %34 %24 %5 %

30 %35 %26 %6 %

Differentiation by university type also showed that respondents from traditional universities 
more frequently selected a ‘high’ or ‘very high’ development potential for all four aspects than 
did respondents from universities of applied sciences and universities of teacher education.
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In-depth results and interpretations

The topic of ‘research data management’ seems to be a very attentively observed area of activity 
and was ascribed a very high level of potential in the online survey. Noteworthy in this regard 
is the fact that subjects such as data security, data privacy and so on were not mentioned one 
single time in the open response sections of the online survey.

In sum, it can be stated that the discrepancy between the use and the estimated development 
potential in the field of ‘research’ is notable, but not entirely unexpected. As in the ‘instruction 
and studies’ field, it seems reasonable to assume that the culture of the research field tends 
to generate some degree of scepticism regarding digitalisation processes among researchers. 
Digital capabilities generate transparency, which is not always a desirable characteristic when 
it comes to scientific data and results. Sharing and making research results accessible to others 
is often a ticklish subject in the research context, associated with discussions of data rights and 
questions of privacy as mentioned above. This could be one explanation for why digitalisation 
processes are comparatively underdeveloped in the research context although digital capabilities 
are undeniably of great potential usefulness in facilitating international and cross-institutional 
research collaborations. 

Developments in the field of ‘dissemination of scientific information’, in contrast, are currently 
developing apace. Libraries are in a time of transition and face the need to make major deve-
lopmental strides. Digital capabilities are shaping the scientific library landscape more than ever 
before. The ‘digitalisation’ of books and journals has become a commonplace, if still challenging, 
development step. Digital solutions are developed and innovated accordingly. At the same time, 
Switzerland in particular is showing signs of structural rethinking in the field of libraries. The 
planning and implementation of national association structures could lead to the collective use 
of a joint digital infrastructure. The association context seems to make it easier to ‘think big’, 
optimally meet digital requirements and achieve comprehensive implementation.

Measured against the ultimate potential, ‘research’ is an important area of activity that can be 
advanced through the application of digital solutions in many areas. The (digital) requirements 
in the fields of ‘research data management’ and ‘dissemination of scientific information’ are high 
and appropriate solutions are needed in order to ensure compliance with (new) standards.
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3.2.3 Current use and development potential of digital capabilities in the fields  
 ‘higher education management’ and ‘administration’

The survey also examined the use of digital capabilities in the fields of ‘higher education  
management’ and ‘administration’. Management processes in higher education institutions can 
be supported by digital technologies and experience gains in terms of efficiency and professio-
nalism. Many processes in ‘administration’ go through digitalisation processes in order to handle 
rising demands in the field of higher education administration.

Current use of digital capabilities in ‘higher education management’ and ‘administrati-
on’

Concerning ‘higher education management’, slightly less than one-third of those surveyed repor-
ted ‘high’ or ‘very high’ levels of use of digital capabilities. It must therefore be presumed that 
digitally aided management processes (e.g. meeting and committee management, reporting, 
management cockpits, elections) have yet to become widely established in the higher education 
context. 

For the field of ‘administration’, in contrast, 45% of respondents reported ‘high’ to ‘very high’  
levels of use of digital capabilities. The results provide an indication that important develop-
ments have taken place in this field in recent years. Many administrative processes have been  
digitalised in the pursuit of efficiency gains. The objective is to optimise administrative processes, 
which can improve working efficiency through the use of digital solutions.

Figure 7: To what extent does your higher education institution use current digital capabilities in the fields 
of administration and higher education management?

very low use low use
high use very high use

moderate use

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 100 %80 %

Higher educa�on management (e.g. digitalised processes
and instruments for the planning and management

of the higher educa�on ins�tu�on)

Administra�on (e.g. the digitalisa�on of administra�on
processes such as invoice processing, appointments,

electronic student files)
17 %28 %30 %15 %10 %

7 %25 %30 %24 %14 %

A differentiated view of the data revealed other interesting nuances. There were no differences 
between the different university types; the results were notably homogeneous. What was  
interesting is the distinction between the responses based on their membership in a centralised 
or decentralised unit of a higher education institution. 39% of those surveyed who belong to a 
centralised unit of a higher education institution indicated ‘high’ to ‘very high’ levels of use of  
digital capabilities in the administration. On the decentralised side, however, 56% of respon-
dents said the same.
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Other differences were found between the respondents depending on their positions and roles 
within the higher education institution. 25% of those surveyed who belong to the higher  
education administration indicated ‘high’ to ‘very high’ levels of use of digital capabilities. How-
ever, the combined ‘high’ and ‘very high’ figure was 45% for department heads and professors, 
50% for staff directors and 55% for respondents without leadership positions.

Development potential of digital capabilities in ‘higher education management’ and 
‘administration’

Against the backdrop of the use of digital capabilities described above, it is scarcely surprising 
that 81% of respondents see ‘high’ to ‘very high’ development potential with regard to digita-
lisation in the field of ‘administration’. 75% of respondents also indicated ‘high’ to ‘very high’  
development potential for ‘higher education management’. For both fields, however, the use and 
the development potential are quite far apart, suggesting that the need for action is significant.

Figure 8: How would you rate the development potential of digitalisation for your higher education  
institution in the fields of administration and higher education management for the next 5 years?

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 100 %80 %

very low use low use
high use very high use

moderate use

Higher educa�on management (e.g. digitalised processes
and instruments for the planning and management

of the higher educa�on ins�tu�on)

Administra�on (e.g. the digitalisa�on of administra�on
processes such as invoice processing, appointments,

electronic student files)
45 %36 %13 %4 %

37 %38 %17 %6 %

In the assessment of development potential, 86% of respondents at the higher education  
administration level saw ‘high’ to ‘very high’ development potential for ‘administration’ with 
regard to digitalisation. The other groups of respondents provided similar, if somewhat lower, 
figures (75% of department heads and professors, 83% of staff directors and 73% of respondents  
without a leadership position). 

It also emerged that 84% of those surveyed from centralised units and 77% of respondents from 
decentralised units saw a ‘high’ to ‘very high’ development potential with regard to digital capa-
bilities.
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In-depth results and interpretations

Overall, participants found ‘administration’ to have the highest development potential of all the 
specified areas. At the same time, both the open response sections of the online survey and 
the round table discussion indicated that the situation in the ‘administration’ field is complex.  
Digitalisation endeavours are sophisticated development projects that require both well- 
considered process management (‘thinking in end-to-end processes’) and targeted and strategic 
planning of the desired development process for the organisation as a whole.

At the same time, such developments also bring changes that are not always equally suited to 
implementation in the existing structures, although digitalisation processes in general pursue 
the objective of enabling simplified procedures and optimised cost structures. Culture-based  
reservations and, above all, poor experiences with digitalisation processes can generate resis-
tance and uncertainty. The tendency of some involved parties to think in more of a problem-
focussed than solution-oriented way can also make the digital transformation more difficult. 
Moreover, beyond the inevitable question of funding, there is also a plethora of other issues 
such as recruiting and training personnel, technical issues relating to digital solutions or gover-
nance questions that pose the actual challenges in the change process. They become a central 
(additional) theatre of digitalisation efforts and generate a high degree of complexity.

3.2.4 Other areas of higher education institutions in which digital capabilities  
 play a role

In the online survey, a number of remarks highlighted the fact that there are also other areas of 
activity in institutions of higher education in which the use of digital solutions play an important 
role. The fields of ‘higher education marketing’, ‘social media’ and ‘higher education commu-
nications’ rated numerous mentions as areas strongly impacted by digital developments. They 
make intensive use of digital capabilities in order to convey the image of the higher education 
institution both inwardly and outwardly. At the same time, it has become easier to position the 
higher education institution nationally and internationally via digital channels.
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3.3 Challenges of the digitalisation process

Participants in the online survey were asked which three of the total of five defined process steps 
they saw as posing the greatest challenge to their higher education institution with respect to 
‘digitalisation’. The answers represent a ‘ranking’ of the ‘smallest’ to ‘largest’ challenges in the 
digitalisation processes from the perspective of the respondents. Respondents rated identifi-
cation of new fields of application for ‘digitalisation’ as the least challenging task. The greatest 
plainly lies in the organisational institutionalisation and use of the introduced digital solution. 
The three additional challenges were also rated as formidable in roughly equal measure.

Figure 9: What do you see as the three greatest challenges facing your higher education institution with 
regard to digitalisation?

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 80 %

In iden�fying new areas of applica�on for digitalisa�on

In assessing the opportuni�es and risks
for the higher educa�on ins�tu�on that are

associated with new digitalisa�on capabili�es

In the search and selec�on of suitable digital solu�ons

In the introduc�on of a specific digital solu�on

In the ins�tu�onalisa�on and use of the
introduced digital solu�on within the organisa�on

24 %

74 %

52 %

58 %

50 %

The identification of new areas of application in the sense of ‘trend-scouting’ appeared to be the 
simplest process step for most respondents. Just 24% of those surveyed regarded it as one of 
the biggest challenges. It may be assumed that the identification process is amply addressed by 
the different target groups within the core areas of higher education, as well as in the fields of  
administration and higher education management, and possible in both centralised and decen-
tralised scenarios. This is all the more clear in view of the fact that access to information regar-
ding which digital developments are available ‘on the market’ has become rather simple and the 
providers themselves often tout their wares directly to the institutions. All stakeholders are able 
to identify digital capabilities, weigh their merits and discuss their suitability. 

Assessing the opportunities and risks presented by new digitalisation capabilities was regarded 
as a challenge by 50% of all respondents. In various discussions, it emerged that this process 
step, in particular with large investments in digital solutions, is not always well considered and 
structured in a way that enables a decision on the basis of salient criteria.
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The search and selection of digital solutions was regarded as challenge by 58% of respondents. 
Thus, the path to a concrete decision process seems to be a rather exacting process step, not 
least due to the fact that a digital solution may not be compatible with existing structures under 
certain circumstances, resulting in follow-on costs in addition to the original investment and 
limitations with regard to usefulness that are difficult to estimate going in. As briefly mentioned 
above, the round table discussion highlighted that the rapid cycling of digital developments and 
digital products represents a particular challenge. In some cases, the rapid sequence in which 
new digital solutions come to market is so fast that the time between the beginning of the search 
and the introduction of the solution is relatively very long by comparison, which can create the 
sensation of continuously being behind the ball in this process step. ‘Becoming faster’ is there-
fore the motto when it comes searching for and selecting a digital solution.

The introduction of the respective digital solution is regarded as somewhat less critical. Ne-
vertheless, this process step has many stumbling blocks and ancillary issues in store that can  
complicate the launch in some cases. The primary obstacles are potential resistance on the part 
of users and the adaptation of existing structures. 

For almost three-quarters of respondents (74%), the institutionalisation and use of the digital  
solution within the organisation is one of the biggest challenges. This is presumably due to the 
fact that all of the challenges from the other process steps coalesce and potentially have an  
impact in this process step. Moreover, it is in this phase that the digital solution has to manifest 
its added value, demonstrating that the process is enhanced by the digital solution and establi-
shing itself in practice. This suggests that, beyond the purely technical introduction, digitalisation 
processes also have to address the transformative aspects to be successful. 
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3.4 Ways and means of shaping digitalisation processes

Respondents to the online survey were asked to assess various ways of conducting the ‘digitalisa-
tion’ of their respective higher education institutions. The great majority of those surveyed saw 
both the integration of the topic of ‘digitalisation’ in the higher education strategy (91%) and the 
developments of a coherent digitalisation strategy (89%) as ‘suitable’ to ‘optimally suitable’ ways 
of advancing the ‘digitalisation’ of their institutions of higher education. 85% of respondents also 
regarded the establishment of incentives to promote ‘digitalisation’ as ‘suitable’ to ‘optimally 
suitable’ ways of pursuing further ‘digitalisation’. 

Figure 10: In your view, how suitable are the following approaches for the further digitalisation of your 
higher education institution?

not suitable suitable op�mally suitable

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 100 %80 %

Develop a coherent digitalisa�on strategy
for the en�re higher educa�on ins�tu�on

‘Digitalisa�on’ as an element
of the higher educa�on strategy

Create incen�ves to promote digitalisa�on
(e.g. funding specific projects)

Appoint a person who has responsibility for all aspects
of the digital transforma�on and drives the process within
the higher educa�on ins�tu�on (e.g. Chief Digital Officer)

No special measures as the exis�ng processes and
structures are sufficient for further digitalisa�on

35 % 42 % 23 %

15 % 54 % 31 %

9 % 55 % 36 %

11 % 54 % 35 %

82 % 15 % 3 %

The appointment of a person to assume responsibility for all aspects of ‘digitalisation’ was rated 
as ‘unsuitable’ by more than one-third of respondents. In various open responses and in the 
round table discussion, however, it became clear that a minor trend can be detected in this  
variant approach: a rising number of higher education institutions have established such  
positions, placing responsibility for ‘digitalisation’ matters in the hands of a ‘Chief Digital Officer’. 
However, the discussion also highlighted the necessity of having additional people with decision-
making powers in the operational levels who can implement projects and measures and have 
the requisite authority to do so.

Also interesting in this regard was the result that 19% of respondents in Switzerland regarded 
the appointment of a person as a suitable approach, while 29% of respondents from Germany 
did. Moreover, some 89% of respondents without a leadership position viewed this approach as 
‘suitable’ to ‘optimally suitable’, in contrast to just over one-third of respondents from the other 
groups who regarded the approach as ‘unsuitable’.
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82% of respondents also regarded it ‘unsuitable’ to refrain from introducing special measures 
on the grounds that existing processes and structures were sufficient to ensure further ‘digita-
lisation’. Consequently, a passive stance of retaining existing structures was not regarded as an 
appropriate approach to shaping the digital future of an institution of higher education by the 
great majority of respondents.

Strategy? Incentives? People? What is the ‘right’ way to proceed?

The results concerning the approach to ‘digitalising’ higher education were underscored by  
various aspects addressed in the round table and the feedback from respondents. The first point 
to emerge was that ‘searching for and finding’ the ‘right’ approach is an important, though not 
easy, development step that is regarded as complex by many participants. It requires reflection 
about the organisation and the definition of a suitable approach to shaping digitalisation proces-
ses. It may be assumed that there is no ‘one’ right way, but that the aforementioned approaches 
overlap and combine with each other.

Stumbling blocks of a coherent digitalisation strategy

The results clearly indicated that the topic of ‘digitalisation’ fundamentally requires strategic 
planning and that it should be anchored in the higher education institution’s overall strategy.  
A coherent digitalisation strategy was viewed critically by some respondents and round table 
participants. Against the backdrop of the heterogeneity of the individual areas of activity and 
fields in higher education described above, it appears useful to approach the issues not solely 
from the perspective of higher education institutions as a whole. Instead, approaches that define 
digitalisation strategies for the individual areas of activity can be an appropriate way forward, 
not least because the requirements in the fields of instruction and studies, research, administra-
tion and higher education management are different and complex and require specific solution 
approaches. A ‘pure’ digitalisation strategy could also carry the risk of failing to take account of 
existing processes and structures and result in a clumsily conducted implementation phase.
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4 Summation

In broad terms, the results presented above demonstrate that ...

 ■ the future of higher education will also indisputably be digital
 ■ the current use of digital capabilities is not sufficiently developed 
 ■ the untapped development potential for all areas is regarded as being very high 
 ■ the greatest challenge lies in introducing a digital solution and institutionalising it in the 
institution, so that 

 ■ the topic of ‘digitalisation’ should be planned and developed with a strategic orientation.

The results therefore provide an (exploratory) sketch of the ‘digitalisation’ status quo for insti-
tutions of higher education in Switzerland and Germany. The current digital situation of higher 
education institutions is a decidedly mixed picture. The gap between the effective use and future 
potential of digital capabilities is rather large in the case of some institutions. In sum, the results 
clearly showed that ...

 ■ in the field of ‘instruction and studies’, the organisational administration has benefited  
significantly from digitalisation processes

 ■ in the ‘research’ field, all specified areas are comparatively underdeveloped in digital terms
 ■ for the ‘administration’ field, digitalisation processes are regarded as being relatively advan-
ced

 ■ higher education management is marked by a pronounced degree of development potential 
with regard to digital solutions.

The topic of ‘digitalisation’ is regarded as wide ranging and complex that can engender excite-
ment and euphoria but also scepticism and reluctance to engage. It emerged that digitalisation 
processes are frequently associated with large and multifarious challenges that need to be over-
come. 

The following aspects of this summation elucidates why the topic of ‘digitalisation’ is regarded 
as so challenging and presents possible courses of action through which ‘digitalisation’ in higher 
education can be shaped and implemented.
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Digital speed requires resolute action

The tight lifecycles of digital solutions increase the pace of digitalisation efforts. The rapidity with 
which new digital solutions come to market as well as the desire for fast, visible successes drives 
a need for short project cycles in implementation.

The pace of development means that higher education institutions continually have to identify 
and assess digital innovations, which in turn results in a multitude of potential projects. This  
requires a fundamental familiarity with the relevant actors in the field of ‘digitalisation’ and their 
specific solutions and capabilities. This is the only way to prioritise the potential projects and 
thus enable targeted decision-making.

Agile structures and defined process steps for quick decisions

As organisations, institutions of higher education need to be highly agile in order to react more 
quickly to digital innovations and developments. However, they are often characterised by long 
decision-making processes that are particularly prohibitive in the context of fast-moving digita-
lisation efforts. Common causes of this include existing governance structures and university-
specific cultures that render the organisations slow and resistant to change. In this context, a 
strategic framework and lean and agile structures, as well as a defined process (from the idea 
to the decision, approval and implementation), can enable institutions of higher education to 
respond more flexibly to digital transformation processes.

Strategic planning and implementation of ‘digitalisation’? Yes and no!

Strategic planning of the digital future of higher education is a major challenge in the eyes of 
many. The development of a comprehensive digitalisation strategy and the integration of the 
topic in a higher education strategy are regarded as means to an end which are, however, simul-
taneously viewed as an obstacle and an all-encompassing endeavour. The challenge could be 
mitigated, however, by turning the focus to this question: How can ‘digitalisation’ help us achieve 
the strategic objectives of a higher education institution?

‘Digitalisation’ as a means to an end

This question was posed in various discussions and a possible answer confirmed: the ‘digitali-
sation’ of a higher education institution does not need a strategy in the strictest sense. Rather, 
it should be a means to an end and not an end in itself. This approach was very well received 
by many of the participants in discussions – not least because it disarms the dominance of the  
topic. The seeming necessity of a broad-based digitalisation strategy thus takes on a different 
character. From this perspective, ‘digitalisation’ appears as a helpful aid and no longer as a 
sprawling ‘construction site’ to be tackled. It seems easier to anchor the topic of ‘digitalisation’ 
in the higher education institution's strategy in this way and put it to good use.

Strategic institutionalisation of the topic of ‘digitalisation’ in the higher education institution

The institutionalisation of digital development processes in the higher education strategy could 
be a promising middle course to incorporate digitalisation efforts into the strategic planning of 
the higher education institution in a fundamental and lasting way. Results showed that many 
members of higher education institutions see the need for action here and that most are cogni-
sant of the reality that an integrative solution can be complex. The challenge here lies in making 
‘digitalisation’ a matter of course that is firmly anchored in the strategy and influential in the 
strategic areas of activity, but is not treated as an individual issue in itself.
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Understanding ‘digitalisation’ as an instrument and creating the prerequisites

The actual challenge is therefore not ‘digitalisation’ in itself, but rather the conceptualisation 
of the innovation and organisational development process of a higher education institution 
that uses digital capabilities to advance the development of the institution. Thus ‘digitalisation’  
becomes an instrument that serves to burnish the image and further the development of a hig-
her education institution. To achieve this, digital solutions and developments must be identified 
and evaluated as part of a ‘trend-scouting’ process. In order to shape the future of higher edu-
cation through digital means, various prerequisites have to be put in place.

«Reflecting on ‘digitalisation’ and the specific needs of higher education institutions

Reflecting on the topic and grappling with the questions of ‘digitalisation’ with relevant stake-
holders within the institutes of higher education is a worthwhile investment that pays dividends 
in the long run. A fundamental familiarity with the topic of ‘digitalisation’ is an important step in 
developing a sense of the inevitability of digitalisation as an ongoing and indispensable process. 
Taking and allowing the time for this in order to ascertain the significance and purpose, and test 
the capabilities and limits, of digital developments for the respective institution yields long-term 
benefits. 

The discourse helps clarify issues and pave the way for the structured planning of subsequent 
steps. All this fosters a familiarity with the topic by illuminating its breadth and depth and provi-
ding a framework for contemplating simple solution approaches.

Efficient decision-making processes

The short cycles in which new digital solutions come to market, as well as the desire for rapid 
implementation periods, pose different requirements for the decision-making processes of insti-
tutions of higher education. For one thing, the acceleration of these processes requires shorter 
decision-making cycles (decision-making committees and meeting rhythms). Moreover, decisi-
on-makers are placed under extraordinary pressure with regard to assessing the subject matter 
related to the digitalisation process and the opportunities and risks associated with it (relation 
to the strategic objectives of the higher education institution, complexity of the solutions,  
technological issues, aspects of change management, etc.).

Another factor that has to be considered in the context of digitalisation efforts is business  
processes. In order to achieve the expected benefits of ‘digitalisation’, there is a fundamental 
need to think in terms of ‘end-to-end processes’. This is the only way in which digital solutions 
can reach fruition, i.e. through rethinking and optimising existing processes in order to enable 
the actual added value of ‘digitalisation’ to shine through.

Multi-project management and agile project handling

Digitalisation projects are very complex both in terms of content and structure. The application 
of agile project management reduces the generation of ‘mammoth projects’ whose imple-
mentation is complex and time-sensitive and which can be susceptible to malfunctions. In the  
context of multi-project management, it appears to be sensible for individual organisational 
units to independently launch and implement smaller projects whose goals are realistic and 
achievable. This also ensures that the different projects are borne in mind and are not imple-
mented in an unplanned or incoherent manner.
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The definition of project goals enables target-oriented planning of the further project, which 
can be implemented relatively quickly through agile methods. Agile project implementation  
supports the flow of the project, which is planned iteratively, with short cycles in which interme-
diate results underscore the progress of the project. The agile methodology fosters dynamism 
and flexibility in order to be able to respond to unplanned changes within the project or related 
to the digital solution. The inclusion of users in the projects increases acceptance on the user 
side.

Promoting openness to changes among the workforce and minimising resistance

Digitalisation projects often trigger far-reaching changes that are not always equally well  
received by ‘affected’ users. For many actors in the higher education context, they may be more 
likely to elicit scepticism or even dismay than excitement and innovative drive. Targeted change 
management helps assuage resistance and increase acceptance. 

It is essential, yet challenging, to craft the ‘appropriate’ communication of foreseeable changes 
to the employees involved. The challenge lies in transparently communicating both the advan-
tages and drawbacks, as well as the potential effects, of digital developments and projects. To 
do this, it is essential to have the right people in place to ‘translate’ the message for colleagues. 
It is likewise important to ensure proper balance in the involvement of stakeholders in decision 
-making and change processes, treading a middle course between ‘needs assessment’ and  
‘co-determination’.

Recruiting and training personnel

In order to conduct digitalisation processes successfully, recruiting qualified personnel is in-
dispensable. The challenge lies in finding people who boast the ideal combination of IT-, pro-
cess- and higher education-related thinking. Equally important is the ‘digital training’ of existing  
personnel. Irrespective of the particular field of higher education, personnel must be equipped 
to interact and work with digital solutions.

Using ‘digitalisation’ as an engine for the ongoing development of the higher education 
institution

Institutions of higher education face a bevy of open ‘digitalisation’ questions today that will 
increasingly occupy them for many years to come. The results of the survey as well as the inten-
sive deliberations and discussions with various actors in higher education demonstrate just how 
wide-ranging the topic of ‘digitalisation’ is. Institutions of higher education have a responsibility 
to find their own path to using and benefiting from the capabilities of digitalisation in a purpo-
seful manner. The prerequisites for this are thorough and multifaceted processes of reflection 
initiated in the various different fields and areas of activity. This will enable ‘digitalisation’ to 
function as an engine that both powers and shapes the further development of higher education 
institutions.
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