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1.1 Purpose and Scope of This Book

It is widely recognized that academic freedom has been in sharp decline in many 
countries across the globe for the past decade (Beiter et al., 2016; Lyer and Suba, 
2019; Spannagel et al., 2020). As part of this decline, higher education insti-
tutions1 face an increasing array of interferences that impact their institutional 
autonomy, including repressive legislation, and regulatory and administrative 
restrictions. Higher education institutions’ autonomy is essential to operational-
izing and protecting academic freedom, and increasingly this aspect is becoming 
a focus of academic and professional literature.2 However, the causes of a decline 
in autonomy and its impact on other components of academic freedom remain 
understudied.

This book aims to fill this gap in understanding, contributing to the field of 
research on academic freedom, and institutional autonomy more broadly. In 
particular, this book develops the understanding of a decline in institutional 
autonomy in relation to the freedom of science. The book has three components: 
A conceptual chapter (Part I); country case studies (Part II); and comparative 
and analytical chapters (Part III).

Part II contains case studies on the recent situation of academic freedom in 
five diverse countries that have all seen a major decline in institutional auton-
omy over the past decade: Bangladesh, India, Mozambique, Poland, and Turkey. 
These studies, written and peer-reviewed by country experts, use a common 
analytical framework that ensures they cover all relevant aspects comprehen-
sively, and are highly comparable among themselves as well as with previously 
published academic freedom case studies on other countries (Kinzelbach, 2020). 
In addition to feeding into the comparative analysis, the case study chapters can 
serve as stand-alone reference points on the situation of academic freedom in 
each country. The methodology and case selection will be introduced in more 
detail at the beginning of Part II.

In a comparative analysis uniting evidence from these and earlier published 
case studies, combined with quantitative information from the Academic 
Freedom Index (AFI) dataset, Part III explores the observed changes and their 
contextual factors to develop hypotheses on causes, modes, and effects of the 
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decline in university autonomy. With a particular focus on institutional resil-
ience, it suggests how autonomy can be strengthened and protected for academic 
institutions around the world.

An important limitation to the scope of this book’s comparative analysis is 
that it intentionally focuses on cases of major decline in university autonomy. 
It is acknowledged that this does not cover the full spectrum of scenarios and 
potential developments with regard to university autonomy. In particular, such 
cases typically involve direct state interference and are less suitable for analys-
ing the often subtler impact of marketization and business interests. However, 
the rigorous approach to the case selection and scope of analysis provides more 
depth on issues related to severe declines in autonomy. The concluding chapter 
reflects on the findings’ implications for other scenarios and encourages addi-
tional research into those areas.

1.2  The Global State of University 
Autonomy: An Empirical Overview

Prior to examining the international standards on university autonomy, it is 
helpful to consider what the available data tells us about the global situation 
of university autonomy. The AFI time-series dataset is one of the key resources 
used in this book. The dataset not only provides an overview of the global situ-
ation of university autonomy, it also serves to facilitate the country selection for 
the case studies in Part II; as well as to establish hypotheses related to the decline 
of university autonomy in the analytical chapters in Part III.

The AFI dataset was co-developed by Janika Spannagel and Ilyas Saliba 
together with Katrin Kinzelbach at FAU Erlangen-Nürnberg and the team at 
the V-Dem Institute at the University of Gothenburg. It was first published 
in 2020 as part of the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) data release (v10), and 
has been updated twice since from the time of writing. V-Dem’s data is one of 
the largest-ever social science data collection efforts on democracy and auto-
cratization, which is freely available for analysis and download at v-dem.net. 
Its unique and award-winning methodology is based on expert-coded indica-
tors and an aggregation procedure using a Bayesian measurement model, which 
takes into account coders’ potential biases, and diverging coding behaviours and 
levels of confidence (Pemstein et al., 2022). For each expert-coded indicator, 
V-Dem gathers data from multiple, independent coders. More than 2,050 coun-
try experts – typically academics, both in and outside the respective country –  
have so far contributed assessments to the academic freedom indicators alone 
(Kinzelbach et al., 2022). With the release in March 2022 (v12), the time-series 
dataset of the AFI now covers 177 countries and territories, and the period from 
1900 to 2021.

The AFI is composed of five indicators on academic freedom, each of which 
is coded by country experts on a predefined scale from 0 to 4 and on a country- 
year basis. All indicators can be accessed separately in the dataset: Freedom to 
research and teach (indicator name v2cafres); freedom of academic exchange and 
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dissemination (v2cafexch); institutional autonomy (v2cainsaut); campus integ-
rity (v2casurv); and freedom of academic and cultural expression (v2clacfree). All 
AFI indicators are agnostic as to whether interference comes from state actors, 
businesses, religious leaders, private citizens, or other non-academic actors, as 
all undue interference by such actors is defined as infringement on academic 
freedom. Practices set by the academic community itself as part of the standard 
operation of academia, such as research priorities or ethical and quality stand-
ards in research, teaching, and publication, are not regarded as infringements on 
academic freedom (Coppedge et al., 2022, p. 233).

Quantitative assessments of abstract concepts such as academic freedom have 
limitations and are not without flaws. For this reason, qualitative country case 
studies are indispensable for more in-depth analyses of these topics, which is 
also why the evaluation of the hypotheses in the analytical chapters in Part III 
relies heavily on the qualitative data drawn from various case studies. However, 
V-Dem’s rigorous measurement approach provides a relatively reliable basis for 
systematic comparisons between countries and over time, which makes it a val-
uable resource for big-picture analyses. Figures 1.1–1.3 provide an overview of 
how countries around the world perform in terms of university autonomy today, 
what developments can be observed over time, as well as what connections can 
be drawn with the size of the higher education sector and the quality of democ-
racy in a given country.

The world map in Figure 1.1 shows levels of institutional autonomy in coun-
tries across the world for 2021. The grey-scale colouring of the map shows 
roughly where countries score on the institutional autonomy (v2cainsaut) indic-
ator, which is scaled from 0 (no autonomy) to 4 (complete autonomy).3 Of all 
177 countries and territories in the dataset,4 24 provided none (0) to mini-
mal (1) autonomy for their higher education institutions in 2021 (e.g., China); 

Figure 1.1  Institutional autonomy of higher education institutions worldwide in 2021. 
Countries/territories in white are currently not available in the dataset. 

Data source: V-Dem (2022): v12.
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35 provided minimal (1) to moderate (2) autonomy (e.g., Russia); 81 provided 
moderate (2) to substantial (3) autonomy (e.g., United States); and 37 provided 
substantial (3) to complete (4) autonomy (e.g., Germany). Only about 8% of the 
world’s population live in countries in the highest category – compared to 34% 
in the second highest, 30% in the third, and 28% in the lowest category.

Figure 1.2 shows the global averages of all five indicators of the Academic 
Freedom Index over time from 1900 to 2021. The comparison suggests that 
institutional autonomy exhibits less fluctuation than other indicators – an obser-
vation that is consistent with the expectation that institutional processes are 
slower to change than those affecting other aspects of academic freedom, which 
might be more sensitive to sudden developments, particularly the freedom of 
academic expression on political issues, as the graph also indicates. Moreover, 
the chart shows that institutional autonomy has settled at a substantially lower 
level on average than the other indicators in recent decades. This indicates that 
university autonomy did not increase to the same extent as other aspects of aca-
demic freedom with the third wave of democratization in the 1990s.5 However, 
from this analysis, it remains unclear what interactions there may be between 
the various indicators. The comparative analysis in Part III will further explore 
how and to what extent a decline in institutional autonomy is associated with 
preceding or ensuing changes in other dimensions of academic freedom, in 
order to advance our understanding of institutional autonomy as a component 
of academic freedom.

Lastly, it is interesting to consider the extent to which levels of institutional 
autonomy might be related to other characteristics of a country’s higher educa-
tion system, especially considering their starkly varying size and significance in 
countries across the world. The size of the higher education sector in a given 
country can be approximated using the World Bank’s data on tertiary school 

Figure 1.2 Global trends in five academic freedom components since 1900. 

Data source: V-Dem (2022): v12.
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enrolment, which indicates how many people of an age group that officially 
corresponds to higher education is enrolled in a given year.6 Figure 1.3 shows 
that while there is great variation between countries, there appears to be only 
a weak tendency of countries with high enrolment ratios to be home to uni-
versities with higher levels of autonomy. Otherwise there does not seem to be 
a clear connection between the size of the higher education sector and levels 
of institutional autonomy.

A closer connection can be established with a country’s level of democracy. The 
second chart in Figure 1.3 suggests a moderately high correlation between coun-
tries’ levels of institutional autonomy and their placement on V-Dem’s Liberal 
Democracy Index. Specifically, in 2021, low levels of democracy tended to be 
associated with lower levels of university autonomy, whereas the countries that 
scored above average on the Liberal Democracy Index all scored medium to very 
high on institutional autonomy. The apparent nexus between democracy levels 
and university autonomy, and in particular the relation between autocratization 
and autonomy decline, will be explored in more detail in the analytical discussion 
in Part III. Before moving on to that consideration, the next chapter first exam-
ines the parameters of university autonomy from a conceptual perspective.

Notes
1 In this book the terms ‘higher education institutions’ and ‘universities’ are used 

interchangeably.
2 Ren and Li (2013): ‘HEP [Higher Education Policy]’ alone most of the articles on 

academic freedom are in its two special issues, while 27 articles can be located in 
the HEP archives with the word ‘autonomy’ in the title. p. 520.

3 The indicator’s five levels correspond to the following descriptions: 0 = no auton-
omy at all; – universities do not exercise any degree of institutional autonomy;  

Figure 1.3  Institutional autonomy compared to tertiary school enrolment (n = 139) and 
to the Liberal Democracy Index (n = 177). Gross enrolment data uses availa-
ble data from 2016 to 2020 for each country (truncated at 100%). 

Data source: V-Dem (2022): v12; World Bank (2021).
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1 = minimal autonomy – universities exercise only very limited institutional auton-
omy, non-academic actors interfere extensively with decision-making; 2 = moderate 
autonomy – universities exercise some institutional autonomy, non-academic actors 
interfere moderately with decision-making; 3 = substantial autonomy – universities  
exercise institutional autonomy to a large extent, non-academic actors have 
only rare and minimal influence on decision-making; 4 = complete autonomy –  
universities exercise complete institutional autonomy from non-academic actors.

 4 Liberia and Papua New Guinea are missing in the v12 iteration of the AFI due to 
low coder numbers; in addition, some small states and autonomous territories are 
not yet coded by V-Dem.

 5 On the third wave of democratization, see for example Diamond (1996).
 6 More precisely, the gross enrolment ratio divides the number of enrolments of 

any age by the number of people in the designated age group; due to overage and 
underage enrolment, the ratio can exceed 100%.
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