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SUMMARY

The ‘university’ has been around for centuries, and yet the majority of British Universities
have yet to reach their 50th birthdays. The higher education sector has been through
extensive change over a relatively short period of time, and will continue to do so as the
future requires it. This thesis briefly maps the residual and dominant models of the
university before examining the emergent model and drawing out a future model. While
much of the history is based in Britain, the emergent and future models draw on examples

from all around the world.

Essentially the future model of the university will have three core elements. It will be
corporate, global, and virtual. Each of these is examined in detail in the thesis, and thought is
also given to the potential impact of these developments on academics within universities and

potential future students.

The models presented here may cause concern and some resistance in the higher education
community. It is hoped that they will stimulate debate and action regarding the future, rather
than encouraging people to stand their ground and defend the dominant or residual models.

The emergent model is already upon us. The future model is there for us to shape.
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Chapter 1 - INTRODUCTION

We are at a point where the old has now to be laid, certainly with dignity, to rest.
The new awaits; but so does its formation, its definition and its character. Much lies
ahead. (Barnett, 2000a:12)

As we leave the 20th century behind and move into the 21st century we are experiencing
shifts in global paradigms. We are moving into a digital era (Tapscott, 1996); where we no
longer think regionally but globally as the importance of place is downgraded (Toffler,
1970); where the middle class gives way to the knowledge class, and the post-industrial

society is based around cyberorganisations (Shahidullah, 1996).

Taking the British university system as its anchor and roots, this thesis argues that the
university of the future will be corporate, global and virtual. It aims to establish a future
framework in which the university sector can evolve and examines the implications of this

for both academic staff and students.

1.1 A Cautionary Note

All historical research is predicated on the interpretations of others. Not being present to
witness the past for ourselves renders us dependent on the observations and analysis of
others. Historical accounts will vary according to whose account is presented. Some
accounts will prove more reliable than others, and this can be tested through triangulation
involving the repetition element that arises when there are a number of accounts of the same

occurrence from differing sources and methods of data collection.

Much has been written on the historical development of the ‘University’. The idea of the

university has been developed and analysed from a variety of perspectives. While there are



some facts which cannot be disputed, such as the incorporation dates of the medieval
universities, the factors leading to and fuelling their existence may be open to interpretation.
When the first universities appeared (Oxford, and then Cambridge, and three in Scotland),
education was a privilege of the few. Given the limitation of this privileged participation to
the upper classes, the development of the university may only have been recorded from this
perspective. While this perspective may indeed be reliable and valid, it is worth noting that
those philosophers who have addressed the idea of the university are themselves products of
that same university. Their ‘ideology’, therefore, is likely to have been affected by their
actual experiences in such institutions, what they would have liked their experiences to have

been, and where they felt their experience was lacking,.

The same can be said to be true for anyone who is studying the future of the university.

There would be little reason to pursue the issue except as a form of research or study which is
typically defined within the realms of the university sector itself. Hence, everyone who has
written about the idea of the university, and everyone who is writing about where that idea
may be shifting to in the future, has a vested interest in the subject, including this author.
Consequently one of the limitations of this field of study is that some of the facts surrounding

the issues may be clouded in opinions due to the emotive nature of the issues.

In his examination of the Culture of Education, Bruner (1996:13-42) suggests that there are
nine ‘tenets’ that guide a psycho-cultural approach. While this thesis may not be a psycho-
cultural approach, the nine tenets Bruner suggests highlight the limitations or assumptions
that shape this interpretation:

1. The perspectival tenet - nothing is culture free, the way in which meaning is made within

this thesis has been within a university culture itself.



2. The constraints tenet - the nature of human mental functioning and the symbolic systems
accessible to human minds in general constrains our interpretation, and there is no
alternative.

3. The constructivism tenet - the ‘reality’ we impute to the ‘worlds’ we inhabit is a
constructed one, and this thesis is based on the world constructed by a white, middle class,
well educated, liberal female.

4. The interactional tenet - interaction is required for the passing on of knowledge and skill,
as indeed it was required for the collection of data in this thesis.

5. The externalisation tenet - the demonstration of our effort producing a ‘record’ outside us,
which is the essence, nature and aim of this thesis.

6. The instrumentalism tenet - education suffers from institutionalisation, and the coercion,
competition and conformity stemming from this must have some impact on all of those
within the institution.

7. The tenet of identify and self-esteem - agency and responsibility for ourselves which will
be seen to be a greater imperative in the future.

8. The narrative tenet - our personal world is made up of our stories, and indeed that is what

this thesis may be.

With these guiding tenets now exposed, the starting point should be at the roots of the

university, and a brief historical overview.

1.2 A Very Potted History

In the United Kingdom, the first universities appeared at the turn of the thirteenth century
when there were two in England and three in Scotland. This situation remained for several

hundred years until the ‘ancient’ universities were established in the nineteenth century.



Extensions of these universities gradually spread to offer education on a part-time restricted
basis, mainly to women teachers, but led to the foundation of Ruskin College in Oxford - a

college of Higher Education for working men.

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, the ‘Redbrick’ or older civic universities were
founded, usually in industrial cities (eg Leeds, Nottingham, Manchester). These were
followed by the newer civic universities after the second world war when some institutions
offering courses validated by other universities gained independent status (eg Newcastle and
Leicester). At this time a range of new university institutions also emerged, such as Stirling
and Kent. The former Colleges of Advanced Technology (CATs) gained university status
around 1964 and hence university institutions such as Aston and Strathclyde were formed.

(Mackinnon et al, 1995).

In 1963, the Robbins Report led to the mass expansion of the sector and in 1965 the
polytechnic sector was established, and grew five fold until 1991. This binary system of

education endured until 1992.

In 1992 the ‘New’ universities were established by the polytechnics changing their names
and status. In 1997 the higher education sector was once again the subject of a Government
Inquiry, this time in the form of the Dearing Report (NCIHE, 1997). Currently the national
agenda is suggesting developments such as the proposed ‘e-university’ and the refocus of

universities in different sectors within the unitary framework (Blunkett, 2000).

Given the dominant terminology of university identification being ‘ancient, red brick or new’

it is questionable whether or not a unitary framework has ever been achieved in Britain. If
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the split is not maintained on the above grounds, it is ever present in the form of the ‘Russell

Group’ and its narrow membership restricted largely to the ancients and red bricks.

1.3 Competing Ideologies.

The foundation philosophies of the idea of a university have developed over time, as have the
roles, uses and political pressures on universities to meet ever increasing criteria. As such a
number of dichotomies have emerged as central debates as to the goals of the university.
Allen (1988) proposes six controversial issues, which are essentially dichotomy, or continua,
along which universities are trying to establish their position. Bruner (1996:66) suggests that
concepts such as these are antinomy:
As in most revolutionary times, our times are caught up in contradictions. Indeed, on
closer scrutiny, contradictions in such times often turn out to be antinomies - pairs of
large truths, which, though both may be true, nonetheless contradict each other.
In discussing antinomies, there are no logical solutions, only pragmatic ones. It may seem

that logically a university has to take a stance one way or another. In reality however they

take both stances and endeavour to make the contradictions work.

e Antinomy 1 - Liberal or Vocational?

Is the university to focus on the development of the ‘educated man’ (Newman, 1853) and
provide education for the sake of education in the liberal tradition, or should that education
have some practical use, application or vocation? This argument appears to have developed
from a far-liberal standpoint in the early philosophies of higher education to a more moderate

midpoint as the world recovered from two world wars and benefited from the development of

compulsory school education for all.
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Jaspers (1960) felt that the two could not be completely separated in that the development of
a professional cannot be isolated from the development of the individual as a person. Birch
(1988:38) further supports this view by claiming that a ‘broader academic ethic places weight
on both the capacity to create knowledge and to put it to work’. He proposes problem based

learning as a means of giving real world application to academic concepts.

* Antinomy 2 - Broad Based or Specialised?

Should the university focus on the arts or sciences, the pure or applied studies, or should they
offer a full variety of courses? Traditionally Oxford specialised in the arts and Cambridge in
the sciences. However now both offer courses across the curriculum and have even moved

into the salubrious world of the ‘Business School’!

* Antinomy 3 - Research: For or Against?

The production of knowledge was one of the key foundations of the ancient universities
which is still prevalent in the ‘old’ university sector and is a growing area for many ‘new’
universities. The essence of academic freedom is founded on the will of the academic to
carry out research of their choice. The idea of universities being places of research is a
residual of where universities have originated from. Whether it will remain dominant in the
future will depend somewhat on the funding prowess of the institutions. Thomson (2000a)
reports Blunkett’s vision which recognises that there will be some elite research universities
but fails to address the role of research in the non-elite. Will they be condemned to being
teaching institutions and if they are purely teaching institutions will they remain

‘universities’ as there will be no research to underpin their teaching?
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* Antinomy 4 - Research: Pure or Applied?

Gibbons et al (1994) differentiated between Mode 1 and Mode 2 production of knowledge.
Mode 1 was the traditional disciplinary research which was set in a cognitive context.
Essentially it was research for the sake of research and the pursuit of knowledge. Mode 2
production of knowledge, however, is transdisciplinary and is oriented to contextualised
results. It is research for a purpose and is controlled by success, efficiency and usefulness.

Essentially Mode 1 was pure research while Mode 2 is applied.

Research is not solely the domain of the university. Industry also invests heavily in research
and private funding of university research is emerging as a necessity for the continuation of
large scale research projects within the sector. Corporate universities will collaborate with
public universities for the production of Mode 2 knowledge as they have much to gain from

its development.

e Antinomy 5 - Lecturers: Expository or Didactic Style?

Is the role of the lecturer one of making facts and sources available, giving information and
being a source of reference, or is it one of teaching? Should the days of the lecturer talking at
students for a period of time, in a language that is often incomprehensible to them, in a
largely unapproachable manner, be a role of the past? Should the lecturer be a teacher,

engaging students in learning and supporting them through the process?
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* Antinomy 6 - Lecturers: Passive or Active Role?

While antinomy 5 focuses on style of delivery, antinomy 6 questions the extent of delivery.
Where does the responsibility for the student’s learning lie? Is it solely with the student or
does the lecturer have an active role in ensuring student attainment? To what extent should

the lecturer intervene, monitor and guide students to ensure they achieve the set criteria?

In addition to these six, others can be added for the future university:

* Antinomy 7 - Local or Global?

Universities have been historically bound by their locality. Students could only study at a
university to which they had physical proximity. The Open University challenged the
locational boundary with the introduction of distance learning. Now the digital revolution
has widened possibilities even further. There are no boundaries on the Internet once you
have the ability to access it (in terms of wealth, electricity, telephone lines etc). Essentially
every university in the world can compete with every other university in the world for
students. In reality, however, many universities in Britain still rely on their local population
for their mainstay of students (both regional and national). The extent to which this will be
financially viable and feasible in the future is unknown. The extent to which a university
localises or globalises now could determine its long-term future. Indeed, Blunkett (see
Thomson, 2000a) suggests three tiers of universities; research, regional and community
colleges. While none of these three may have been an ideal choice for some, pathways are

clearly being set in the government for the higher education process.
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* Antinomy 8 - Physical or Virtual ?

There are many myths in higher education. One such myth is that attendance at classes
improves performance. This may be true for the individual students who would choose to
undertake no other learning strategies, however it is not true for all. A meta-analysis by
Russell (1997) showed that the attainment levels of distance learning students did not differ
significantly from the attainment levels of students taught on-campus. This again poses
significant questions regarding the role of lecturers. Indeed, what is their role in the virtual
university? The development of on-line materials requires very different skills from being

able to stand up and deliver to a lecture theatre full of 200 plus students.

e Antinomy 9 - Democracy or Econonty?

The Dearing Report (NCIHE, 1997) outlined four main purposes for higher education. The
first related to inspiring individuals; the second to generating applicable knowledge to benefit
the economy; the third related to the needs of an adaptable knowledge based economy; and
the final one related to shaping democracy and inclusiveness. These four may be at odds
with each other. The first and last are about developing freedom of thought and action while
the middle two are about directing that thought and action for specific purposes, essentially

determined by the nation state. The conflicting nature of these identified purposes forms the

basis of this antinomy.
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e Antinomy 10 - Individualism or Collectivism?

Newman’s idea of the university (1853) was rooted in religion. Morality, ethics and values, a
sense of self-awareness and psychological well-being is also picked up by Allen (1988) as
one of his goals for higher education. Yet we are moving into a discourse of global
citizenship, mass expansion of higher education, knowledge based societies and on-line
learning. The mass production of education inevitably loses the personal touch and

individualism that the historical model of the university offered.

Herbst (1973:64) argues that ‘because it is a universal tendency for people to rationalise the
pressures upon them and to contrive an ideology designed to make these pressures bearable,
universities reflect the ethos of the societies in which they operate...”. In other words,
universities interpret their purpose in light of the dominant discourse, such that universities
‘become a factory for making a certain kind of equipment which society needs’ (ibid:69) with
regard to people. Essentially universities are being driven towards a model based on the
mass production line process for human widgets conforming to a national specification,

rather than the development of individuals in their own right.

The next section looks at the discourses regarding the idea of the university in light of

Williams (1958) cultural analysis.

1.4 Dominant, Residual and Emergent Models of the University.

Raymond Williams (1958) analysed culture in terms of its dominant, residual and emergent

patterns and this is a useful categorisation with which to model the university.
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Scott (1995) argues that the dominant model of the university is the mass higher education
model currently in place. He believes “the ancient pedigree of the universities is largely a
myth” claiming that the university “has survived because it has changed so much” (ibid:11).
He maps this growth against the needs and developments of wider society. Pre-industrial
Britain had little need for a university while postmodernity requires a critical mass with

education at a higher level.

There is little doubt that mass higher education is here to stay and further expansion is on the
national agenda (NCIHE, 1997). The ‘old’ ideas of the university, the residual model as
such, of the liberal education institution, the protected academic community (vis-a-vis a lack
of public accountability and hence little challenge outside the boundaries of the university
institution), and the donnish dominion (Halsey, 1992) is now in decline. Residual traditions
such as the cap and gown graduation ceremonies, the collegiate traditions of some
institutions, and the campus life of students continue for some but are also under threat.
Many students cannot afford the expense of attending their graduation ceremonies (Baty,
2000), the collegiate fee’s structure is the subject of debate and more students are choosing to
study from home than immersing themselves in the traditional university student life. The
residual idea of the personal tutor has all but disappeared as the increase in numbers makes it
impossible for academics to maintain that individual contact with tutees. Tutorials are no

longer one-to-one interactions but twenty-to-one or more in many institutions.

Hence the dominant model is the supposed unified system of higher education in Britain at
present. The ancient, old and new universities are all part of the same comprehensive system,
providing a variety of education along the pure-applied and hard-soft continuum. Itisa
model where modular delivery and assessment processes dominate and credits are ideally

transferable between institutions and courses. Funding and quality are the key Governmental
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issues, and employability is the key focus of the student’s engagement in the process (Blass,

1999).

It is a model of tension and uncertainty, or inertia and resistance to change. The ten
antinomy mentioned are unresolved in most institutions and hence they lack an identity and
focus. They are trying to be all things to all people and are spreading themselves too thin.
The future is requiring change and the institutions are adapting at the rate of dinosaurs.
Despite the fact that three quarters of UK universities are less than four decades old (Scott,
1995) they are clinging to the romantic ideals of the residual past, the myth perpetuated by
the few idealists writing to shape the future of the university from their privileged position at

the turn of the century.

The emergent model being proposed by the government is of research, regional and
community college universities (Thomson, 2000a). This vision is short-sighted. As well as
proposing this stratified system, the Government is calling for institutions to join forces with
industry for the e-university, and it is widely reported in the media that it will be the ‘elite’,
the Russell Group, that are at the core although it would appear they are starting to ‘log out’
of the idea (Goddard, 2000c). This conflicts with the stratified system. Those who are likely
to be the best deliverers of on-line materials, those providing multiple methods of student
support at a distance are those who are moving towards working that way with their existing
home students, and not the elite research based universities who have a greater hold on the
residual model because they can afford financially to do so. These universities have
significant funding to concentrate on research rather than teaching. A large part of the
teaching is carried out by research assistants. However these are the universities being asked

to tender for even greater funding to develop new e-materials, while those universities
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concentrating on developing teaching materials and new modes of delivery, because their

financial basis depends on it, are largely being excluded from this process.

The paradoxical stance the Government is taking regarding the emergent model will not save
the dinosaurs. The future requires a smarter picture than this. In the same vein that industry
had to become leaner and find new ways of working, so will universities. Banking was
revolutionised by technology. Education will be also. Nobody needs to go to a bank
anymore, they can use the phone, internet, cashpoint or supermarket instead. It is either the
telephone or cashpoint machine that are the focus of transactions. The ‘empty’ university

campus could be a possibility for the future. Education could be the next financial services.

So where does this leave the emergent model of the university? The thesis presented
throughout this work is that the emergent model of the university is corporate, global and
virtual. Each is looked at in turn and then the interconnection between the three is discussed.
Current initiatives in different institutions around the world highlight innovations that are
taking place in isolation to offer examples of how universities can operate differently and
survive. As Barnett (2000a:17) claims, ‘the postmodern university makes its own luck in this

world.’

No thesis is complete without a methodology chapter, and the following chapter discusses
broadly the question of how to research the future, as well as outlining the processes
undertaken in this study. Chapters three to five present the main arguments for the future of
the university being corporate, global and virtual in tumn, and then discussion shifts to the

implications of this model for both academics and students.
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Chapter 2 - METHODOLOGY

How does one research the future? The very notion of researching the future is a paradox.
The word research lies within the time boundaries of the past and the present so to research
the future appears a logical impossibility. Given this, when approaching the subject of the
“The Future University’, attempts to ground the methodology in any single paradigm or set of
constructs proved a fruitless task. Indeed, it became apparent that when undertaking research
into an area that is something new, in the future, which could constitute a new field of
research, fundamentally a new methodology needed to be created. It is this that is outlined

first in this chapter, before its relation to other methodological approaches are discussed.

2.1 Researching The Future University

When researching the future, no one method is appropriate in isolation. Quantitative
forecasting, extrapolation and time series may prove useful if there is raw numerical data to
work with. However given the nature of ‘the future’ itself, even raw quantitative analysis
needs contextualising and interpreting in light of the assumptive constructs. In this particular
study, five key elements were examined in order to gain a fuller picture of the ‘future

university’. These were not mutually exclusive and are mapped below:
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Figure 2.1: Elements of research focus in ‘the future university’.

In analysing where the university may be going in the future, an understanding of its history
was fundamental. This analysis took place by mapping and interpreting the university’s
development against the four elements of provision, discourse, time and markets and
students. Different mental models were then used to explore the constructs of the

underpinning analysis to draw out scenarios for the future.

The time element is perhaps the most straightforward in terms of what key events happened
with regard to the founding of ‘traditional’ universities, their expansion from the medieval to
the ancients, then the ‘red bricks’ before the polytechnic sector became the ‘new’ sector
following the 1992 White Paper. Time was more difficult to establish with regard to the
developments that are driving the sector into the future. For example, when was the first
course delivered by “virtual” delivery? When was the first corporate university founded?
When were international students first recognised as a separate market with a separate fee

paying structure? The answers to such questions are unclear as much depends on
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interpretation. Both Walt Disney and Motorola claim to have set up the first corporate
universities depending on how they choose to define corporate universities. Would the Open
University broadcasts of materials over the television network be heralded as the start of

virtual delivery?

The same lack of clarity can be found in locating the provision. While the traditional, stone
built institutions can be (literally) mapped, the virtual and corporate embryos are more
difficult to trace. This is partly due to a lack of transparency particularly on the part of the
corporate universities and a lack of visibility on the part of the virtual developments as they
are strategically revealed to niche markets in a highly focused and controlled manner. They
do not undertake mass marketing to raise general awareness of their existence because their

client base has been clearly defined.

An added difficulty with the ‘provision element’ was that it changed continually throughout
the progress of the study. New developments became apparent on a weekly basis such as the
‘e-university’ launched by David Blunkett in England, the ‘global university alliance’
launched in Hong Kong, and on-going developments such as the establishment of a Rolls
Royce Corporate University. This was accounted for largely in the fact that most of the new
developments were, to a large extent, copies of existing provisions but in different locations
and markets. The nature of the traditional university institution, its modus operandi and
bureaucracy, makes it difficult for it to change at any great speed, so minor advancements
tend to be seen rather than giant leaps forward. Indeed, this is something that will probably

have to change if traditional universities are going to survive in any form. This is discussed

further in the analysis and conclusions.
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The discourse element of the analysis took the format of Raymond William’s cultural
analysis, identifying the residual, the dominant and the emergent discourses existing within
the traditional university sector and the educational journals, press and publications which
maintain this status quo. In mapping these three discourses, a fourth discourse ‘the future

discourse’ became apparent and is drawn out through the analysis.

Much of the change in the ‘markets and students’ element of the study has been the result of
deliberate public policy. For example, it was the Robbins Report that resulted in the
development of the ‘red brick’ universities and then the establishment of the polytechnic
sector, which then changed status in 1992 as the result of further Government consultation
papers and policies. The introduction of student fees into the British university sector has
added a new area of debate to the agenda. Universities are arguing amongst themselves and
with the government, as to whether they should be allowed to set the level of this private
funding element or whether it should be a set rate for the whole sector as is its current status.
The expansion of higher education has seen a rise in student in-take to approximately 35% of
the school-leaver population. Other markets such as part-time returners and overseas students

are being explored for additional students.

The final element, which spans the other four, is that of mental models. This looks at and
challenges the mental models and constructs that have developed in light of the other four
analyses. A mental model is the way in which we interpret and make sense of the world.
Mental models give us insight into how people interpret evidence presented. Notably it has
been the most surprising area to research as many people have found it difficult to consider
one of these models. For example, a group of employee relations lecturers were given the
task of assuming that in 50 years’ time there would be no trade unions. The question posed

to them was ‘why would that be?” Some of them could not accept the assumption rejecting it



with comments like ‘that wouldn’t happen’. The only way to get them to even comprehend
that their mental model of trade unions could change was to tell them that in 50 years’ time
there was no work - then they could see that there might not be trade unions. Getting people
to step outside their mental models into new ones was virtually impossible for some people,

and yet others found it easy.

The five key elements outlined above underpinned the approach taken towards looking at the
future university. Each of these in turn was systematically analysed using five main

domains:

1. Information in the Public Domain - newspapers, journals, television and government
papers all proved useful, but by far the most fruitful source was the world wide web. This
was particularly the case for the provision and discourse elements as it is often possible to
see future developments on the web before it is presented in a format acceptable for
consideration as academic discourse or media friendly. When it comes to digital delivery
and the virtual university, the provision is ahead of the discourse. The lack of censorship,
peer review or any form of quality assurance with regard to the web based sources does
need to be noted, however they are still valid data sources of representations made by the
various sites themselves. Even if their reliability or validity would be questioned as a
matter of fact, they must be considered valid as representations of their owners or
domains.

2. Attitudes - academic peers, students, any locatable stakeholder and/or customer, and those
outside of the ‘university’ community all have views, opinions and attitudes with regard
to the future. This was particularly useful in this study in gauging the markets, students

and provision elements, as well as the expected or anticipated impacts on future students

and current academics.
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3. Historical logic - with regard to both provision and discourse. Without the historical map
of where the university has come from, it is difficult both to map the time element and
also to understand the rationale behind the competing mental models.

4. Curriculum and experience - looking beyond the delivered curriculum within any
university to the wider curriculum within the community. This included industry,
community and international experiences and what their curriculum provision and needs
are. A number of institutions are developing lifelong learning award frameworks to help
develop curriculum and accredit experience and learning which has not been traditionally
held within the boundaries of the university’s remit.

5. Models of the future - digital, apocalyptic and utopian models of the future have all been
considered in this study, although the apocalyptic models were not pursued in any great
depth as these implied there was no future beyond a certain point in time. While the
digital model is the one on which this study focuses most closely, elements from the
others have been considered and largely rejected on the basis that they do not fit with the
available evidence, trends and changes currently taking place. This provided the basis for

much of the mental modelling research.

The combining of methods in this thesis arose from the need to find a workable design. As
the combinations of questions raised here have not previously been asked, the design of a
strategy to answer such questions has not been considered. Robson (1993:38) maintains ‘the
general principle [is] that the research strategy or strategies, and the methods or techniques
employed, must be appropriate for the questions you want to answer.” In order to fulfil this
appropriateness a process of steps were taken which drew on the primary sources and

examined the primary elements as indicated below:
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Figure 2.2: Flowchart outlining the process undertaken and its relationship with the core

elements of the research.
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The use of more than one method in this research suggests that the data has been
‘triangulated’. Cohen and Manion (1994) suggest that triangulation is particularly useful
when trying to achieve a broader perspective, and both group, scientific data of an objective
nature can be used alongside individuals’ data which tends to be more subjective. This,
however, does raise the question of validity - was each method employed providing evidence
concerning the same construct? The construct in this instance is wide (the Future
University), and the nature of futures approaches are such that they require diversity and

alternatives. It could therefore be argued that any data collected within this study is valid.

The reliability of the data requires separate scrutiny. One of the core elements of this study is
time. While the research has been conducted, time has been moving on. Data collected on
one day could be superseded by data collected the next. This was exemplified by the
developing in the UK of a national e-university, where newspaper reports changed the
proposition on a daily basis and then the government’s own website suggested something
completely different from the press reports. The ongoing time element in any futures study
could raise concerns around the reliability of the data. The only way that this can be
satisfactorily resolved is to say that such a study is essentially a snapshot, a freeze frame, or a

moment in suspension where time has stood still and a picture taken. Then, as time moves

on, the picture starts to change.

2.2 Paradigmatic analysis.

It is questionable in itself whether ‘futures studies’ is an adjective or a noun. Inone sense
futures studies describes a field of work with a common interest, while in the other it is a

discipline in its own right. It may have started in one vein and developed into the other, such
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that the group of work described as futures studies over time has become established as a
discipline in itself. This grammatical difference is not resolvable at this juncture, as the

literature and methodology alternate between the two.

Bell (1997a:2) introduce futures studies as ‘a new field of inquiry that involves systematic
and explicitly thinking about alternative futures’ (sic). While Futures Studies has only been
recognised as a specific area of study quite recently, Bell (ibid) traces its roots back to the
16th century when Thomas Moore (1915) wrote ‘Utopia’ and founded a new genre of
literature. Moore’s Utopia was based in the same time frame but a ‘distant’ place; in 1795
the Marquis de Condorcet sketched the ‘Progress of the Human Mind’ looking at the same
place but a ‘distant’ time. Thus far utopian writing, which provided the foundations for
Futures Studies, was centred either in the same place but a future time, or the same time but a
future place. Marx and Engels arguably attempted to construct their utopia in a the current
time and current place. In 1970, Alvin Toffler published ‘Future Shock’, a book of
predictions that became an international best seller and since then there have been a
proliferation of ‘futures’ books, models, simulations and studies. In 1964 the World Futures

Society was established by Edward Cornish, and a new discipline was being developed.

The extent to which Future Studies is indeed a new discipline is questionable. In many
respects future studies falls within existing paradigmatic boundaries. Remenyi et al
(1998:54) suggest that ‘the techniques used for futures research are relatively positivistic in
nature but the results may be interpreted in a more phenomenological way.” Dane (1990:21)
discusses the scientific approach to research, defining science as ‘a systematic approach to the

discovery of knowledge based on a set of rules that defines what is acceptable knowledge’.



SCIENCE IS: SCIENCE IS NOT:
A way to obtain new information An activity per se
Described by a philosophy Defined by only one philosophy
Generalising from facts A way to prove theories true
Grounded in paradigms Blind acceptance of tradition
Based on consensus Relying on personal authority
A matter of faith Uncritical faith
Deterministic Predestination
The best approach we have Refusing to search for a better approach

Table 2.1: Box 2.1 cited in Dane (1990:32)

By applying the rationale outlined by Dane in Box 2.1 above, Futures Studies is indeed a
science. It is endeavouring to obtain new information within a range of philosophies. Such
studies have to generalise from facts as they are by definition inductive.

Inductive reasoning is a process of generalisation; it involves applying specific

information to a general situation or future events ....

.... Inductive inferences cannot be proved true, but we need to use them to construct

theories until we have evidence to the contrary (ibid:32).
The extent to which futures studies are based on consensus is perhaps the most contentious of
the elements as many techniques do indeed rely on personal authority. Studies involving
Delphi technique, for example, rely on the personal authority of the individuals chosen to
participate in the study, but the researcher could maintain distance in the analysis such that

their own personal authority does not bias the results. The elements of faith and determinism

can be addressed with regard to the underlying assumptions of futures studies.

Wendell Bell is perhaps the most prolific writer on the establishment of futures as a
legitimate field of academic study. He proposes as purpose; ‘to discover or invent, examine
and evaluate, and propose possible, probable and preferable futures’ (Bell, 1997a:73).
Essentially this ‘purpose’ embraces exploratory research (discover, examine and evaluate);
descriptive and explanatory research (examine and evaluate); and predictive research
(proposing possible, probable and preferable futures). It also has a normative element in

terms of ‘preferable’ futures. In combining a range of research possibilities, futures studies
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may well be ‘legitimate’, but their need to be ‘established’ as such implies that they are a new

field in their own right.

This need for legitimate recognition as a field in its own right raises questions as to the
motives of the futures researchers. Given the inclusion of futures methods within existing
paradigms, the research itself is arguably legitimate so why is their the need for recognition
as a separate field. Karen Legge (1995) raised similar questions when Human Resource
Management endeavoured to identify itself as a separate field from Personnel Management.
Essentially, it was argued, that HRM was ‘old wine in new bottles’ (Armstrong cited in
Legge, 1995). In the end, Legge argues that much of the impetus for the change was self-
interest. There has never been a university Chair in Personnel Management, but there are
many Chairs in HRM. By recreating itself, personnel management improved its status and
visibility as a serious academic subject. Could futures researchers be doing the same thing,

and is this necessarily a problem?

2.3 Assumptions underpinning Futures Studies

In his efforts to establish Futures Studies as a paradigm, Bell (1997a) proposes some
assumptions to the field of studies. These assumptions can be critiqued to show many

limitations which as a base of assumptions, undermines the status of Futures Studies as a

discipline:

1. Time is continuous, linear, undirectional and irreversible. This assumption is culturally
bound and also conflicts with the theories of quantum physics where more than one time

frame operates in the same place and space.
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2. Not everything that will exist has existed or does exist. This allows for discovery,
invention and innovation, and to some extent expresses an obvious state of affairs.

3. Futures thinking is essential for human action. This assumption needs further
clarification as many human actions occur without a thought to the future. Again there is
a cultural assumption here that the ‘here and now’ does not warrant human action, only
the future.

4. In making our way in the world, both individual and collectively, the most useful
knowledge is “knowledge of the future”. This is an impossibility. We have no
knowledge of the future, and if assumption one is correct, there is no way in which we can
have any knowledge of the future. Indeed this assumption is directly in conflict with
assumption five.

5. The future is nonevidential and cannot be observed, therefore there are no facts about the
future. Does this then mean that all futures studies are works of fiction?

6. The future is not totally predetermined. This assumption is useful in legitimising the
value of futures studies.

7. To a greater or lesser degree futures outcomes can be influenced by individual and
collective action. This may be true but it can never be proven. Once an outcome has
occurred we cannot ‘undo’ it and go back and see what would have happened without that
influence. The closest approximation would be an experimental design using test groups
and control groups, but this could not be carried out into the future without raising serious
ethical issues, and nor is it appropriate in this context.

8. The interdependence in the world invites a holistic perspective and transdisciplinary
approach, both in the organisation of knowledge for decision making and in social action.
Hence futures studies are an approach which can fit holistically within all disciplines and

existing paradigms, although again this assumption is culturally dependent.
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9. Some futures are better than others. This suggests futures studies is a normative field, yet
this element of judgement or utopia does not appear in all discourse, and where it does
appear, it is based on the values and interpretation of the present. Bell (1997b:65)
recognises that utopian writing is ‘a reaction to what is going on in the world’ and tries to
legitimise the normative element of futures models by proposing a method for examining
moral judgements and value statements. First, has there been commitment to deducibility,
that is, do the conclusions follow the assumptions? Secondly, can a causal relationship be
established between the model and the value? Finally, what is the epistemic implication?
That is, there is a need to test empirically the validity of value statements. This suggests
interpretative constructs and paradigmatic analysis within phenomenology. Not all futures
studies need to have this normative element. Exploratory studies simply look at plausible
futures, ignoring the ‘desirable’ element of normative study’s focus. Given this, the value

element of this final assumption will not hold true for all futures studies.

Sardar (1996) claims that the assumptions of futures studies need additions to contextualise

them in terms of their historical development. In essence he brings the postmodern vision

into the futures debate by claiming that futures studies have been limited by the following:

1. The only worldview, and the associated metaphysics and values, worthy of attention is the
western civilisation’s worldview. This has been clearly exemplified by Bell’s analysis
above.

2. There is only one science of nature that is objective, positivist and universal; western
science. Hence the culturally bound, narrow definition of science has been applied.

3. Reality, however it is defined, is constructed in the image of the white man. This would

equally be argued by feminist researchers.
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4. The vast majority of people in the world have no future. Given the current direction of
futures studies and their bounded criticality (El-Sawad, 1998), those areas of the world

which do not fall within the culturally bound western white male analysis are ignored.

While these may seem a little harsh and directly to the point, Sardar has indeed focused on a
trait present in the current futures discourse, which is returned to in detail when the “virtual
university’ is considered as one element of the future university. When writers consider the
digital future, no thought is given to those areas of the world where there is no clean water
never mind digitalisation. This again highlights the limitations of a normative futures model.
It is an inevitable limitation that the ‘preferable’ element is developed on the basis of the

authors’ experiences, and they are predominantly western, educated and middle class.

Futurists do not fall within any single one of the traditional research paradigms. They fall
within many of them which is essentially quite a postmodern thing to do. As already
mentioned using Dane’s definition of science, a futures study could be considered scientific
which brings it within the realms of positivism. This may not be positivism as the ‘logical
positivists’ would pronounce (Hammersley, 1995), but the twentieth century philosophical
positivism which has adapted and learnt from criticism. There are lessons to be learnt from
the modern positivists that could apply to Futures Studies within positivism:

1. They remain credible as they accept and deal with criticism.

2. They should not reject natural science as a primary method in social science.

3. They should not abandon the principle of value neutrality as it prevents political ambition.
4. The importance of clarity of expression.

Philosophy must not be seen as superordinate to empirical research. Research is a practical

activity and cannot be governed in any strict way by methodological theory (Hammersley,

1995:19).
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2.4 Neutrality and Interpretation.

In 1911, Dilthey’s thesis that ‘human discourse and action could not be analysed with the
methods of natural and physical science’ (Miles and Huberman, 1994:8) started the
interpretivist traditions, in particular phenomenology. Interpretivists accept that the
researchers cannot separate themselves from the research process and brings as much to the
encoding and analysis of data as the data itself. Hence the normative rationalisation in
futures studies would be expected and anticipated in the phenomenological paradigm and
would not be seen as an area of contention. The social construction in which futures writers
are framed is that of modern industrial society, based on western rationalisation, science and

economic growth (Walker, 1996).

Hammersley (1995:103) questions the extent to which research can be anything other than a

political activity and gives four areas for consideration:

1. It is implicated in power relations as universities are not autonomous from the state.
This statement relates to the use of Universities as vehicles for research, but becomes an
even greater consideration in the future as corporate links develop further.

2. It [Research] is autonomous from external power in terms of ideology. This may allow
research to criticise or condemn practices under examinati