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During the past years government measures related to retrenchment have urged the 
Dutch universities to change their planning process in order to increase flexibility and to 
account for differences in quality. Two important procedures carried out in this context 
are now in a final stage: an external review of research programs and the restructuring of 
educational programs. The results of these operations are analyzed, with emphasis on 
their impact for program quality. The paper also discusses the consequences of these 
results for the planning process. 
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For even as in the business of life a man's disposition and the secret 
workings of his mind and affections are better discovered when he is 
in trouble than at other times; so likewise the secrets of nature reveal 
themselves more readily under the vexations of art than when they go 
their own way. 

Francis Bacon, Novum Organon (1620) 

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Since 1980, Dutch universities have been overwhelmed by a number of  
government measures related to retrenchment: 

1. The  universi t ies  were forced to res t ructure  their  cur r icu la  f rom the 
exist ing five to six years into a four-year  cur r icu lum;  an i m p o r t a n t  objec t ive  
o f  this  change  was to increase the  p r o g r a m  ou tpu t .  

2. S t a f f / s t u d e n t  ra t ios  in the budge t ing  mode l  o f  the Min i s t ry  o f  Educa -  
t ion were ser iously  reduced,  for  some discipl ines  as much  as 40%,  a measure  
tha t  mean t ,  o f  course,  a no rma t ive  reduc t ion  o f  the  teaching  load.  

3. In  a na t ionwide  process ,  specific fields o f  s tudy were concen t ra ted  in 
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one or two universities. This change concerned not only highly specialized 
curricula with very small enrollment, such as exotic languages, but also a 
number of larger ones; the University of  Utrecht, for instance, had to give 
up dentistry, a program with about 600 students.' 

4. The Ministry of  Education developed new budgeting procedures in 
order to allocate research funds to universities on the basis of the volume of  
submitted research programs of acclaimed and externally reviewed quality in 
five-year cycles. 

These measures have forced the Dutch universities to restructure their 
planning process in order to take qualitative aspects into account and to 
increase flexibility.2 A number of procedures developed in this context are 
now in their final stages, which allow a first evaluation. 

This paper is concerned in particular with the new budgeting procedures 
for research programs on the basis of external reviews and the restructuring 
of educational programs. 3 The purpose of the paper is to investigate the way 
in which these two processes have already resulted or will result in qualitative 
changes in research and educational programs and to what extent these 
changes can be taken into account for the allocation of funds. 

THE NEW BUDGETING PROCEDURES FOR 
RESEARCH PROGRAMS 

In the 1970s, the Dutch Ministry of  Education used to divide the budget 
for higher education among the universities on the basis of the number of 
students. The internal allocation models of  the universities, too, were enroll- 
ment-driven: funds for educational programs as well as for research pro- 
grams were allocated on the basis of the number of students. This structure 
of  the allocation models was linked to the view that teaching and research 
were symbiotic counterparts, woven together into one strong fabric. For a 
long time, it had been considered necessary for each faculty member to do 
research as well as teaching. 

In 1980, demands for accountability 4 led the Ministry of  Education to the 
development of new budgeting procedures. Among other things, these new 
procedures introduced the allocation of a large part of the research funds to 
the universities on the basis of the quality of research programs, indepen- 
dent of the number of  students. The ministry calculated the research capac- 
ity of each university by subtracting the teaching load and the faculty needed 
for approved public services from the total number of  faculty of the univer- 
sity. Financing of this research volume would be continued only when the 
university was capable of submitting an equal volume of externally reviewed 
research programs of  acclaimed quality. The budget for these programs 
would be guaranteed for five years, and the process would not lead to budget 



PLANNING IN A DUTCH UNIVERSITY 37 

cuts until at least the end of  1984. The ministry and the universities agreed 
on the appointment of  external review boards, most of  which were existing 
committees with approved expertise in a specific field of  research and, in 
some cases, the social aspects thereof. Conditions were set concerning the 
minimum size of  the programs (which was five full-time equivalents-  FTE), 
although protest against this condition finally led to a more flexible attitude. 

In order to meet these requirements, the University of Utrecht started a 
new budgeting procedure in 1981. This procedure contained three rounds. In 
the first round, the university board asked every department to account for 
high-quality research programs to a maximum of  one third of its calculated 
research capacity: these programs would be safeguarded against cutbacks 
within the university. The condition concerning the minimum size of  pro- 
grams forced the departments to look outside the usual borders to make 
links with other research programs. 

There were a number of  reasons for the university board to stipulate a 
maximum for this first round. Not only did it seem necessary in order to 
guarantee a careful start of  this fairly new procedure and to prevent rash 
decisions, it also stimulated discussions about priorities within the depart- 
ments. The first round ended in 1982. It was agreed that the results would 
not immediately lead to a reallocation of  funds. 

The next year, in the second round, the departments had to submit pro- 
grams of  high quality for at least half of  their calculated research capacity. 
Thus, the discussion about priorities changed into a call for justification of 
the research capacity. 

On the basis of  the results of  the first and second rounds, of  the research 
capacity calculated, and of  the actual research capacity according to the 
annual reports of the departments, a target was fixed for each department 
for the third and final round. In 1983, the indicated budgets for the next 
years were based on these targets. The third round would lead to changes in 
these budgets only if a department were to fail its target. The third round 
was completed in 1984. 

The quantitative results of the three rounds are summarized in Tables 1 
and 2. 

Table 1 shows, for each department and for each of  the three subsequent 
rounds, the volume of research programs submitted for review and the 
volume of  programs receiving favorable reviews, both expressed in full-time 
equivalents and the number of  programs. Not included are computer 
sciences (started in 1983) and some small institutes. 

Table 2 shows a comparison between the calculated research capacity for 
1982, the actual research capacity according to the annual reports of  1981, 
and the results of  the external reviews of  submitted research programs. 

There are a number of  reasons that this restructuring process could be 
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TABLE 1. Submitted and Accepted Programs in Full-Time Equivalents (FTE) and 
Number of Programs 

After 
first round After second round After third round 

Submitted Submitted Accepted Submitted Accepted 

Department FTE Progr. FTE Progr. FTE Progr. FTE Progr. FTE Progr. 

Theology 3 4 6 5 6 5 16 7 15 6 
Law 10 15 36 12 20 7 48 13 47 13 
Arts 19 17 47 14 46 13 89 18 86 18 
Philosophy 3 4 9 7 7 5 9 5 9 5 

Mathematics 35 7 35 7 35 7 35 7 
Physics/astronomy 19 11 52 11 52 11 72 12 72 12 
Chemistry 26 11 57 9 26 6 79 13 69 12 
Earth sciences 20 14 36 4 36 4 41 4 41 4 
Biology 16 10 77 12 60 8 82 15 82 15 
Pharmacy 5 4 19 2 16 1 22 3 22 2 

Geography 4 4 22 5 17 4 27 6 26 6 
Social sciences 26 19 68 20 53 17 110 30 100 30 

Medicine 62 28 90 19 76 14 117 35 102 27 
Dentistry 3 1 18 3 6 1 22 6 12 3 
Veterinary sci. 14 11 68 13 55 11 82 16 79 16 

TOTAL 230 153 640 143 511 114 851 190 797 176 

carried out in a relatively uncontroversial way. The introduction of  a system 
that would finance research activities independently of  the number of  stu- 
dents took place at a proper time; such a system was considered a protection 
against budget cuts. We have already mentioned that the Dutch government,  
as well as the universities, allocated budgets on the basis o f  the number o f  
students. For several years, the discussion about the restructuring o f  educa- 
tional programs went on and on without results. This meant that the educa- 
tional programs remained unchanged and the research programs had to 
suffer because of  the budgets cuts that were necessary within the depart- 
ments. In consequence, outstanding research groups ensured that their pro- 
grams would be submitted in the first round. 

Of  course, some departments had problems with individual researchers. 
However, because of  the support o f  the outstanding groups, the opponents  
became a minority, especially during the second round. They tried to look  
for contacts with successful research groups or devoted their time more and 
more to educational programs, where a restructuring process was going on, 
too. 

Furthermore, the reviewing boards, consisting o f  peers, were in most cases 
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TABLE 2. Research Capacity and Accepted Programs 

39 

Act. 
Calc, res. After 
res. cap. 2nd 

cap. a t982 1981 c Target round 

Department FTE %b FTE FTE FTE 

After 3rd round 

% of 070 of 
calc. act. 
res. res. 

FTE cap. a cap. e 

Theology 15 44 12 14 6 15 100 125 
Law 40 28 53 40 20 47 118 89 
Arts 79 27 108 79 46 86 109 80 
Philosophy 7 33 10 7 7 9 129 90 

Mathematics 30 54 29 29 35 35 117 121 
Physics/astronomy 62 57 67 62 52 72 116 107 
Chemistry 95 73 73 73 26 69 73 95 
Earth sciences 54 63 41 41 36 41 76 100 
Biology 89 53 77 77 60 82 92 106 
Pharmacy 16 33 28 16 16 22 138 79 

Geography 27 36 23 23 17 26 96 ! 13 
Social sciences 124 39 109 109 53 100 81 92 

Medicine 110 23 161 110 76 102 93 63 
Dentistry 41 33 25 25 6 12 29 48 
Veterinary sci. 37 13 71 37 55 79 214 I 11 

TOTAL 826 38 887 742 511 851 103 96 

a Calc. res. cap. = calculated research capacity. 
b Percentage of the total number of faculty in FTE. 
CAct. res. cap. = actual research capacity. 

u n c o n t r o v e r s i a l ,  e s p e c i a l l y  b e c a u s e  t h e y  m a i n t a i n e d  o b j e c t i v e  c r i t e r i a  as  

m u c h  as  p o s s i b l e  a n d  c o m m u n i c a t e d  w i t h  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t s  b e f o r e  t h e i r  f i n a l  

j u d g m e n t  was  m a d e  pub l i c .  

CONSEQUENCES OF THE NEW BUDGETING PROCEDURES 
FOR RESEARCH PROGRAMS 

T h e  p r o c e d u r e s  d e s c r i b e d  a b o v e  a n d  t h e  r e su l t s  as s h o w n  in  t h e  t a b l e s  

e n a b l e  us  to  d r a w  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c o n c l u s i o n s .  

Submitted Programs Versus Calculated Research Capacity 

T h e  d a t a  in  T a b l e  2 s h o w  t h a t  m o s t  o f  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t s  were  a b l e  to  

s u b m i t  m o r e  r e s e a r c h  p r o g r a m s  t h a n  t h e  r e s e a r c h  c a p a c i t y  c a l c u l a t e d .  F o r  

t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  as  a who le ,  t h i s  r e s u l t e d  in  a l a r g e r  n u m b e r  o f  p r o g r a m s  t h a n  

was  n e e d e d  fo r  b u d g e t  de fense .  A n  e x p l a n a t i o n  c a n  b e  f o u n d  in  t h e  f ac t  t h a t  
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the calculation of  the teaching load also accounts for time spent with re- 
search activities closely connected to contributions to the educational pro- 
grams. Clearly, parts of  these research activities are contained within high- 
quality research programs. 

Differences among departments with regard to the results are not related 
to disciplines. Table 2 also shows that there is no relation between research 
capacity (calculated or actual) and the success in submitting high-quality 
research programs. The degree of  success, however, bears a relation to the 
degree of  divergence between the research capacity calculated and the actual 
capacity. Thus, the differences among departments are due to historical 
factors, such as the value attached to research activities, recent fluctuations 
in student enrollment, and the affinity of  faculty with educational tasks. 

Organizational Consequences 

The process has stimulated a grouping of individual research activities 
into broader programs. The average size of  a program can be seen in Table 1: 

Submitted in the first round: 230/153 = 1.50 FTE 
Accepted after the second round: 511/114= 4.48 FTE 
Accepted after the third round: 797/176 = 4.53 FTE 

This shows that although more FTEs of research programs were submitted, 
the average size of the programs became larger. Of course, this expansion of 
successful programs is caused only partly by new research activities started 
in close connection with these programs. There has also been a grouping of  
individual activities under a common denominator. From the viewpoint of 
quality enhancement, this process has to be welcomed, because the planning 
and evaluation (necessary because of the limitation of the budget guarantee) 
can now take place in a broader context. As a consequence, we have ob- 
served that departments tend to change their organizational structure in 
order to strengthen the management of  research programs. This process will 
probably lead to the start of  a number of  research institutes, within as well 
as across departments. 

Consequences for the Planning Process 

The usefulness of  the results of the process described as an input for the 
allocation model is limited. 

We have seen that the sum of  submitted programs for the university was 
more than was needed for budget defense. In other words, the total sum of 
the programs exceeded the calculated research capacity, and consequently, 
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additional funds are required to finance these programs when they cannot be 
financed at the cost of  other activities. But the same situation occurs at most 
of  the other universities, and the additional funds needed are not at the 
ministry's disposal. Therefore, it appears to be necessary for the universities 
and the departments to state priorities in order to translate the results into 
input data for the present allocation model. Up to this moment ,  the submis- 
sion of  extra programs has not led to financial consequences. 

An important  disadvantage of  the process is its t ime-consuming character. 
To make the external review possible for each program in each round, a 
certain amount  of  information has to be submitted on forms. But not only 
did these forms have to be filled out (and checked by the administration of 
departments,  university, and ministry), they also had to be judged by the 
departmental  councils and reviewed by the committees. 

The total sum of  all programs of  all the universities in these three rounds 
amounted more than 4,000 FTEs. The general feeling is that although the 
introduction of  this procedure has certainly had positive effects, it can not 
serve as a blueprint for a continuous process. But more important ,  we are 
becoming aware that we will need a thorough evaluation in order to check 
whether the programs submitted have actually been carried out satisfac- 
torily. 

THE RESTRUCTURING OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS 

After 12 years of  discussion and university opposition, a law establishing 
new curriculum types was passed in Parliament in 1980. This law forced the 
universities to restructure their curricula from the existing five or six years 
into a four-year curriculum. The purposes of  this restructuring process can 
be summarized as follows: 

1. To satisfy the changing needs of  individuals as well as of  society for 
university education 

2. To maintain or enhance the quality and efficiency of  educational pro- 
grams, including an increase of  output 

3. To increase the flexibility of  educational programs 
4. To bridge the gap between universities and other institutes of  higher 

education 

Important  features of  the new structure of  educational programs are: 

1. A four-year curriculum leading to an academic degree 
2. Selective admission to graduate programs'  
3. A limitation of the period during which students can be registered at 

universities 



42 SAVENIJE AND OTTEN 

The four-year curriculum is divided into two parts. The intention of  the 
first year (propaedeutics) is to make the students familiar with the field of 
study in order to enable them to judge whether this field of  study corres- 
ponds with their expectations and also to bring about a selection among the 
students. Every student who completes the first year successfully is sup- 
posed to be able to finish the entire curriculum successfully. 

The program for the next three years (doctoral phase) has to be con- 
structed with flexibility and variety and with an eye toward the features 
desired from graduates, the individual capacities and interests of  students, 
the changing needs of  society, and professional opportunities. For this pur- 
pose, a so-called dossier diploma was introduced. Such a diploma or certifi- 
cate is the conclusion of  an educational program in which students select 
their own courses, according to their personal needs, without being con- 
fined to one department. Such a program, however, has to be approved by a 
department in order to guarantee the quality of  the program. 

It is expected that the restructured curricula will lead to increased output. 
First, the length of  the programs is reduced from five or six years to four 
years; thus, there is a smaller chance for students to lose their motivation in 
the course of their study. Second, the programs are better attuned to the 
interests of students; the more freedom students get to select their own 
courses, the more students will graduate. Third, a change of  program does 
not necessarily prevent a student from taking along the credits for the 
courses he or she has already finished. 

In September 1982, the first courses of  the restructured programs were 
started. 

CONSEQUENCES OF THE RESTRUCTURING 
OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS 

This section describes the most important consequences of the restruc- 
turing of  educational programs at our university. 

Organizational Consequences 

The possibility for students to construct programs on an individual basis 
has stimulated departments to change the way in which they organize their 
programs. Programs used to be organized rather rigidly in one direction 
from the beginning to the end, with very limited possibilities to take courses 
outside the department. In order to account for the increased flexibility, 
programs now tend to evolve toward a more general setup, with postpone- 
ment of  the moment of  specialization. In their first year, students receive a 
general introduction to a rather wide field of  study (for instance, social 
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sciences). As they advance, the opportuni ty for specialization grows (for 
instance, art history of  the Middle Ages or social psychology). 

In order to enable students to choose their courses from any department,  
a certain organizational conformity between the courses is necessary. There- 
fore, a modular  structure of  all the programs is aimed at, notwithstanding 
the bridges to be gapped between the different departments.  

More Attention to Output Measurement and Qualitative Aspects 

One of  the purposes of  the restructuring process is, as we have seen, the 
increase of  output  of  educational programs. In the Netherlands, output is 
generally measured with the aid of  graduation rates. 6 Together with enroll- 
ment predictions, these graduation rates form the basis for the calculation 
of  the teaching load. The Ministry of  Education has employed this method 
for several years but has used graduation rates that were not only outdated 
but also averaged for all universities. To stimulate the increase of  output,  
these data have been replaced by graduation rates that are based on recent 
data and that are differentiated for each university. 7 

As a consequence, the interest in output  data has grown within the univer- 
sities. For the present, this interest concentrates on the results of  the pro- 
paedeutical exams and their possible impact on graduation rates. The first 
results of  the propaedeutical exams actually justified the expectation that 
the average graduation rate of  the programs before the restructuring process 
(55%-60%)  would increase to more than 65% with the new programs. 

But this interest in output  almost automatically stimulates a discussion 
about other qualitative aspects, for every system that stimulates the produc- 
tion of output carries in itself a certain danger for the quality of  the output.  
This is one of the reasons that students and faculty on the University Coun- 
cil as well as on several departmental  councils show a growing interest in 
qualitative issues concerning educational programs. Therefore, procedures 
are being developed for a systematic evaluation of educational programs. 

Consequences for the Allocation Model 

As we have seen, the teaching load in most Dutch universities is calculated 
with the aid of  graduation rates. There are a number of  reasons that an 
allocation model based on graduation rates cannot meet the requirements of  
the new structure." 

First, to make graduation rates useful in a planning process, it is necessary 
to make a prediction. But the calculation of  a graduation rate can be made 
only after a number of  years, and the value of  the prediction can be seri- 
ously questioned when the circumstances change as fast as they have done in 
the past years. 
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Second, modular  structures bring forward the need for an allocation 
model, in which output  is traditionally measured not in terms of the number 
of  graduates but on a more refined level. Because not every student will take 
all his or her courses within one department,  the allocation model has to 
account for the teaching load connected with students from other depart- 
ments. An allocation model can give a stimulus for the production of more 
output when it is based on output  measurement,  but a calculation of the 
teaching load based on the number  of  graduates will not be an incentive for 
departments to make their courses attractive for students other than their 
o w n .  

An example of  a more flexible system is a budgeting model under consid- 
eration in the University of  Utrecht based on the number of  credit points 
earned by students in the previous year in courses within each department.  
However, a certain reluctance to abandon the graduation rate as a basis for 
the allocation model can be observed. Probably, one of  the reasons for this 
preference for the graduation rate is that one is inclined to think that a 
graduation rate gives an overall judgment  of  quality. In the first place, 
however, it is questionable whether quality can be attributed to programs as 
a whole (let alone institutions as a whole.) 9 But the danger of  loss of  quality 
is less, too, when one measures the output of  smaller sets of  courses or even 
of individual courses. The smaller the set of  courses of  which the output is 
considered, the sooner the data will be available, the easier it is to find other 
courses to compare with, and the easier it is to notice the occurrence of 
undesired side effects. In other words, a model based on the output of  single 
courses has certain dangers, but it also produces the data one needs to show 
whether undesired effects have actually occurred. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

As a consequence of  retrenchment, the University of  Utrecht has had to 
change its planning process in order to take qualitative aspects into account. 
This paper  has described the first results of  two procedures resulting from 
these changes. 

The following conclusions can be drawn from an evaluation of the exter- 
nal reviewing of  research programs: 

1. A grouping of individual research activities has taken place, which can be 
expected to lead to a way of organizing and managing research activities 
that is more appropriate to the activities involved. 

2. The extent of  high-quality research programs of most of  the departments 
was larger than was needed for budget defense; differences among de- 
partments with regard to the results were related not to disciplines, but to 
historical factors. 
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3. The  quant i ta t ive  results o f  the reviewing process cannot  be t ranslated 

directly into input  data  for the present a l locat ion model .  

4. The  t ime-consuming  character  o f  the procedure  involved makes it impos-  

sible to use it year af ter  year. 

The  restructur ing process o f  educa t iona l  programs has had the fol lowing 

consequences:  

1. Programs tend to evolve into a more  general  setup, with pos tponemen t  o f  

the m o m e n t  o f  special izat ion.  

2. It has become  necessary to organize  the programs in a m odu la r  structure. 

3. The  special a t tent ion  given to the expected increase o f  ou tput  st imulates 

discussions about  qual i ta t ive aspects and the in t roduct ion  o f  evaluat ion 

procedures .  

4. It is necessary to change the a l loca t ion  mode l  in order to take the conse- 

quences o f  the process into account .  

In general  it can be conc luded  f rom the two procedures  described that  

condi t ions  have been created for qual i ty  enhancement  o f  research and edu- 

cat ional  programs by in t roducing the possibil i ty o f  responding to the chang- 

ing needs o f  society. However, after the rather  t ime-consuming  start, good  

and effective procedures  for the evaluat ion  o f  the programs are to be devel- 

oped in order to observe the actual  results and to preserve the improvement  

that  has actual ly taken place. 

NOTES 

1. For a description of this process, see Rosenberg (1983). 
2. A description of the problems caused by the government measures and the development of 

new planning procedures by the University of Utrecht can be found in Dijkman and Savenije 
(1983). The consequences for a department within this university are described in VerweeI 
(1984). 

3. The term educationalprogram in this paper is used in the sense of a series of courses leading 
to a degree or to certification. 

4. A survey of the different factors forcing higher education to be accountable for faculty 
members' performance and to regulate more exactly the assignment of work load is given in 
Olswang and Lee (1984). 

5. In the years that have passed since 1980, the discussion about the purpose and the structure 
of graduate programs has passed several stages; it now appears to be in its final stage. 

6. A graduation rate is the percentage of a cohort of entering freshmen that receive a degree at 
some time. 

7. The start of this measure was somewhat delayed because of the difficulties in formulating 
proper definitions for the concepts involved. 

8. A study of the relationship between the stimulation and improvement of output and quality 
enhancement for Dutch universities can be found in Savenije (1984). 

9. See also Fincher (1984, p. 9). 
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