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Purpose of the presentation

• To analyse how the OECD has defined the future of higher education
• Focus on epistemological considerations

• The presentation draws from several studies:

Kallo, J. (2019, submitted). Epistemic culture of the OECD and its agenda for 
higher education in the early 2000s. 

Kallo, J. (2019, to be submitted). Governance of Higher Education through 
OECD Future Scenarios.

Kallo, J. (2017). Role of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) in the Field of Higher Education Research. In 
Teixeira, P. & Shin, J. C.(Eds.) Encyclopedia of International Higher 
Education Systems and Institutions. Dordrecht: Springer Science 
and Business Media. (First published online) 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9553-1_191-1 on the manuscript 
on this topic that will be submitted to British Journal of Sociology of 
Education in March 2016

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-


The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)

 Established in 1961 

 ” a think tank”, ”a policymaking forum”, ”global policy actor”

 Primary focus of the OECD is on economics but the organisation has a high
political leverage also in other fields of public policies; the organisation
produces economic forecasts, statistics, and reviews on almost every area of 
economic and social policies.

 Morgan & Shahjahan (2014): ”The OECD is not a self-contained entity, but
rather a vast network of policy circles and actors, including OECD staff, member
countries, policy makers, consultants and researchers”.

 The OECD exerts substantial influence over domestic policy in many fields, 
including education (eg. Jessop 2002; Mahon and McBride 2008). 



OECD member countries (36)

Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Chile, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Korea, 
Luxembourg, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovak 
Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom, United 
States

OECD partner countries: Brazil, China, India, Indonesia and South Africa
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OECD’s agenda for higher education

1960…..Since its early years, the OECD has encouraged its member 
countries to invest in higher education (OECD 1962). 

After 1973….This approach significantly changed, however, after the 
economic crises of the 1970s, which led to a realignment of 
priorities in the OECD’s higher education agenda. 

From the 1990s onwards… the idea of new public management and 
a knowledge-intensive economy started to spread throughout the 
global consciousness via international organisations (IOs), including 
the OECD (Shahjahan 2013, 2016). 

Activities in 2000-2020; Reviews of tertiary education (2008), AHELO 
(2013-2015), IMHE (suspended in 2015), Education at a Glance 
indicators etc.



Research questions….

What kind of future scenarios for higher education has the OECD presented 
from the 1960s to the present? Are some scenarios are presented as ideal 
(utopian) or undesirable (dystopian) future alternatives? Are there scenarios 
which fall outside of these two categories? 

How does the OECD rationalise its alternative scenarios, and what kinds of 
chains of argumentation and value judgments can be discerned in them? 

In which kinds of historical context have the scenarios been created, 
reinforced or deconstructed? What are the preconditions and intentions of 
the scenarios, and what are the economic, political and ideological structures, 
practices and processes that determine the content of the scenarios? 



OECD documents and publications: overview and 
selection

• From the 1960s until the early 2000s, the OECD had published more than 2,000 
volumes in almost 100 different areas of education, including working papers, 
monographs and review reports (Kallo 2009). 

• A recent search into the OECDILibrary Database shows a total of 6,764 volumes
on education between 1997 and 2019, of which 781 were publications directly
or indirectly related to higher education. 

• Selected for this research: Three OECD documents – Targets for Education in 
Europe in 1970 (OECD 1962), Universities under Scrutiny (OECD 1987) and Four 
Future Scenarios for Higher Education (OECD 2006) – were selected for perusal 
on the basis that they focus exclusively on the future of education and thus 
epitomise the organisation’s approach towards the future of education.



Targets for 

Education in 

Europe in 1970 

(OECD 1962)

The main target of the report:  The main message of the 
report was to increase the enrolment rate in higher education 
and a doubling of higher education investments in Europe by 
the year 1970 (OECD 1962, 95). 

Context: 

• Economic; need for European OECD countries to educate a 
more qualified labour force for the needs of the economy. 

• Political; The ultimate aim was to enable European 
countries to catch up with the levels of education in the 
United States and outstrip the Soviet Union.



Targets for 

Education in 

Europe in 1970 

(OECD 1962)

• The report presents two alternatives to manage the 
future expansion of higher education: ‘low’ and
‘high’. 

• The low alternative means no significant expansion 
of higher education, assuming ‘no extraordinary 
effort, in fact not much more effort than in the 
past’. […]’ (OECD 1962, 82). 

• The high alternative, then, requires ‘reasonable 
maximum effort’ from the member countries. This 
alternative presumes an increase in the size of 
teaching personnel and a higher share of GDP for 
education (OECD 1962, 83). 

• The overall attitude of the OECD report is that the 
high alternative is feasible. Several tables indicate 
how student enrolment increases in tandem with 
investments. The OECD shows in the report, how 
the member countries can generate significant 
returns with a smallish increase in total expenditure 
on education (OECD 1962, 96-97). 



Targets for 

Education in 

Europe in 1970 

(OECD 1962)

Remarks:

• The way alternatives are presented 
shows an implicit preference between 
‘low’ and ‘high’. High sounds much 
better than low…(depending on the 
context)?

• The OECD’s activities illustrate well the 
stout confidence that the future could be 
controlled with modern planning and 
forecasting. This belief led to a sort of 
euphoria of steering (Seefried 2014; 
Söderlund and Kuusi 2003) at the 
OECD and outside throughout the 
1960s. 



Universities 

under Scrutiny 

(1987)

Context:

• The economic crisis in 1973 and the 

subsequent youth unemployment 

constituted a watershed in the 

organisation’s higher education policies in 

the 1970s. 

• The expanded higher education sector 

turned into a problem of oversupply of 

graduates (OECD 1979). 

• From the OECD’s perspective, the 

universities were beset with numerous 

problems (Henry et al. 2001; Papadopoulos 

1995, 102) and descending into crisis. 



Universities 

under Scrutiny 

(OECD, 1987)

• The report from 1987 notes that universities was replete with 
risks and problems and that the universities had several 
future tasks ahead of them (OECD 1987, 96). 

• It discussed a number of problems, such as universities’ slow 
response to new economic and social priorities, students’ 
dissatisfaction with the content curricula at all levels, 
insufficient emphasis on the education and training of 
entrepreneurs and risk-takers, and a bottom-up governance 
that inhibited strong central leadership and was inimical to 
the accountability required in open, democratic societies 
(OECD 1987, 93). 

• The OECD suggests structural reforms; external actors were 
to be invited onto universities’ management boards and a 
new kind of leadership was to be promoted that took 
appropriate initiatives and set priorities.



Universities 

under Scrutiny 

(OECD, 1987)

Remarks:

• Universities under Scrutiny (OECD 1987) has 
been used as a reference source by national 
authorities to reform higher education 
institutions in the 1990s (e.g. in the UK, see 
Cowen 1994).

• From a present-day perspective, the report 
(OECD 1987) seems to outline a kind of risk 
landscape (Kamppinen and Kuusi 2003). This 
risk landcape is framed by a number of hazards 
leading universities to undesirable but possible 
future developments.

• The report put forward ideas that are a kind of 
new normal within the higher education 
institutions nowadays.



Four Future Scenarios for Higher Education 2030 (2006)

• Context: making higher education more accountable and 

effective thus reflecting the rise of neoliberal policies and the 

enthusiasm for parsimony of funding in higher education 

(Henry et al. 2001). 

• OECD created four scenarios for higher education 

• Four Future Scenarios for Higher Education (2006

http://www.oecd.org/edu/skills-beyond-school/ceri-universityfuturesfourscenariosforhighereducation.htm


OECD four future scenarios for higher education



Comments on the four scenarios

•

• Through these different scenarios, the OECD aims to dispel the fallacy of 
black and white logic, but the reader cannot avoid arriving at the thought 
that there are only two – or maybe only one – relevant future path, which is 
the path towards an internationally connected university that should 
diversify its funding. 

• The second scenario is rendered invalid by its use of straw man argument in 
which the phenomenon (in this case, the relationship of the higher 
education institutions with local communities) is brought to a head in a way 
that is easy to refute. 

• The fourth scenario is presented as a model adopted by certain English 
speaking countries but it is unclear how this model would suit, for example, 
higher education institutions in non-English-speaking countries whose level 
of educational export is limited. 

•



Conclusions

• ‘Higher education as a problem’: The analysed OECD publications 
were of a different nature, but common for all of them was the way of 
perceiving higher education as a problem and to present future 
alternatives by using varying arguments.

• ‘Narrowing political landscape and horizons for expectation’: 
The OECD offers however only few alternatives which then fit into the 
context and problems presented in the report. This narrows the 
political landscape and horizons for expectations. In this vein, one 
may ask how and to what extent the OECD can, taking into account 
the massive information production of its entire organization, shape 
the political and economic thought, the ideas of what is or is not 
possible and the space in which worldviews are shaped.

• ‘Natural justifications manifesting hegemonic narrative’: The 
OECD  uses means to convince the stake holders such as 
controversies, evidence from research. The OECD's way of 
argumentation manifests an aspiration for ‘natural justifications’ which 
Humprheys & Brown 2002 perceive as a central characteristic of a 
sort of hegemonic narrative (Milojevic 2005). 
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