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Setting the scene

• The worldwide competitiveness of the European Economic Area and the European Union diminishes (EPRS, 
2020).

• EU and the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) is in the digital transformation – affecting society and the 
economy with an ever deepening impact on everyday life, impacting education and training, underlined by the 
COVID-19 pandemic (EC, 2022)

• No single answer for setting academic curriculum addressing skills of the future

• The increased pace of evolution of technology and the access limits for students undermines the ability of 
individual higher educational institutions to update their curriculum according to the newest digital technologies. 

• High future uncertainty for needs in both the industry and the higher education system alike can hamper the 
progress towards meeting the set digital progress goals. Use of technology foresight can bring about the needed 
goal posts for defining the required future skills of workforce.

• Currently the maturing of the digital services and solutions ecosystem sets the stage for introduction of 
nationwide digital upskilling framework for the general population.  Given the situation there is an increased 
need for nationwide digital transformation initiatives with specific approach to higher education institutions in 
regions.

•



High future uncertainty of the futures needs in both the industry and the higher 
education system alike can hamper the progress towards meeting the set digital progress 
goals. Use of strategic foresight can bring about the needed goal posts for defining the 
required future skills of workforce.

How the European Higher Education Area foreseens the challenges poised by the Digital 
Transformation in terms of digital upskilling and innovation frameworks for the higher 
educated population ?

Problem & Question



Innovation

• Innovation can be defined as the introduction to the market of a new or significantly improved 
product or service, which creates economic, environmental or social value and that can be 
product/service innovation, marketing innovation or organizational innovation. (E3UDRES 2,2021)

• Digital innovation changes the ways people interact, learn and produce, pushing and driving 
digital transformation. It creates opportunities for new markets and business models to emerge, 
together with new products, and directly impacts the efficiency of the public sector (OECD, 2019a).

• The rapid development and spread of digital technologies are contributing to change in every aspect 
of people’s lives, business and society. Digital transformation is the result of digitisation and 
digitalisation of economies and societies (OECD, 2019a). OECD (2019a),
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• Digital transformation is affecting and changing significant aspects of education, research, engagement and 
management activities of HEIs (OECD, 2019a)

• The education system as a whole is called to adapt and evolve to take advantage of new technologies and tools
and to develop strategies and actions to play an active role in the digital transformation process. (OECD, 2019a)

• HEIs can become the driver of digital innovation, including in the provision of the types of skills generally 
needed to navigate this change of paradigm (OECD, 2019a)

• Digital transformation calls for introduction of new digital processes in their organisations, adopting new digital 
teaching methods & tools, helping students in achieving the skills & competencies needed to act in digitalised
societies and economies or having open science policies. (OECD, 2019b)

• HEIs adopting a broader view of their role as actors of digital innovation (OECD, 2019b)

• HEIs can have an important role in helping enterprsies, in particular SMEs to adopt emerging technology and 
acquire relevant digital skills for their workers (OECD, 2019b)

Spill-over effect of Digital Transformation
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Figure 1: Digital Economy and Society Index 2019, (OECD, 2019a) 



Figure 2: Digital Economy and Society Index 2021 (DESI 2021)



Figure 3: Digital Economy and Society Index – Member States’ progress, 2016-2021 (DESI,2021)



• Foresight – the discipline of exploring, anticipating and shaping the future – helps 
build and use collective intelligence in a structured and systematic way to anticipate 
developments and better prepare for change. 

• Strategic political choices can be made upon use of horizon scanning, the 
assessment of megatrends, emerging issues and their policy implications, as well as 
the exploration of alternative futures via visioning and scenario planning. 

• Strategic foresight will play a key role in helping future-proof EU policymaking by 
ensuring that short-term initiatives are grounded in a longer term perspective. The 
foresight will strengthen the EU’s resilience in four interrelated dimensions: social 
and economic, geopolitical, green, and digital. (EC, 2020)

How to tackle uncertainty and build Resilience?

(EC, 2020)

EC (2020) Strategic Foresight Report Chartin the Course Towards a more Resilient Europe. 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf


Response of the EU #1: Digital Education Action Plan (2021-2027)

• The Digital Education Action Plan (2021-2027) - a renewed European Union (EU) policy initiative to 
support the sustainable and effective adaptation of the education and training systems of EU Member 
States to the digital age.

• offers a long-term strategic vision for high-quality, inclusive and accessible European digital education
• addresses the challenges and opportunities of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has led to the unprecedented use of 

technology for education and training purposes
• seeks stronger cooperation at the EU level on digital education and underscores the importance of working 

together across sectors to bring education into the digital age
• presents opportunities, including improved quality and quantity of teaching concerning digital technologies, support 

for the digitalisation of teaching methods and pedagogies and the provision of infrastructure required for inclusive 
and resilient remote learning

• Area 1: Fostering the development of a high-performing digital education ecosystem
• infrastructure, connectivity and digital equipment
• effective digital capacity planning and development, including up-to-date organisational capabilities
• digitally competent and confident teachers and education and training staff
• high-quality learning content, user-friendly tools and secure platforms which respect e-privacy rules and ethical 

standards
• Area 2: Enhancing digital skills and competences for the digital transformation

• basic digital skills and competences from an early age
• digital literacy, including tackling disinformation
• computing education
• good knowledge and understanding of data-intensive technologies, such as artificial intelligence (AI)
• advanced digital skills, which produce more digital specialists
• ensuring that girls and young women are equally represented in digital studies and careers (EC, 2021) 



• Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing the Recovery and Resilience 
Facility13 (RRF) was adopted in February 2021. With a budget of EUR 723.8 billion to be disbursed in non-
repayable financial support (EUR 385.8 billion) and loans (EUR 338 billion) - largest programme under Next 
Generation EU

• The twin transitions – digital and green – are central to the RRF and to Europe’s approach to recovering from 
COVID-19.

• The RRF Regulation requires that each Member State devotes at least 20% of the allocation received for its 
Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) to measures fostering the digital transition and/or addressing the resulting 
challenges

• EU flagship objectives - Six RRF Pillars, i.e., Green Transition; Digital Transformation; Smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth; Social and territorial cohesion;Health, and economic, social and institutional resilience and 
Policies for the Next Generation

• In the RRPs of 22 Member States17, EUR 117 billion have been earmarked for digital expenditure, representing 
26% of total RRF investment in these Member States.

Europparl (2022) 

Response of the EU #2: Next Generation EU



Figure 4: Digital investments in the RRF (Plans adopted by the Council as of 28.10.2021) (DESI,2021)
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Commission Communication on a European strategy for universities proposes actions, 
to support Europe’s universities towards four objectives:
1) strengthen the European dimension of higher education and research

2) consolidate universities as lighthouses of our European way of life with supporting 
actions focusing on academic and research careers, quality and relevance for future-
proof skills, diversity, inclusion, democratic practices, fundamental rights and academic 
values

3) empower universities as key actors of change in the twin green and digital transition
4) reinforce universities as drivers of Europe’s global role and leadership

Response of the EU #3: European Universities Initiative

(EC, 2022) 

https://education.ec.europa.eu/document/commission-communication-on-a-european-strategy-for-universities


European Universities Initiative
• The May 2021 Council Conclusions on the European Universities reiterated the support for the 

achieve

• “…the ambitious vision of an innovative, globally competitive and attractive European Education 
European Research Area, in full synergy with the European Higher Education Area, by helping to 
boost the excellence dimension of higher education, research and innovation, while promoting 
gender equality, inclusiveness, and equity, allowing for seamless and ambitious transnational 
cooperation between higher education institutions in Europe, and inspiring the transformation of 
higher education.”

• '…strengthening strategic partnerships across the EU between higher education institutions and 
encouraging the emergence by 2024 of some twenty 'European Universities', consisting in bottom-up 
networks of universities across the EU which will enable students to obtain a degree by combining 
studies in several EU countries and contribute to the international competitiveness of European 
universities’.

• Overall 17.5 million tertiary education students in EU in 2018 (EC, 2019) 

• Around 7.01 million tertiary educ. Students involved in the EUI project (by author)

• Around 993 634 thousand HEI’ staff members involved. (by author)

• Up to 5 million  euros  for  Erasmus+ per alliance

• Up to 2  million euros for Horizon2020 per alliance
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• In Latvia the Covid-19 pandemic has created the set of conditions to provide higher education in digital-
only environment. The success of this process is directly dependent on the digital skills of the users 
requiring tackling with the challenges in the area of digital upskilling and increasing quality of study 
process. It has been identified that in the HEIs in Latvia the quality of study process is limited by the lack 
of digital skills by both the students and the academics (MK, 2021).

• There is an overall lack of digital skills in all levels of society in Latvia hampering the full potential of 
digital transition – 43% of population in the age group 16-74 have basic digital skills (EU average – 58%), 
only 24% have advanced skills (EU average – 33%) (MK, 2021, DESI 2020).

• Currently the maturing of the digital services and solutions ecosystem sets the stage for introduction of 
nationwide digital upskilling framework for the general population.  Given the situation there is an 
increased need for nationwide digital transformation initiatives with specific approach to higher 
education institutions in regions.

• The digital transformation at the core of a number of European flagship initiatives that have identified 
areas to be reformed and investments to address issues common to all Member States and ensure the 
success of the EU’s

Challenges for Digital Transformation



• Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences (Latvia), 

• UC Leuven-Limburg University of Applied Sciences (Belgium), 

• St.Polten University of Applied Sciences (Austria), 

• Polytechnic Institute of Setubal (Portugal), 

• Hungarian University of Agriculture and Life Sciences (Hungary), 

• Politehnica University Timisoara (Romania) 



Key activities

• E³UDRES², promotes the development of small and medium-sized cities and their rural 
environments into smart and sustainable regions and shapes a prosperous future with the 
best possible quality of life for self-determined people in a progressive European society.

• Co-ideating an exemplary model for the governance of a progressive European University

• Establishing I-Living Labs, I-research networks and I-cubator programmes for future 
universities and smart and sustainable regions. The “I” stands for inspiring, innovative, 
intercultural, international, interdisciplinary, inter-sectoral, inclusive and intense

• Co-creating activities that promote open and engaged knowledge exchange that 
contribute and interact with regional communities, and are acknowledged as good practice 
on a European level.



Common E3UDRES2 Context map of Future University, the result of Vision Check 1 ( source: E3UDRES2)



1) HEIs can have an important role in adoption of emerging technology, acquisition of digital skills and inonovation 
process

2) Education system is called to adapt and evolve to take advantage of new technologies and tools and to develop 
strategies and actions to play an active role in the digital transformation process

3) HEIs can become the driver of digital innovation, providing the types of skills generally needed to navigate the
change of paradigm

4) HEIs have to introduce new digital processes in their organisations, adopting new digital teaching methods & tools, 
helping students in achieving the skills & competencies needed to act in digitalised societies and economies

5) Currently the maturing of the digital services and solutions ecosystem sets the stage for introduction of nationwide 
digital upskilling framework for the general population.  Given the situation there is an increased need for nationwide 
digital transformation initiatives with specific approach to higher education institutions in regions.

6) Through deployment of Digital Education Action Plan (2021-2027), Next Generation EU in the form of RRF and 
RRPs and European Universities Initiative a decisive increase in the digital skills of European citizens and thus 
increase in the competetiveness is awaited

7) Strategic foresight will play a key role in helping future-proof EU policymaking by ensuring that short-term initiatives 
are grounded in a longer term perspective

Conclusions
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1
European Universities Initiative 

ATHENA
ATHENA aims to shape the digital transformation of societies. It will support the development of an equitable, sustainable and safe
digital economy.

2 - Aurora
The Aurora European University aims to equip a diverse student population with the skills and mindset to contribute to addressing
societal challenges as social entrepreneurs and innovators.

3 - Circle U. Circle U. will form an ethically-principled circle of knowledge, connecting education, research and innovation in service to society.

4 - E³UDRES²

E³UDRES², the Engaged and Entrepreneurial European University as Driver for European Smart and Sustainable Regions, promotes
the development of small and medium-sized cities and their rural environments into smart and sustainable regions and shapes a
prosperous future with the best possible quality of life for self-determined people in a progressive European society.

5 - EC2U
EC2U is a multi-cultural multi-lingual European Universities Alliance consisting of seven long-standing, education- and research-led,
locally and globally engaged universities from all four European regions.

6 EELISA
EELISA envisions a future in which society thrives and masters global challenges with smart and sustainable solutions empowered by
European engineering.

7 ENGAGE.EU
ENGAGE.EU is an alliance of leading European universities in business, economics, and social sciences with rich experience in
analysing societal change.

8 ENHANCE

The European values referred to in the Treaty of the European Union form the basis for all activities within the ENHANCE alliance to
create common European education and research: respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality and human rights, the
rule of law.

9 ENLIGHT
ENLIGHT aims to undertake a fundamental transformation of European higher education in which all barriers to learning, performing
research and cooperation are removed.

10 - ERUA
ERUA is built on a common ambition to develop a new kind of cooperation, which not only connects universities within Europe but
also reimagines the role of European universities in a global context.



11 - EUNICE EUNICE is a new, creative European University that aims to bring about a paradigm shift from traditional to customised education
through inter-university “blended” mobility.

12 EUniWell

The core mission of the European University for Well-Being – EUniWell – is to understand, improve, measure and rebalance the 
well-being of individuals, our own community, our environment and society as a whole on a regional, European and global level. 
Based on our joint values: we are democratic, inclusive, diverse, research and challenge-based, inter- and transdisciplinary, 
entrepreneurial and co-creational.

13 EURECA-PRO

Through its novel approach, the EURECA-PRO European Universities alliance holistically contributes to the highly topical issues of 
Sustainable Consumption and Production and on the other hand, it effectively contributes to the transformation of the European 
Higher Education Area, linked to Sustainable Development Goal 12 (responsible consumption and production) and 4 (quality 
education).

14 EuroTeQ
European engineering education of the future! The EuroTeQ Engineering University builds on the belief that societal developments
of recent years call for strong university alliances to make the Knowledge Square of Education, Research, Innovation and Service to 
Society a reality and its impact a benefit to Europe and beyond.

15 Eut+ The mission of the European University of Technology, Eut+, is first and foremost to serve the betterment of society.

16 FILMEU
FILMEU brings together four higher education institutions. Together, we collaborate around the common objective of jointly 
promoting high-level education, innovation and research activities in the multidisciplinary field of Film and Media Arts and 
consolidate the central role of Europe as a world leader in the creative fields.

17 INVEST
Lead by the need to strengthen the link between teaching, research, innovation and knowledge transfer, encouraging mobility and 
enhancing high quality and excellence in education and research, 5 universities have united their efforts based on their previous 
cooperation to establish the INnoVations of REgional Sustainability: European UniversiTy Alliance (INVEST).

18 Neurotech EU Neuroscience shows great promise to become an applied science, to provide brain-centred or brain-inspired solutions that could 
benefit society and kindle a new economy in Europe.

19 RUN-EU The Regional University Network – European University will secure the sustainable economic, social, cultural and environmental 
progress of its regions and stakeholders.

20 T4E The T4E partners have joined forces to transform themselves and their collaboration in order to drive the transformation of Europe.



21 Ulysseus Ulysseus alliance’s vision for 2030 is to develop an excellence-recognised and internationally attractive, open to the world,
persons-centred and entrepreneurial European University for the citizens of the future.

22 UNIC Ten years from now, our students, teachers, researchers and administrative staff shall enjoy a truly European learning, teaching
and working experience.

23 UNITA

The UNITA Alliance intends to build a fully-fledged European inter-university campus based on excellence in teaching and
learning, research and innovation, and on civic engagement. Its goal is to drive excellence in the European Higher Education area
and become attractive also for students from other continents, especially Africa and the Americas, with whom we share common
languages.

24 UNIVERSEH UNIVERSEH aims to be recognised as a comprehensive European Space University for Earth and Humanity.

25 ARQUS
The Arqus European University brings together seven longstanding comprehensive research universities who share extensive
experience in joint projects in many fields and a common profile as internationalised institutions with deep regional engagement
in medium-sized cities.

26 - 4EUPLUS 4EU+ consists of large, comprehensive, public European research universities that are strongly embedded in their local territories
and share European values and a global outlook.

27 CHARM-EU The mission of CHARM-EU is to promote the common European values emphasising the richness and diversity of the European
tradition. CHARM-EU will offer a transformative, truly European educational experience to citizens of the world.

28 CIVICA European world-leading institutions in the social sciences unite to create CIVICA – The European University of Social Sciences.

29 CIVIS CIVIS – a European Civic University – is a far-reaching vision whose goal is to have a significant impact on the development of
societies, both locally and globally.

30 ECIU ECIU University is a new pan-European university with an innovative challenge-based approach and a true European inter-
university campus.



31 EDUC
EDUC (European Digital UniverCity) will strengthen the European identification process by enhancing knowledge creation and by
putting forward European skills acquisition through digitally supported cross-campus and cross-disciplinary teaching activities as 
well as various learning opportunities.

32 EPICUR
EPICUR, a European University for the future, is a place where all boundlessly mobile students, doctoral candidates and staff can 
acquire a broad, interdisciplinary, academic perspective strongly rooted in European traditions, irrespective of their nationality, 
mother tongue, cultural or socio-economic background.

33 EU4ART The EU4ART European University, created by four higher education institutions devoted to fine arts, aims to develop common 
flexible curricula in the field of painting, sculpture and graphic art.

34 EU-CONEXUS
The European University for Smart Urban Coastal Sustainability, EU-CONEXUS, has chosen to focus on urban and semi-urban 
coastlines because these areas are increasingly densely populated and very important for trade, aquaculture and fisheries, energy, 
tourism and more.

35 EUGLOH EUGLOH will combine its members’ expertise and resources in Global Health to offer the most competitive and attractive education
and training to their students in one multicultural, integrated and inclusive campus.

36 EUTOPIA EUTOPIA is a challenge-led, student-centred, place-based, inclusive alliance of entrepreneurial, change-focused universities.

37 FORTHEM FORTHEM consists of multidisciplinary public research universities that are situated (all but one) outside capital regions.

38 SEA-EU The vision of the European University of the Seas (SEA-EU) is to establish a distinctly international, pluri-ethnic, multilingual and 
interdisciplinary European University.

39 UNA Europa UNA Europa will create a truly European inter- university environment, linking outstanding research to transnational learning and 
innovative, critical thinking.

40 UNITE! UNITE! (University Network for Innovation, Technology and Engineering) will educate a new generation of European students in 
science, technology and engineering, transcending the traditional engineering educa tion, with an entrepreneurial mindset.

41 YUFE
The Young Universities for the Future of Europe (YUFE) aims to bring radical change by becoming the leading model of a young,
student-centred, non-elitist, open and inclusive European University based on cooperation between higher education institutions, 
public and private sector, and citizens.


