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    Foreword


    Academic freedom is a cornerstone of democratic society and a fundamental condition for higher education to fulfil its essential missions. It is crucial not only for the advancement of knowledge but also for enabling higher education institutions to fulfil, in particular, their public mission – a mission that includes preparing students for responsible citizenship, fostering critical thinking that enables progress through research that is a basis for advancement of our societies, while at the same time contributing to the development of a democratic culture.


    The Council of Europe has long emphasised the democratic role of education and higher education. This is central to our Education Strategy 2024-2030, which places democratic resilience and civic responsibility at the heart of education policy. The Council of Europe Reykjavik Principles for Democracy reaffirm that academic freedom and institutional autonomy are among the essential foundations of democratic life. And in line with our New Democratic Pact for Europe, we have highlighted that freedom of enquiry – including the freedom to choose topics of research and to question dominant assumptions – is indispensable not only for the health of democracy but for the very capacity of our societies to evolve, respond to challenges and remain open and forward-looking.


    This report, prepared by the experts from the Council of Europe Expert Working Group on the Democratic Mission of Higher Education, presents a clear and timely analysis of the multiple pressures affecting academic freedom in Europe today. These range from overt political interference to more indirect or systemic challenges, including pressures from within academia, civil society or the private sector. It also shows that academic freedom can be weakened unintentionally, through policy reforms or practices that compromise the autonomy and independence of academic institutions.


    The findings highlight the need for renewed vigilance and for co-ordinated responses. These include stronger legal and policy frameworks, improved monitoring mechanisms, and clearer standards for partnerships and institutional governance. The proposals set out in this report offer an important contribution to the ongoing dialogue between governments, higher education institutions and civil society actors.


    The defence of academic freedom cannot be left to the academic community alone. It concerns us all. Strengthening and promoting the conditions that allow free enquiry and open exchange are not only about supporting universities but about protecting the foundations of democratic life and ensuring that our societies remain capable of progress, critical reflection and resilience in the face of change.
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    Executive summary and proposals for action


    The year 2024 marked the 75th anniversary of the Council of Europe. Throughout its existence the Democratic Mission of Higher Education project has been crucially important for the Council of Europe, since higher education plays a central role in addressing democratic problems and deficits, and in dealing with grand global challenges. Academic freedom is a fundamental right and a key component of higher education’s democratic mission in that it provides essential checks and balances to any well-functioning democratic system. The Council of Europe has therefore actively promoted and protected academic freedom among its member countries and beyond. This report presents the findings of a study on the ongoing erosion of academic freedom in Europe advanced by the Expert Working Group on the Democratic Mission of Higher Education set up by the Education Department of the Council of Europe.


    Recommandation CM/Rec(2012)7 of the Committee of Ministers to member States on the responsibility of public authorities for academic freedom and institutional autonomy is an important demonstration of its commitment to the Democratic Mission of Higher Education project. Since then, there has been a democratic backsliding in Europe, which has also affected the state of de facto academic freedom negatively. Consecutive measurements have shown that academic freedom in most Council of Europe member countries has been slowly eroded over the last 10 to 15 years, and has been structurally violated in four member states.


    The 2012 recommendation focuses on the government’s responsibility for protecting academic freedom and institutional autonomy. Political interference by governments and other political actors continues to be a key threat to academic freedom. In addition to political interference, non-political actors and forces are also increasingly exerting pressure on academic freedom in Europe. These include internal academic attacks on dissent, attacks on academia by society, private sector interference and growing security policy constraints.


    This publication identifies multiple forms and levels of intensity of political interference affecting academic freedom across Europe. Although threats can vary considerably, they generally fall along a spectrum ranging from indirect consequences of policy decisions to structural violations.


    The structural threats referred to in the report are characterised by deliberate political acts that systematically restrict academic freedom and institutional autonomy. Because of the threat of legal prosecution and punishment, such acts severely limit the ability of the academic community to conduct independent research, work and study in open teaching and learning environments, and openly express expert opinions. Furthermore, certain political initiatives attempt to classify specific academic disciplines and fields as non-academic or to externalise the protection of academic freedom. This threatens to undermine the fundamental responsibility of the academic community to safeguard academic freedom.


    Elsewhere, political interference occurs mainly in the form of indirect effects of government initiatives and not through targeted measures against academic freedom. Government reforms that affect institutional autonomy, governance structures, funding mechanisms and working conditions often lead to unintended pressure on academic freedom.


    These diverse manifestations of political interference indicate that academic freedom is facing serious challenges across Europe. This underlines the importance of vigilance and proactive measures at all relevant levels to ensure that states consistently fulfil their obligation to refrain from undue interference in academic freedom and protect it against attacks by third parties.


    The impacts of these intensifying cases of political interference in academic freedom in Europe are increasingly multiplied by both internal and external pressures on academic freedom from non-political sources.


    Intra-academic disagreements, debates, tensions and conflicts have always been an essential part of academic culture. However, there is strong evidence that in recent years members of the academic community have increasingly attempted to stop or obstruct academic activity or to silence academic expressions by individual staff, students or groups that they consider unacceptable, or to exert pressure on members of the academic community to conform to certain ideas or positions. A frequent result of such internal attacks or pressures is academic self-censorship.


    External attacks on academic freedom come from groups or individuals as well as from the private sector. Cases of external pressure, harassment and intimidation against members of the academic community have increased since the Covid-19 pandemic and are contributing to the erosion of academic freedom in Europe. The result may be that academics who face threats or are harassed or even violently attacked because of their research on or teaching of sensitive or politically charged topics refrain from engaging with such topics (self-censorship) or decide to discontinue their academic career. A more serious part of this trend consists of efforts by an “anti-science” coalition to undermine the position of the “science system” in society. In most of these cases social media play an important role. There is clearly a need to better understand the nature of these attacks and the specific means used to influence academia, whether these are aimed at silencing certain academic voices, hindering particular themes being researched and taught or even radically transforming public higher education.


    Private sector interference in academic freedom has gradually become an issue of interest in Europe. While overall the growing involvement of the private sector in academic activities is seen as positive, the growing dependence on private funding sources may give rise to pressures to conform to the interests of funders, which potentially compromise the independence and objectivity of academic activities. This can lead to private sector funders determining which research problems should be addressed or the results to be produced, the ownership and accessibility of research findings, and the academic and professional publications that should be allowed. Furthermore, legal and financial tools have been used by private companies to silence critical academics. All in all, there is a need to clarify and enhance the position of academic freedom in relationships between the academic and private sectors. To that end, more transparent framework conditions for private involvement in academia should be developed in the form of effective regulations and procedures at the European, national and institutional levels.


    Since the early 2020s intensifying geopolitical tensions and conflicts have led to growing concerns about international security risks and about foreign interference in academia. It has been argued that the European and national security policies that were introduced to address these concerns incorporate potential threats to academic freedom. These relate to policies and regulations that contain new, and in some cases far-reaching, limitations imposed on academics and students, including restrictions on international scientific collaboration, security checks for publicly funded research and scientific publications, dual use of research and policies for knowledge export. This trend of securitising higher education and science policy highlights the importance of continual and inclusive discussion on the fundamental values of responsible international academic collaboration and its benefits, and the role of academic freedom in global science relationships.


    The Council of Europe’s intergovernmental work on the democratic mission of higher education has actively engaged with these trends and threats, notably through its Education Department and the Expert Working Group on the Democratic Mission of Higher Education and, as well as through discussions with member states on adopting relevant guidance instruments and recommendations.


    In view of this study’s findings, the Council of Europe, and its member states, should consider the following proposals:


    
      
        ▶ follow up Recommendation CM/Rec(2012)7 on the responsibility of public authorities for academic freedom and institutional autonomy with a new recommendation that incorporates the findings of this study;


        ▶ set up a European clearing house for information and data on academic freedom;


        ▶ strengthen existing legal provisions, and if necessary, introduce new provisions to protect academic freedom more effectively against attacks by society;


        ▶ develop clear regulations and transparent procedures for partnerships and other forms of involvement between the private sector and academia;


        ▶ the jurisprudence of the European Court of Human Rights on academic freedom, based on the European Convention on Human Rights, should be further developed and should be consistently integrated into national judicial and regulatory systems.

      

    

  

  
    

    Chapter 1 Introduction


    
      1.1. Background


      The Council of Europe actively promotes the democratic mission of higher education with the aim of protecting, supporting and advancing academic principles, values and institutions that foster critical thinking, a culture of democracy, academic freedom, social responsibility and active citizenship. This is highly important since higher education plays a central role in not only addressing democratic problems and deficits, but also dealing with grand global challenges, such as climate change, sustainable development, mass migration, inequality, security, pandemics and extremism.


      The democratic mission of higher education is at the heart of the Council of Europe’s work, as demonstrated in a range of activities, including conferences and projects, and its Higher Education Series, launched in 2004.1 This work expresses the Council of Europe’s strong commitment to understanding and defining the key contribution of higher education to promoting a culture of democracy and strengthening democratic institutions.


      Recommendation CM/Rec(2012)7 on the responsability of public authorities for academic freedom and institutional autonomy is an important marker in its commitment to the democratic mission of higher education, but at the same time, the recommendation contains no explicit reference to specific threats to academic freedom or institutional autonomy, other than the indication that they need to be protected against outside interference from public authorities or others. This reflects trends in higher education governance in Europe in the first decade of this century. General public governance reforms were affecting higher education governance, for example, by enhancing institutional competition for human and financial resources, stressing financial control and institutional performance, introducing performance contracts and making institutional governance less democratic and more executive (Paradeise et al. 2009). These higher education governance reforms raised concerns among many stakeholders about their possible impact on academic freedom, and Recommendation CM/Rec(2012)7 provided general guidelines for European countries to enhance the protection of academic freedom as well as institutional autonomy.


      Since the early 2010s, democracy has gradually declined in Europe, which is evident in the significant fall in average voter turnout in elections, the erosion of trust in democratic institutions and growing political polarisation (International IDEA 2024; see also Liberties 2025). In the same period, trust in higher education as a key knowledge institution has also diminished (Maassen and Stensaker 2021). Consequently, higher education’s pivotal role in promoting and strengthening democratic values, principles and institutions is under serious pressure. The Council of Europe’s Education Strategy 2024-30, “Learners First”, therefore emphasises the need for higher education to revitalise its democratic and civic mission so as to promote and support the active engagement of citizens in democracy and in addressing today’s major challenges. A multiyear project, Democratic Mission of Higher Education (2024-27), was initiated to support and promote this. One of the sub-themes addressed in this project is “Academic freedom in action”, which reflects the Council of Europe’s support for the protection and promotion of academic freedom as a fundamental democratic value. The current report discusses the erosion of academic freedom in Europe and is based on a study by experts working within the Expert Working Group on the Democratic Mission of Higher Education set up by the Education Department of the Council of Europe.

    

    
      1.2. The foundation of academic freedom


      Current discussions about academic freedom in Europe reflect a broad recognition of its importance, even if there is no universally agreed definition of academic freedom. For instance, Article 13 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (EU) emphasises academic freedom as a fundamental right but does not explicitly define it. The European Parliament has similarly highlighted academic freedom’s significance through recommendations in 2018 and 2024, and the establishment of the EP Academic freedom monitor. Additionally, ministerial statements from the Bologna Process, such as the Rome Communiqué (2020) and the Tirana Communiqué (2024), underline the commitment of key higher education stakeholders to academic freedom and other fundamental values. The Ministerial Conference on the European Research Area reinforced this through the Bonn Declaration. Various international statements and declarations by UNESCO, the Magna Charta Observatory and the World University Service further illustrate global recognition of the importance of academic freedom.


      At the same time, these declarations and frames of reference also show that the state of de facto academic freedom is informed by context and has to be interpreted within dynamic political, economic and societal settings. Therefore, and in line with the current understanding (Shaheed 2024), this study does not use a specific definition of academic freedom. Instead, we will start with a distinction between the core dimensions of academic freedom and the conditions required for exercising academic freedom optimally. The core dimensions, also referred to as “substantive elements” (Karran and Beiter 2020: 124-5; Kováts and Rónay 2023), include freedom to research, freedom to teach and learn and freedom of academic expression.


      “Freedom to research” refers to the freedom of individual academic staff to develop and follow their own research agenda without any undue political, administrative, religious, economic, social, cultural or academic interference. “Freedom to teach and learn” refers to the freedom of individual academics to develop and design courses and teaching agendas, and the freedom of students to choose and pursue their studies without any undue internal or external interference.


      “Freedom of academic expression” refers to the freedom of the members of the academic community to express themselves on the basis of their academic area of expertise or field of study within and outside their institution. This includes the freedom to disseminate and share research findings, the freedom to collaborate academically and travel for that purpose, and the freedom to criticise institutional leadership and national governments in one’s area of academic expertise and with respect to general academic governance issues, without undue internal or external restrictions or the risk of being punished. Freedom of academic expression has to be distinguished from freedom of speech, which is a human right of every citizen. It is therefore important to make a distinction between academics expressing themselves publicly in their professional capacity, who are thereby protected by academic freedom, and academics expressing themselves as regular citizens outside their professional capacity. In the latter case they are not protected by academic freedom. These freedoms are not unconditional but have to be exercised within the accepted framework conditions for academic freedom, including academic integrity and the regular governance mechanisms for higher education and research within the higher education institutions and national science systems.


      Crucial for the effective exercise of academic freedom are the conditions for academic freedom determined by the broader social, political and economic contexts in which higher education and scientific research are embedded. These conditions include institutional autonomy, self-governance by the academic community (staff and students), equitable access and adequate labour conditions and funding opportunities. Further attention should be paid to how these conditions, or “supportive elements” (Karran and Beiter 2020: 125) affect the core dimensions of academic freedom in different national and institutional settings and for different members of the academic community (tenured vs non-tenured staff, early career vs senior researchers, staff vs students).


      
        Figure 1.1. The onion model: the essential (orange) and supportive (blue) elements of academic freedom

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        


        Source: Kováts and Rónay (2023: 12).

      

      As argued by Kováts and Rónay (2023: 12) the core dimensions and conditions of academic freedom can be interpreted as forming various layers, comparable to an onion, as shown in Figure 1.1, with the core dimensions, or substantive elements, marked in orange and the conditions, or supportive elements, in blue. The core dimensions and conditions are sometimes intermingled in policy documents or academic studies as a consequence of the lack of agreement on the exact distinction between them. In this study we do not further discuss whether there is a correct distinction between core dimensions and conditions of academic freedom.


      Making a distinction between the core dimensions of academic freedom and the essential conditions for exercising academic freedom assumes that the de facto state of academic freedom has to be studied by examining direct threats to and violations of the core dimensions of academic freedom and examining threats to and violations of the conditions under which academic freedom is to be exercised. This approach is all the more relevant because public debates, academic studies, international indexes and monitors, reports by Scholars at Risk (SAR) and practical experiences in the Council of Europe member states have shown that academic freedom is under pressure in Europe. If it is not adequately addressed, this pressure may lead to a further erosion of de facto academic freedom in Europe. From that perspective, this study discusses the main sources of threats to de facto academic freedom in the Council of Europe’s member states in order to contribute to a better understanding of how to enhance the promotion and protection of academic freedom. This approach reflects our view that the state of academic freedom is a key indicator of liberal democracy (Cole 2017), in other words, it is democracy’s “canary in the coal mine”.

    

    
      1.3. Conceptualisation of academic freedom


      In our contribution to discussions on the interpretations of academic freedom, we have identified various perspectives that are potentially relevant to the conceptualisation of academic freedom. We refer especially to the legal obligations of the state to protect academic freedom and to philosophical and social science work on


      

      

      

      

      

      
    

    
      1.4. Academic freedom in Europe


      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          Table 1.1. General academic freedom score for Council of Europe member countries included in the Academic Freedom Index (update 2024 with 2023 scores)
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      1.5. Structure of report
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