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The concepts of differentiation and profiling are cornerstones in discussions about
the organisation of contemporary higher education systems, following the trends of
massification and global competition. This contribution provides a system-level
description and comparison of the German and Dutch higher education systems
regarding these topics, and points to possible interactions and development
concepts connecting differentiation, strategic profiling of universities and
excellence. Though both higher education systems started from very different
positions and with differing policies towards differentiation, the global trends
and national aspirations for the systems, as well as individual universities in
Germany and the Netherlands, are comparable. A look into the resulting ranking
positions of German and Dutch universities generally shows a more successful
development for the Dutch higher education institutions in the last few years –
which could possibly indicate a crucial time lag in the effects of differentiation
policies in higher education as the German excellence and differentiation efforts
fundamentally took hold more than 10 years after the Dutch initiatives in this field.

1. Introduction

As in many other countries, in Germany and the Netherlands we observe discussions on
system diversity and differentiation in higher education and, as the result, government
initiatives with respect to institutional profiling (e.g. Beerkens et al. 2010). Profiling,
here defined as a process of putting on characteristic features, usually to make
(further) distinctions between organisations or to sharpen the contours of institutions,
supposes to enhance system diversity and is easily bracketed with excellence, which
is only one part of it. Endeavours such as the European U-Map project classify the pro-
files of universities and discuss the role of profiling in higher education politics and
management (van Vught 2009, van Vught et al. 2010). In general, discussions about
university rankings and the ‘World Class University’ (WCU) are shaping the range
of national policy actions more and more – as well as the strategies and impacts
inside individual universities’ walls (Cheng and Liu 2008; Horstschräer 2012; Margin-
son 2010; Morris 2011; Saisana, d’Hombres, and Saltelli 2011; Shin and Totkoushian
2012). This again is fuelled by the rising importance (at least in policy perceptions) of
the higher education and science systems for the general innovation, economic growth
and wealth paths of societies (Altbach 2013; Nusche 2008; Teichler 2003).
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