
The Higher Education Ombudsman
in Austria / in Europe:

Observations, Recommendations

Educational Activities Day 2021

Ministry for Higher Education, Science and Research of the Czech Republic

Prague, 9th and 10th Septepmber 2021

Josef Leidenfrost, Austrian Student Ombudsman at the Ministry for Education, Science and Research, Vienna

1



Office of the Austrian Student Ombudsman,
Vienna, Austria

2



HEO (Higher Education Ombudsman)
in Austria: On a central level

• “Studierendenanwaltschaft“ at the Ministry since 1997, restructured in 
2001; again restructured and renamed as “Ombudsstelle für Studierende“ 
and enshrined by law in 2011 (Higher Education Quality Assurance Law)

• main tasks: 
• investigates matters referred to him from students from all Austrian HEIs (Higher Education 

Institutions), national and international students, also student applicants, seeks to arbitrate 
vis-à vis the relevant governing bodies and staff of the HEIs or with other authorities

• supports measures to address or identify shortcomings at HEIs
• draws attention to problem areas in the AHEA (Austrian Higher Education Area) by reporting 

to the Minister of Higher Education and to the Parliament (via annual reports)
• collaborates with local ombudsmen, interest groups and umbrella organizations within the 

AHEA
• advises HEI governing bodies and staff
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Annual Report to the Minister and to the Parliament
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Topics in the Annual Report 2019/20 by frequency

• study conditions
• admission
• diverse
• scholarships
• recognition
• tuition fees
• student housing
• academic degrees
• subsidies
• bullying / discrimination
• nostrifications
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How to do Ombuds Office 1
Ombudspersons / Office

ABOUT  THE (RIGHT) OMBUDSPERSON 
skills and social competences (he/she does not have to be a law person)

selection / election / appointment process

ESTABLISHING AN OFFICE 
proposal

 funding

 terms of reference

hiring office staff
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How to do Ombuds Office 2
Principles, Functions and Responsibilities

PRINCIPLES 
 independence

 impartiality

 confidentiality

 accessibility (at a low level)

FUNCTIONS AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
 information and advice

 intervention
• investigation
• conflict resolution

 recommendations

 reporting

7



How to do Ombuds Office 3
Location / Equipment / Financial Means

• geographically far away from ″the hierarchy“

• own building / own office

• own infrastructure (ICT, web access, web page)

• own budget (for personnel, for activities, for publications, for
business trips)

• own (direct) media contacts
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21 years of experience:
Shortcomings

• (enough) independence

• (too) little money

• “political“ interventions

• unclear communication lines

• enmity

• social media (influencers, trolls)

• discontinuity of official vis-à vis persons 
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HE: Current Challenges

• changing conditions (labor market!) and growing interest in university 
subjects in Europe (Bologna!) -> changing student expectations 
(millenials!)

• students (the largest group) and institutional / societal changes 
(expiration of old curricula, introduction of new ones, of the Bachelor-
Master system, greater permeability of the tertiary sector,…)

• the HEOs are the first and most frequented (sometimes the last) point of 
contact for queries / problems / demands = a fundamental role in the 
current change process  (and especially during COVID-19)
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HEO in Austria: On a decentral level

• 70 HEIs (from 150 to 94.000 students), public/private universities, universities of
applied sciences

• HEOs initiated by rectors or senats or student representatives or jointly, always
autonomous decisions!

• installed diferently (appointments, hearings, elections)

• 11 Austrian HEIs have HEO, in charge of
• whole institutions
• international exchange students (only)
• students of a given faculty
• Ph.D. students
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The Actors: The Rectorate

• The Rectorate (§14 Austrian University Act)manages the university and represents it externally. … 
His tasks include in particular:

• Creation of a draft of the statutes and drafts of amendments to the statutes for submission to the 
Senate;

• Creation of a university development plan for submission to the Senate and the University 
Council;

• Creation of an organizational plan for the university for submission to the Senate and the 
University Council;

• Creation of a draft of the performance agreement for submission to the University Council
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The Actors: The Senate

The Senate (§ 25 Austrian University Act) is the representative body of the four
groups of university members (professors, mid-level staff, students, general staff).
Among other things, it participates in the enactment of the statutes, the
organizational plan and the development plan, the composition of the university
council, the selection of the rector and the enactment or amendment of curricula.
Furthermore, it appoints decision-making commissions for habilitation procedures
and appointment procedures (professorship appointments). The term of office of
the Senate is three years.
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The Actors: Student Representatives

• The Austrian Student Union (several §§ of the Austrian Student Union Act) is 
responsible for representing the general and study-related interests of its 
members, in particular vis-à-vis government authorities and institutions as well as 
university bodies and bodies of the educational institutions…

• The federal ministers responsible in each case must submit draft bills that affect 
student affairs to the federal government before they are presented to the 
federal government, and regulations of this type must be submitted to the 
Austrian students' union before they are issued, granting a reasonable period of 
time for assessment.
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ESU Student Rights Charter 1 
(Spring 2021)

https://www.esu-online.org/?policy=student-rights-charter
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ESU Student Rights Charter 2

All students have the right to independent and impartial
advice regarding their access and participation in Higher
Education through institutional, regional and/or
national Student Ombud or similar solutions.
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The ombudswoman at Altinbasi Universitesi
A Supportive Instrument For Student Ombuds Mechanism: 

Student Satisfaction Commitee

17



University Student Satisfaction Committee 1
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University Student Satisfaction Committee 2
http://old.altinbas.edu.tr/en/student-guide/student-ombudsmans-office/how-student-satisfaction-committee-works
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Setting up of HEO in Austria:
Some Examples

• Technical University of Vienna: 2001 set up by the Student Union

• Technical University of Graz: 2004-2012, then set up by the Senate

• Medical University of Innsbruck: 2005-2021, then set up by the Rectorate

• FHW of the WKW: 2007, set up by the CEO

• Vienna University of Economics: 2014, set up by the Vice Rector for Student 
Affairs

• Vienna University of Agriculture and Renewable Ressources: to be set up in 
2022 (part of the coming performance agreement between the University and
the Ministry 2022-24) 
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Technical University of Graz
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Medical University of Innsbruck:
Determination of the rectorate to create an 

ombudsman office for students
• The ombudsman's office is a special authority in cases of conflict in which problems in the area of teaching 

and studies could not be solved satisfactorily in the conventional way, i.e. by the primarily responsible offices 
(course director, institute/clinic director, study program director, ÖH student representation, relevant 
departments, member of the rectorate responsible for teaching and study matters).

• The Ombuds Office
• is available to all students of the MUI, is independent and deals with concerns in accordance with the duty of 

personal confidentiality,
• is supported by members of the university by providing appropriate information,
• advises and informs students in the context of the individual problem with regard to the relevant legal basis,
• contacts the persons involved in the problem and endeavors to find a solution at this level,
• mediates contact with higher-level authorities in the case of problems that cannot be settled directly at the 

institutions involved,
• makes recommendations for measures to improve or remedy inadequacies and system deficiencies. 

• …

• The ombudsman's office can only become involved when conventional methods of resolution and mediation 
have failed.
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Network of Austrian HE Ombudsmen

• founded in Klagenfurt in 2016, some 30 members sofar

• main tasks:
• nationwide networking and the professional exchange of experiences among its participants 

in the above-mentioned areas of activity, among others

• to support decision-makers and employees at universities and research institutions in 
establishing and professionalizing relevant institutions

• to exchange knowledge, insights and experience in the areas of activity mentioned and 
contribute to expanding competencies

• to initiate, accompany and promote cross-institutional developments in terms of the areas of 
activity

• to maintain close contact with and cooperation with international networks (especially 
ENOHE, the European Network of Ombudsmen in Higher Education and ENRIO, the European 
Network of Research Integrity Offices) as well as transnational projects 
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Last week: National Conference for all HEO on 
“Vaccination of Students“
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Last week: 25 persons on site, 73 on line
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Looking for “Bologna“!  (at 37⁰ Celsius)
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After Bologna 1999: Roma 2020!
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Rome Communiqué 2020

The (virtual) Conference of Bologna Ministers of Education took place on
18 and 19 November 2020 in Rome. For the first time, representatives of
49 member states of the Council of Europe and beyond took part.

During the conference the Rome Communiqué was adopted.

“We recognize the importance of safeguarding student rights through
legislation; we commit to developing and supporting them in our
national systems through dedicated measures and structures, such as
student ombudspersons or similar solutions that already exist in many
EHEA countries. We commit to enabling such arrangements within our
countries and higher education systems and will encourage
cooperation within the European Network of Ombuds in Higher
Education (ENOHE).“
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ENOHE
• ENOHE, the European Network of Ombuds in Higher Education, consists of 

ombuds of higher education institutions from all over the world.

• ENOHE is an association for ombuds in higher education to, to help implement 
good governance at higher education institutions and create a more solid base 
for the ombuds function in higher education.

• ENOHE aims to:

Share approaches to common problems in higher education
Expand knowledge and compare working methods
Enhance skills and develop competences
Learn from each other
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ENOHE Innsbruck Descriptors (2015)

http://www.enohe.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Innsbruck-Descriptors.pdf

• Initiators

 Initiatives to set up an ombudsman office are taken by
different activists

• Terminology, Legal Basis and Framework
Conditions

 National laws, institutional regulations

• Remit of Ombudsmen in Higher Education
 general

 for students, academic and staff members

 for selected areas

• Drawing up a Job Profile
 Identification Process

 Profile

• Type of issues and how to handle them
 Types of Issues

 Procedure for Dealing with Issues

31

http://www.enohe.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Innsbruck-Descriptors.pdf


HEOs in Europe 

• installed in 28 (29) European countries

• in various different ways

• with different institutional settings

• obligatory by law in AT, ES, MA,NL, NO, PO

• some countries have national networks (AT, ES, DE, PO) 

• cooperation with student unions
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This declaration on international collaboration between ombuds networks in higher education is made
on conclusion of the XV ENOHE conference held in León, Spain, in June 2019. The declaration is made
in line with the aims of ENOHE as specified in paragraph 2 of its statutes to provide support to,
exchange experiences and knowledge on the role and main principles of ombudspersons in higher
education, and cooperate with international institutions, associations and networks sharing the same
or similar goals. In the spirit of cooperation we, the representatives of the networks from Spain,
Portugal, Canada, Latin America and Europe hereby declare: that we will look into areas of common
interests, especially as identified during the Leon conference, that we will set up an electronic forum
to update this thematic list and make it public, that we will encourage each other to participate in our
respective network activities including annual conferences, internships and training courses, webinars
and electronic discussion fora that we will periodically review progress on collaboration and inform our
respective stake holders accordingly that we will support each other in developing and safeguarding
our networks
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ENOHE Webinars since 2016

• Sept. 2016: Refining one‘s work

• June 2020: Comparing concerns: COVID-19

• Oct. 2020:  A new year, a new (ab)normal: Adopting to COVID-19 in 
the new academic year

• June 2021: How to set up an Ombuds Office 

• Nov. 2021: Ombuds and social media

• Please check: https://www.enohe.net/events/
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ENOHE Conference 2021
https://www.enohe.net/conference-programme-2021/
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Universidades 2022 Havanna, Cuba
https://www.facebook.com/congressouniversidad/
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Some valuable links

Executive Summary of the Annual Report of the Austrian Student Ombudsman 2019/20
https://hochschulombudsmann.at/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Executive-Summary-of-the-Annual-Report.pdf

Rome Communique
https://ehea.info/Upload/Rome_Ministerial_Communique.pdf

ESU Student Rights Charter Spring 2021
https://www.esu-online.org/?policy=student-rights-charter

University Student Satisfaction Committee, Altinbas University Istanbul
http://old.altinbas.edu.tr/en/student-guide/student-ombudsmans-office/how-student-satisfaction-committee-works

ENOHE Innsbruck Descriptors 2015
http://www.enohe.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Innsbruck-Descriptors.pdf

ENOHE Webinars
https://www.enohe.net/events/

ENOHE Conference 2021
https://www.enohe.net/conference-programme-2021/

Universidades 2022 Havanna, Cuba
https://www.facebook.com/congressouniversidad/
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Contact

Austrian Student Ombudsman at the Ministry of Higher Education

www.hochschulombudsmann.at

Josef Leidenfrost

josef.leidenfrost@bmbwf.gv.at

ENOHE 

www.enohe.net

secretariat@enohe.net
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