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Launched at the ministerial conference in Budapest and Vienna in March 2010, on the 10
th

 

anniversary of the Bologna Proces 

s, the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) is a next step in the achievement of the goals set 

out by the 1999 Bologna Declaration. Continuing the long European tradition of cooperation in 

the educational sphere, the Declaration was an answer to common European problems, designed 

to promote harmonization of the intra-European educational “architecture” in addition to 

strengthening its worldwide degree of competitiveness and attractiveness. 

The Process originated from recognition that in spite of their difference, European higher 

education systems are facing common internal and external challenges, related to the spread of 

new technologies, evolving labour market demands and rapid globalisation. The increasing role 

of knowledge-based economy has revealed the shortage of higher-level skilled European 

graduates in key areas and the lagging of educational services behind the recruitment market 

demands. While wider Internet access has simplified scientific communication, it has also 

enabled the spread of new types of educational programs, such as, for example, e-learning 

degrees, proposed by non-European higher education providers, making the competition for 

student hearts, minds and money genuinely global. In addition, non-European universities 

worldwide have started to emerge as strong and competitive players, aiming at positioning 

themselves among the leaders of higher education services providers. Thus, although a number 

of European countries have historically been principal destinations for student mobility due to 

their centuries-long academic tradition, the trend is being reversed today. Not only do the USA 

host almost twice as many students as Great Britain or France, today, Japan, Canada and South 

Africa have a greater share of foreign students than the Russian Federation or Italy (UNESCO, 

2009). Similarly, over the last ten years, China has doubled the number of its HEIs, some of 

which are becoming increasingly competitive.  

Since the beginning of the 1990s, the international dimension and the position of higher 

education in the global arena have started being given greater emphasis in international, national 

and institutional documents and mission statements than ever before (Hans de Wit, 2010). 

Understanding the necessity of adjusting its traditionally protective stance towards higher 

education, historically regarded as a national affair, to new challenges, Europe, via the launching 

of the Bologna Process, opted for greater harmonization of action, coordinated reforms and 

compatible higher education systems, seen as culturally, economically and politically beneficial 

in terms of contributing to the construction of a distinctive European educational brand, 

increasing its competitiveness on the global scale and creating a larger pan-European 

community, composed today of 46 countries and the Holy See.
1
 The EHEA was conceptualized 

as a vast reservoir of talent for the larger European economy and a vehicle of boosting 

attractiveness of Europe’s educational tradition.  

                                                             

1
 Today, the EHEA includes: Albania, Andorra, Armenia, Austria, Azerbaijan, Belgium, Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Georgia, Germany, Greece, Holy 

See, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Kazakhstan, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Moldova, 

Montenegro, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russian Federation, Serbia, Slovak Republic, 

Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Turkey, Ukraine and United 
Kingdom.  
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The goal presupposed a set of specific objectives, adjusted and enlarged during the six 

Ministerial conferences that followed the adoption of the Bologna Declaration, which include the 

adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees; establishment and wider 

implementation of the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS), promotion of European 

cooperation in quality assurance, adoption of a three-cycle system (Bachelor’s, Master’s and 

PhD), development of a more individually tailored educational paths, popularising life-long 

learning, mobility promotion, increased engagement of higher education institutions and students 

in the process and greater international openness and attractiveness of the EHEA. The social 

dimension of higher education, designed to enable broader popular access to educative services, 

is also seen as one of the major action lines.  

To begin with, it is clear that “in terms of reaching across geography and languages, let alone in 

terms of turning ancient higher education systems on their heads, the Bologna Process has been 

the most far-reaching and ambitious reform of higher education ever undertaken”(Clifford 

Adelman, 2008). Nevertheless, while much has been achieved, the 2010 Budapest and Vienna 

Declaration stresses that “the EHEA action lines such as degree and curriculum reform, quality 

assurance, recognition, mobility and the social dimension are implemented to varying degrees”. 

These conclusions are echoed in the latest Stocktaking report (2009) which demonstrates that the 

original objectives of the Bologna process, set to be achieved by 2010, proved to be overly 

ambitious. In addition, due to the voluntary character of engagement, some countries have not 

always been able or made enough effort to catch up with the pace of the Process. Thus, a number 

of goals still remain to be achieved in order to have a genuine cohesive Europe-wide higher 

education area. Therefore, it seems relevant to analyse, in the first part of this Report, both 

advancements made and challenges remaining to be overcome for greater geographical EHEA 

consolidation. 

It is also clear that the cost of exclusion from the global landscape is too high to bear today. 

Neither a European fortress nor an ivory tower, the EHEA sets reinforcement of international 

cooperation in education via the development of various multi- and bilateral programs, some of 

which would be analysed in detail in the second part of the Report, as one of its major priorities. 

In addition, over the last ten years, the Bologna Process has been successful in creating an 

internationally renowned brand, which proves to have a world-wide appeal, with the interest 

growing not only in the USA and other English-speaking countries, but also in Latin America 

and Asia. Today’s challenge is to establish the EHEA as a global player, building on past 

achievements and setting out for new ones.  
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Challenges vs achievements of the EHEA 

On the overall, higher education systems across the 47 EHEA countries look significantly 

different from 12 years ago, as most structural elements of the Area, i.e. those involving 

legislation and national regulation, have been, at least partly, implemented. It should also be 

taken into consideration that some of the desired outcomes of the key objectives of compatibility, 

comparability and attractiveness require post-implementation time to bear sizeable fruit.  

First of all, Bologna has become an institution in a more sociological sense, acquiring value and 

legitimacy beyond the performance of concrete tasks. It reflects a policy vision which has been 

able to unify political goals of governments and frame the strategies of higher education actors of 

the larger European community. In policy-making terms, it has also been a mechanism of 

developing policies and testing cooperation modes within the larger pan-European community, 

taking place on equal, benevolent terms. An important achievement has been the 2009 

Ministerial decision, stipulating that the Bologna Follow Up Group (BFUG) which has the 

overall steerage of the Bologna Process be chaired by two states, the country holding the EU 

presidency and a non-EU country. This has helped overcome the system modelled solely on the 

EU Presidency which basically excluded 20 countries. (Azerbaijan to Chair the BFUG on behalf 

of the non-EU countries beginning from 1 January 2012). 

In terms of concrete goal achievements, significant progress has been made on a number of 

vectors. The new two-/three-cycle structure is, at least theoretically, fully in place or has been 

extensively introduced in most institutions of all participating states. The ECTS and the Diploma 

Supplement, which have played an important role in inserting the aspects of Bologna reforms in 

national higher education systems and in facilitating the understanding of national qualifications 

Europe-wide, have also seen a substantial implementation growth. In terms of lifelong learning, 

promotion of mobility and alternative educational paths, the landscape of European programmes, 

registering and standardizing various individual experiences, has also thickened, with important 

developments introduced by the Tuning Project, the launching of the European Qualifications 

Framework and the Europass.  

In 2005, the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) for quality assurance have been adopted, 

with the European Quality Assurance Register established and operating by 2008. All 

participating countries have also introduced external quality assurance systems, with 22 

members establishing new quality assurance agencies. The latest Stocktaking report suggests that 

student participation in quality assurance has also progressed since 2007 (Stocktaking Report 

2009).  

Finally, mobility from other parts of the world towards the EHEA has increased substantially and 

faster than it has grown worldwide, with the EHEA countries attracting 30% of the over-all 

number of foreign learners in 2007 (First decade of working on the EHEA, Vol.1, 2009). 

A glass can either be seen as half-full or half-empty. A lot has already been achieved over the 

first Bologna decade. Nevertheless, shifting the landmark from Bologna 2010 to Bologna 2020, 

the Budapest Vienna Declaration acknowledged that success in reform implementation has 

varied from country to country. In the second decade of the Bologna Process attention needs to 
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turn to the achievement and further deepening of the major goals, to better implementation of the 

targets, initially identified in the Bologna Declaration, rather than to further modification of the 

architecture or embarking on new initiatives, which can only complicate, slow and bureaucratise 

the process.  

Twelve years after the launching of the Bologna Process and one year after the creation of the 

European Higher Education Area, a number of major challenges are seen as impeding full-scale 

consolidation of the Area: the “à la carte” approach towards reform conduction and goal 

implementation of some of the members; the East-West imbalance of student and scholar 

mobility flows; formalistic implementation of degree and curricula reforms as well as  

misinterpretation of Bologna reforms by the wider European society.  

 

Rapid enlargement 

 

In less than ten years the Bologna Process has been joined by 18 new countries, thus raising its 

membership to 47. Moreover, additional 23 countries from all over the world participate in the 

Process with observer status, which increases the total number to 70.  

Both the Process and the EHEA were conceived as a non-binding framework, a community of 

practice in which reform implementation is a responsibility of an individual country. Reforms 

are implemented individually by the members that take into account their national contexts. Not 

all EHEA members started from a similar baseline, as some already had certain elements of their 

higher education systems similar to those required by Bologna which made the adjustment 

process easier. Thus, a large proportion of HEIs in Spain, the United Kingdom and the 

Scandinavian countries already had a three-cycle degree structure before 1999, whereas Russian, 

Ukrainian and a number of other post-Soviet higher education systems historically had programs 

conceived as one sole block of 5 years of studies (spetsialist) which consequently required a 

more in-depth reorganization of the cycle structure in order to adjust it to the Bologna model.  

Similarly, larger countries with a significant number of higher education institutions found the 

reform process more challenging due to the seize of their education systems.  

In other countries Bologna reforms had to confront influences deeply rooted in the normative 

and cultural insights, such as national history and tradition, which also hindered rapid 

implementation. In addition, although the collective and voluntary intergovernmental approach 

has worked well in defining the shared vision of the Process, a divergence of views has emerged 

over time among old and new member-states, with the front-runners pushing for new action 

lines, while the recent adherents opting for better implementation of the already identified topics.  

Finally, some countries joined the process in order not to be left “outside of it”, consequently 

opting for the “à la carte approach” when it came to concrete action. The EHEA, which does not 

envisage any membership suspension mechanisms, can only encourage more engaged 

participation during informal contacts. Another tool that can be implemented is the “naming and 

shaming” tactic, which would benchmark the member states’ performance on a regular basis.  
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Imbalance of mobility flows 

Mobility is one of the core goals of the Bologna Process, with its importance underlined in 

numerous Bologna-related documents and in every Bologna Declaration, which aim not only at 

increasing attractiveness of the Area for students from non-EHEA countries, but also at boosting 

the level of student and staff circulation within the higher education area itself. The Leuven 

Communiqué set a concrete 20% target to be achieved by 2020. 

Notwithstanding the fact, statistical data on mobility remains limited, with two major sources of 

statistics- Eurostudent and Erasmus statistics focusing only on particular student groups and 

partly covering the whole EHEA.
2
 Moreover, little data exists on different types of student 

mobility, which include credit mobility (relatively short-term placements abroad integrated in the 

general course of study) and diploma mobility which presupposes a full period of study leading 

to diploma awarding. The internal openness of the EHEA is measured by the growth in internal 

diploma mobility as well as by the increase in the number of students with a study abroad 

experience in another EHEA country.   

The misbalance in the east-west movements is apparent in a number of ways. Western European 

countries are still the major recipients of foreign EHEA students, while Eastern Europe and 

Turkey- the Area’s main exporters. The main importers are, to cite but a few, the United 

Kingdom, France, Austria, Germany, the Netherlands and Denmark. In the meantime, some of 

them have witnessed a decrease in outgoing student mobility to other EHEA countries, such as in 

the case of the United Kingdom, in which the number of students participating in intra-European 

mobility programmes has dropped by 24,4% between 1999 and 2007. In addition, a certain core-

periphery tendency has emerged, poignantly described by Tomusk as “the path of transforming 

its [European] higher education into an English-language-operated knowledge shop with its high 

street in Cambridge and Oxford and night bazaars in Tallinn, Riga, Sofia and so on” (Tomusk, 

2008).  

An exceptional and instructive case is the Czech Republic, which has witness an almost 400% 

increase (from 1,2% to 5,8%) in incoming students from the EHEA between 1999-2007. The 

secret of such success is based on the provision of free educational services to foreign students if 

they are enrolled in Czech-language programs in addition to a large variety of state, university 

and regional scholarships (such as, for example, the Visegrad Fund scholarships). Interested 

foreign students have the possibility of undertaking a one-year paid language proficiency course 

after which they are able to continue their studies in the national language (Czech) for a degree at 

public and state institutions free of charge. This concept has enabled the country both to 

internationalise (i.e. increase the number of foreign students) and to promote its mother tongue.  

It would also require a lot of effort and well-adjusted policies to consolidate the Area in terms of 

the proportion of students with a study abroad experience in order to reach the 20% objective. 

Thus, if Norway, Germany, Finland and France already have between 15-18% of students with 

such experience, the number is below 5% in Lithuania and Turkey.  

                                                             

2
 Thus, Erasmus covers only 31 countries engaged in the programme, while Eurostudent- 20. Interesting 

data is also collected by Eurobarometer, which provides data on the EU countries as well as statistics on 

Croatia, Turkey, Iceland and Norway.  
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Another tendency is the clusterization of the Area with increased student mobility among small 

groups of the EHEA countries linked by common historical and language ties. Thus, French 

students continue enrolling into Belgian HEIs in which the selection procedure is more open, 

German graduates pursue their studies in the Netherlands while Albanians study in Greece. Azeri 

students mostly commonly opt for Russia and Turkey, with which the country has long 

cooperation traditions and bilateral agreements in the sphere (with Russia). 

On the overall, it is clear that the major challenge is not only in boosting, but also in diversifying 

student mobility within the entire EHEA, which requires concentrated efforts to overcome such 

barriers as financial hardship, visa procedures and the risk of brain drain. 

Almost half of the EHEA member-States are not part of the Schengen zone. 40% of the EHEA 

students, most notably those coming from Azerbaijan, Russia, Ukraine and Turkey have reported 

facing visa barriers when attempting to study in another EHEA country. For the moment, not 

enough is being done to improve the status quo. Thus, recent British legislation, which  

introduced in March 2009 the points-based visa system for foreign students, without 

differentiating between the EHEA and non-EHEA countries, has done little to live up to the 

goals declared. Similarly, although visa regime facilitation measures have been under 

implementation since 2006 in France, it is still classified as “strict”. The non-Schengen countries 

have neither done enough to facilitate foreign student mobility. For example, a complicated visa 

procedure exists for foreign students planning to undertake a study period in Russia, under which 

an HIV/AIDS test results are required to be submitted with the application form. Generally, even 

greater problem arise for visa applicants who opt for an internship abroad rather than a university 

course attendance as part of their degree mobility.  

Material resources put forward to facilitate inter-European mobility are neither sufficient. 

Although important steps have been taken with the adoption in 1969 of the European Agreement 

on Continued Payment of Scholarships to Students Studying Abroad and its growing 

implementation by the EHEA governments, disparities remain within the Area, creating 

problems for less wealthy countries and citizens. Although a number of solutions have been 

proposed, including distinct university funding allocated to mobile students coming from less 

privileged background, inter-university and regional agreements, requiring the sending university 

to cover the travel costs and the receiving- maintenance, such as in case of the Central European 

Programme for University Studies, as well as special grants and loans for going abroad, 

allocated, as in Serbia and Russia, on a competitive basis, their number is too limited to 

encourage a full-scale mobility process. Today, mobility is only possible for those who can 

afford it. 

Finally, the risk of brain drain can have an extremely negative impact on the Process 

development. Taking up opportunities and enjoying freedom of choice is an inalienable 

individual right, but the consequences for the sending nation are to be taken into account when 

mobility programmes are designed. In order for mobility programmes to succeed and to be 

greater endorsed and promoted in all the EHEA countries, the primary strategy remains the 

creation and development, through support and cooperation, of favourable and attractive 

conditions for students and scholars to remain and return to their home institutions where their 

new capacities and knowledge are indispensable. In order to do so, a clear-cut line is to be drawn 

between academic (temporary) mobility and permanent migration, which should include both 



 8 

administrative measures such as stricter visa extension requirements and conditionality of 

scholarships. Thus, the Chevening Scholarship awarded by the British government to students 

aiming at pursuing their studies in the United Kingdom is conditioned on its receiver’s consent to 

return to his/her home country on completion of the studies. Brain circulation would benefit the 

entire EHEA significantly more than brain drain.  

Greater attention is also to be paid to the development of scholar and professor mobility within 

the EHEA, an issue almost neglected today. While higher levels of student mobility are a crucial 

factor in the creation of the “Europe of knowledge”, the paradox of learning globally while 

teaching locally should be avoided. Internationalisation of scientific research and publications, 

conducted within one common program by several universities from the EHEA, can be one of 

the first viable steps in this direction. 

Mobility facilitation, a crucial point for the EHEA geographical consolidation, cannot be seen in 

a vacuum. It is closely interconnected with such processes as better implementation of the 

Lisbon Recognition Convention, of the Diploma Supplement and of the European Credit 

Transfer System (ECTS).  

 

Towards readable and comparable degrees 

 

Mobility can only be increased if qualifications obtained by students while studying abroad are 

recognised by the HEIs and the labour market both back at home and in other EHEA member-

States. This requires degree and curriculum reforms which lead to better readability and 

comparability of degrees throughout the EHEA, and, in the longer term, to improved graduate 

flexibility and employability. 

The cornerstone of the process is the 1997 Lisbon Recognition Convention, which stipulates that 

each Party to the Convention shall “recognize the qualifications issued by other Parties meeting 

the general requirements for access to higher education in those Parties” (Article 4(1)). In 2003, 

the Berlin Communiqué reiterated the importance of the Convention. Today, significant progress 

has been achieved in terms of compliance of national legislation with it. Nevertheless, actual 

recognition practices, especially those inside HEIs, show that improvements are still needed 

(Stocktaking Report 2009). What is more, in some countries new Bologna norms coexist 

alongside previous legislation, which contradicts it. General harmonisation of national legislation 

is crucial.  

Readable and comparable degrees imply a common degree structure (Bachelor’s-Masters-

Doctorate), which itself requires the development of common Bologna “tools”, such as the 

European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) and the Diploma Supplement. 

Today, the ECTS, which enables students to collect credits for courses taken during their study 

period and to automatically validate the courses taken abroad at home university on the basis of 

credits collected, is fully implemented in 36 participating states (Eurydice 2010). The main 

challenge is the harmonisation of the ECTS points in substance, which implies clear and standard 

credit measurement in terms of student workload and unambiguous linkage to learning 
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outcomes, whereas today the ECTS points are mostly calculated on the basis of contact hours. In 

addition, the number of hours required for one ECTS-point varies significantly among countries, 

defined in Norway as 20 hours of study and in Spain- as 10. Wider implementation of the ECTS 

is also a crucial tool in achieving one of the most innovative and prospective aims of the Bologna 

Process- popularisation of the process of life-long learning, during which students, unable to 

follow the traditional route in higher education, would be able to collect the credits and acquire a 

degree over a longer period of time. This scheme seems to have a significant potential taking into 

consideration that today’s employer prioritises the graduate’s savoir faire, i.e. what the graduate 

knows and is able to do, rather than the procedure through which the qualification was earned 

(Bergan, in: Zgaga, 2006). 

The second instrument of the Bologna toolkit is the Diploma Supplement (DS), defined as a 

document attached to a higher education diploma that describes the nature, level, contents and 

status of the studies completed. The Berlin Communiqué stipulates that the DS should be issued 

in a widely spoken European language automatically and free of charge to every student. Whilst 

an overall progress has been made, only half of the member-States have managed to implement 

it fully, while the others either fail to issue it automatically and to all graduates, or to produce a 

standardised easily readable document. Thus, for example, the DS is only given upon request in 

Italy, with the process being long and cumbersome (First decade of working on the EHEA, 

Vol.2, 2009). In addition, current DS across the EHEA vary significantly in terms of contents, 

lay-out and structure.   

Finally, progress on the axis of “educational architecture” convergence (i.e. the three-cycle 

structure) is also needed. Although 90% of higher education institutions in all member-States 

have implemented the new structure (European University Association, Trends 2010), the degree 

landscape in Europe is still very complex and confusing. Thus, the 3+2 academic years 

Bachelor/Master’s model, implemented in 19 higher education systems, coexists alongside the 

4+2 model, used in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russia and Turkey, as well as the 4+1 and 

4+1,5 structures, as in Spain, Bulgaria, Ukraine and Scotland. Such diversity impedes 

comprehensive intra-European harmonisation of study periods and poses additional challenges to 

student mobility. 

Greater consultations and over-all stakeholder engagement is required when decisions 

concerning degree compression and restructuring are made. In some cases, such as in Germany, 

Austria or Portugal, the compression of previously long Bachelor’s programs into standard three-

year courses has deprived students of necessary mobility and internship periods. The issue of 

decreased funding for Master’s programs is also a problem within the entire Area.  

Furthermore, even though most students envisage to continue their studies on a Master’s course, 

the 2009 Eurobarometer study reveals that at least 50% of those surveyed anticipate to continue 

directly their studies on a second level, less and less importance is attached to student 

familiarisation with high-level research skills, necessary both for research conduction at the 

Master’s and PhD levels and for successful employability in today’s knowledge-intensive work 

environment.  

Finally, although an asset in student mobility facilitation, the introduction of the Bachelor’s 

degree has made no impact on student employability. Communication shortage between the 
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reformers and the labour market has led to difficulties with the acceptance of the Bachelor’s 

degree, especially in countries with no previous Bachelor/Master’s tradition. National authorities 

have also done little in terms of reviewing their public sector employment policies in order to 

ensure entry-points for first-cycle graduates. Better understanding of the value of the first-cycle 

degree is also to be promoted by the academic environment itself. 

 

Wider process ownership 

 

The above-mentioned measures, required to enforce geographical consolidation and 

harmonisation within the EHEA, would be undermined if the actual stakeholders lack a common 

vision of the goals set and necessary cohesion on the national level. It is important to ensure that 

the ownership of the Process rests with its stakeholders. An intergovernmental framework is an 

effective tool for rapid decision-making and reform promotion, but the success of the actual 

implementation lies with its endorsement by national parliaments, higher education institutions 

and student associations. Any reform process in the field should not be considered as an 

imposition but rather as a two-way cooperation (OSCE 12
th
 Economic Forum, 2004). A new 

relationship based on strong partnership between public authorities and the stakeholders is a 

means of proceeding in the right direction and of comprehensively reforming the national higher 

education systems. Convincing, consulting and preparing students, scholars and academic staff 

for coupling with the changes, benefits and temporary drawbacks, caused by the Process, is a 

necessity.  

Since the launching of the Bologna Process in 1999, continuous progress in its development has 

been recorded at every biannual Ministerial Conference. The goals were consequently enlarged 

and new objectives set. Today, some of the action lines are almost complete and all countries 

have made considerable progress in certain domains. Today’s challenge is to ensure that all 

EHEA member-States, notwithstanding the time when they joined, succeed in attaining the 

initially established objectives, which seems to be, to a certain extent, a question of time.  

 

 

 

Towards greater EHEA openness 

 

Alongside reform and harmonization of the intra-European higher education systems, developing 

the external dimension of the Bologna Process has, right from the outset, been a major aim. 

Considerations regarding links between European higher education and the rest of the world can 

already be found in the Magna Charta Universitatum and the Sorbonne Declaration. Reiterating 

them, the Bologna Declaration sets itself an objective of ensuring that “the European higher 

education system acquires a world-wide degree of attraction”. The EHEA operates in a global, 
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continuously internationalising environment, which creates additional opportunities as well as 

challenges.  

“Systems that develop without due regard to the outside world run a high risk of failure”, warned 

Sjur Bergan in 2005. Conscious of it, the Bergen 2005 Ministerial Conference established a 

working group designed to develop the EHEA external dimension strategy, with the following 

London 2007 meeting adopting the European Higher Education Area in a Global Setting 

Strategy Paper. The 2010 Budapest-Vienna Declaration reiterated the commitment, welcoming 

the “considerable interest in other parts of the world” and looking forward to intensifying “policy 

dialogue and cooperation with partners across the world”.  

Indeed, no regional process of transformation can ignore today the broader process of 

globalisation that acts as a real catalyst, “exerting pressure on Europe to reach out to non-

European partners” just as they, according to Juan Ramon de la Fuente, President of the 

International Association of Universities, “seek to learn from the experience in Europe” (Second 

Bologna Forum, 2010).  

Today, in line with the adopted Strategy Paper, five major goals for the global dimension of the 

EHEA exist: 

- Improving information on the EHEA  

- Enhancing the EHEA world attractiveness and competitiveness 

- Intensifying policy dialogue and good practice sharing  

- Strengthening partnership-based cooperation 

- Furthering the recognition of qualifications. 

 

Relatively little time has passed since 2007 for a comprehensive assessment of this policy 

results. Nevertheless, some preliminary observations and suggestions can already be made.  

The distinctiveness of the policy objectives set by the EHEA consists in its major focus on global 

cooperation rather than competition. Although international competitiveness was and remains 

part of the countries’ economic potential and the EHEA member-States cannot neglect the 

challenge posed by other higher education institutions and systems worldwide, it was 

nevertheless decided that worldwide attractiveness of the Area can only be achieved through 

cooperative, partnership measures, via “sharing experiences of reform processes with 

neighboring regions” (Bergen Communiqué, 2005).  

This explains why the Process is positively viewed worldwide, even if it is to be acknowledged 

that only few people outside a closed circle of higher education experts and policy-makers are 

fully aware of what it means. Thus, the importance of improving information on the EHEA and 

making the “Bologna label” better known still remains an issue.  

Although a website devoted to the EHEA has been launched, too little is done by the European 

higher education systems themselves to enforce the legal “personality” of the Process, with most 

countries preferring to promote their own higher education systems internationally rather than 

the entire EHEA (Stocktaking Report 2009). Expert remarks reveal that most students still make 
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a choice of studying in a particular country, most generally in the UK, France or Germany, rather 

than in the EHEA as a whole. Nevertheless, it seems that this situation is likely to change in the 

near future, with an increasing number of higher education institutions throughout the EHEA 

proposing programmes in English and creating financially favourable conditions for non-EHEA 

students to enrol in their programmes. Inter-EHEA Joint Degrees and mobility programs 

between less and more renowned institutions can help attract students even to traditionally less 

popular destinations, provided that they offer good-quality services for moderate prices. 

On the overall, between 1999 and 2007, the EHEA has gained in popularity as a study 

destination, with a 63% increase in the non-EHEA student numbers recorded. Alongside 

traditional destinations, such as Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK, 

several new countries, including Azerbaijan, Finland and Spain, have also been able to 

substantially increase the number of non-EHEA students studying on their programs (First 

decade of working on the EHEA, Vol.2, 2009).   

The Bologna Process has had and will have a larger impact on the global higher education 

architecture not solely in terms of student mobility, but also in terms of policy development. The 

EHEA has managed to become a globally-recognized model, with countries and world regions 

beginning to study and adapt some of its core features. Thus, the Tuning project designed to 

harmonize different educational structures and programmes in line with the Bologna goals, has 

inspired “Tuning USA”, under which three state higher education systems (Indiana, Minnesota 

and Utah) have formed study groups to examine the applicability of the European experience to 

American HEIs as well as to try out a few of its procedures. Utah went even further, adopting its 

version of the Diploma Supplement as an information tool (Adelman, 2008).  

China has been carefully examining the degree structure synchronisation undertaken in Europe 

as well as mobility enforcement measures, using European experience in its development of a 

strategic plan for higher education up to 2020. Australia went even further, clearly stating that it 

could not afford to ignore the changes taking place in Europe, unless it wanted to “be left out of 

the tent” (Illing, 2006). Consequently, enforced cooperation projects were launched not only 

between European and Australian universities, which already have strong ties, but also within the 

region, leading to the adoption of the 2006 Brisbane Communiqué which launched the Asia-

Pacific Higher Education Area, covering 52 countries.  

The goal of the above-mentioned and many other similar initiatives is not to imitate, but to learn 

from successful experience and improve within their distinctive national contexts. Europe, if it 

wants to remain the frontrunner of the emerging paradigm when “the smart money in 

cooperation and conversation” (Adelman, 2008), is to promote such practice-sharing and 

collaboration. International HE system, attuned to the EHEA, would not only stimulate and 

facilitate contacts and cooperation, but can also serve as a mirror in which the Europeans would 

better see their own problems and challenges.  

It is also to be kept in mind that the Bologna Process has been launched as a response to common 

global challenges in line with the larger higher education modernization agenda. Thus, such 

reforms as program internationalization, quality and employability enhancement and mobility 

promotion have been largely implemented world-wide without direct reference to Bologna. The 
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EHEA can position itself as an interesting case-study and develop experience-sharing programs 

thus boosting its recognition internationally. 

Finally, reiterating the question of the then-President of the IAU, we can ask ourselves whether 

Bologna reforms should be “extended to other parts of the world” (Mohamedbhai, 2005: in 

Zgaga, 2007). Although the Outline Report on the “Extension of the European Higher Education 

Area to all countries”, adopted in April 2011 clearly and rightly suggests that such extension 

“seems too ambitious, as all countries will never be able to join the EHEA”, a different answer 

can be given if the question is considered from a larger framework, structured around the 

possibility and desirability of the extension of the Bologna idea and its spirit worldwide. As once 

the Tempus programme launched at the beginning of the 1990s to promote the spirit of political 

change in Central and Eastern Europe, the Bologna “spirit” of cooperation and partnership can 

also be shared with other parts of the increasingly interconnected and open world. An important 

step in this direction was made with the creation of the Bologna Policy Forum, which took place 

for the first time in 2009, followed by the Second Forum in 2010 with the Third being scheduled 

for 2012.  

Greater bilateral and multilateral cooperation between the EHEA and non-EHEA countries on 

the larger policy development level and on the level of individual institutions is to be 

encouraged, especially in such cases when historical and cultural links already exist. Thus, 

further development of the Euro-Mediterranean Higher Education Area project, well 

complemented by the Mediterranean University Forum, is desirable. Similarly, although 

francophone and lusophone countries are not geographically homogeneous, they are linked with 

Europe by centuries’ long tradition of cooperation based on common language and similar 

tradition of higher education systems, some of which were patterned on the higher education 

institutions in one of the European countries.  

Such cooperation, based on close communication and good practice sharing, proves 

advantageous not only for the countries directly engaged, but for the entire Area itself, 

promoting better understanding of its values and potential This has been recorded since the 

beginning of 2000 in France’s cooperation with Afrique francophone, when a series of seminars 

and international meetings were organised during which possible reforms of higher education in 

Africa were discussed based on France’s experience within the Bologna Process. As a result, 

ready-made recipes were not transferred/imposed from the North to the South, but an equal 

partnership established. The Community of the Portuguese Speaking Countries, created in 1996, 

is another example of such a prospective framework.  

Another potentially perspective case is the russophone area, which transcends the EHEA 

“borders”. Russia has a close relationship and strong cooperation ties with higher education 

systems in the Central Asian states, such as Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistani and Turkmenistan, which 

are not members of the EHEA. Traditionally, their higher education systems have been almost 

interconnected with Russian universities, but the Bologna Process puts them on the “external 

side”. In this sense it is of crucial importance not to construct artificial borders, but act as a 

bridge between these countries and the larger EHEA community, which can also be a wider 

reform initiator in the higher education sphere.  
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Greater EHEA openness and visibility can also be promoted via the Tuning projects 

implemented today in 60 countries worldwide. Launched with Tuning Latin America in 2003, 

when Latin American higher education institutions suggested that an inter-continental project, 

based on the Bologna Process experience, be launched both to “tune up” the region’s higher 

education institutions, harmonising their qualifications framework, and to make the Latin 

American programs more compatible with the European framework. Proved to be a successful 

experience, it laid the ground for new Tuning projects, such as the already-mentioned Tuning 

USA as well as Tuning Australia and the recently launched Tuning Africa. 

More generally, international openness of the European higher education system can only be 

seen as a reciprocal, mutually beneficial cooperation. While European institutions can help their 

non-EHEA partners acquire necessary knowledge of the Bologna reforms to improve skills for 

economic, social and institutional development and modernisation, it is also a European tool of 

larger relation consolidation and international cooperation enforcement. 

 

 

 

Conclusion or the Bologna Process, quo vadis? 

The Bologna Process is the most inspiring and far-reaching higher education reform ever 

conducted. Not only did it lead to a voluntarily formation of a genuinely pan-European area, its 

flexible and informal structures have proven to be efficient, while the governmental 

commitment- enduring and sincere. 

Still, a lot remains to be done for greater consolidation of the European Higher Education Area. 

Internal harmonisation and cooperation should not be juxtaposed to the external dimension of the 

EHEA. Even if, as the Outline Report concludes, the deepening of the process within the already 

existing member-States should remain a priority, further geographical enlargement should not be 

ruled out entirely. Rather, it can be seen in terms of sharing good practices and the Bologna 

“spirit” promotion. Can anyone possibly argue today that the Global Knowledge Society will be 

built using competing regional blocks? Can it succeed without the global South? 

Linked to it are the debates on further measures required to boost the EHEA’s role globally. 

Should the EHEA have its own material resources, which it would be able to invest in priority 

projects? Today, the finance, never mentioned in any communiqué, is provided by the EU 

Commission, EU presidencies and the two countries hosting the ministerial conferences, creating 

an impression of the EHEA remaining a largely EU-promoted project. Can and should it go on in 

the same way in the next decade?  

Greater engagement of all stakeholders in the functioning and implementation of the EHEA is 

absolutely essential, as the Area can no longer develop through closed inter-governmental 

cooperation. How to improve the general feeling within the EHEA that those affected and 

engaged in the process should participate not merely as subjects but as empowered actors whose 

contribution enriches the whole process?  
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Finally, what role should the Council of Europe play in the process development in the 

upcoming years? Already participating and providing expertise in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Kazakhstan, Armenia and Ukraine, the Council of Europe has the necessary tools and capacities 

to boost the understanding of the Bologna Process not only at governmental, but also at grass-

root levels and help countries succeed in their reform efforts. How could the Parliamentary 

Assembly of the Council of Europe contribute? Last but not least, what should be done to 

encourage further world-wide adhesion to the Council of Europe/UNESCO Lisbon Recognition 

Convention?  

Time is needed for the shared Bologna identity to be uncovered, but, once achieved, it would 

help turn the people of the entire Area into a community. For the time being, general 

commitment and cooperation should remain the key words.  
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