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1 Introduction

European integration in higher education entered a new era with the signing of the
Bologna Declaration in 1999 (Bologna Process 1999) and its subsequent implemen-
tation, generally referred to as the Bologna Process (Maassen and Olsen 2007). In
March 2010, along with the anniversary of the Bologna Process’ first decade, the
European Higher Education Area (EHEA) was launched. The main overall objective
of the EHEA was to ensure more comparable, compatible and coherent systems of
higher education in Europe. According to the official website of the EHEA,1 the
48 participating countries with different political, cultural and academic traditions
agreed to reform higher education on the basis of common key values—including
academic freedom, institutional autonomy, freedom of expression, independent stu-
dent unions, and freemovement of students and staff.While the reforms have reduced
the structural barriers for student and staff mobility, little progress has been realised
when it comes to the adaptation of the common values. As will be argued in this
paper, it can be concluded that in some of the EHEA countries the adherence of
fundamental values, e.g. with respect to academic freedom, has deteriorated instead
of improved since 2010.
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At the Ministerial Conference in Paris in 2018, the participating Ministers agreed
that they want a more ambitious EHEA beyond 2020 (Bologna Process 2018). In
elaborating this strategic ambition, theMinisters expressed the EHEA’s commitment
to extend integrated transnational cooperation in higher education, research and inno-
vation, with the aim to increase the mobility of staff, students and researchers, and
to develop more joint study programmes throughout the whole EHEA. In the period
2018–2020, the full potential of the EHEA was to be unlocked (Bologna Process
2018: 2) through a focus on:

1. The compatibility of the three-cycle system with the overarching framework of
the EHEA and first and second cycle degrees scaled by ECTS.

2. The compliance of the EHEA with the Lisbon Recognition Convention;
3. The compliance of quality assurance in the EHEA countries with the Standards

and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the EHEA (ENQA 2015).

In addition, the Ministers want European higher education to play a key role in
meeting the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs2). At the same time, while
the Paris Communiqué acknowledges that fundamental values, such as academic
freedomand institutional autonomy (BolognaProcess 2018: 1), have been challenged
in recent years in some of the EHEA countries, the promotion and protection of
these in the entire EHEA is left to political dialogue and cooperation. Given the
already referred to deterioration of the situation in a number of EHEA countries, it
can be argued that the Paris Communiqué exemplifies the symbolic nature of the
commitment to basic values and principles, and the lack of effective action for truly
making fundamental values and principles a key component of the EHEA.

The symbolic nature of the commitment to fundamental values in the EHEA
comes at a time when the overall European integration project is going through a
difficult and in many respects uncertain period. For example, the consequences of
Brexit; the rise of nationalistic, anti-EU political parties and movements; important
disagreements among EU member states on key ideas and principles underlying
European integration, as well as the growing global political and economic rivalry,
are all forming serious challenges for the further development of European collab-
oration and integration. In the end, these challenges might also threaten the further
development of the EHEA. Consequently, key questions to address for the next phase
of the EHEA are:

– What kind of universities for what kind of Europe?
– How can fundamental values and principles become a sine qua non in the next
phase of the EHEA?

In this paper, wewill start with a discussion of the possible relevance of science diplo-
macy for addressing these questions. Next, we will analyse intra-European political
tensions, with a number of member states having moved away from basic European
values and principles concerning liberal democracy and open societies. Further, we

2See: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/ (accessed 10
February 2020).

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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will examine the impact of the European Universities Initiative3 and funding patterns
of other European education programmes on the further development of the EHEA.
Finally, we will discuss the consequences of growing global higher education com-
petition. What does the ‘European’ in EHEA stand for in this competition, and will
the EHEA represent one coherent, strong voice and position that will allow Europe
to remain a global key actor in higher education?

2 Science Diplomacy and the EHEA

The challenges that Europe is facing globally have been clearly addressed on sev-
eral occasions by its political leaders. The German Chancellor Angela Merkel, for
example, raised the issue of the importance for Europe to put up a united front to be
able to deal adequately with threats of global rivalry in an interview published May
2019 in six newspapers: “Europe must reposition itself to stand up to the challenges
posed by its big global rivals… This is indeed a time when we need to fight for our
principles and fundamental values” (Guardian, 15 May 2019).4 In this, Merkel is
primarily referring to the USA, China and Russia, with challenges that range from
the USmonopoly over digital industries through China’s economic power to Russian
interference in democratic elections. In addition, also the President of the European
Commission Ursula von der Leyen has addressed the importance of key values for
Europe’s external relations: “We must use our diplomatic and economic strength to
support global stability and prosperity… and be better able to export our values and
standards.”5

For securing Europe’s future global political influence and economic competitive-
ness, the importance of developing more effective connections between science and
innovation is emphasized in various national and EU policy and programme initia-
tives, including Horizon Europe.6 the EU’s next research and innovation programme
to succeedHorizon2020 in 2021, and theEuropeanEducationArea,7 HorizonEurope
consists of three pillars, that is, pillar 1, ‘Excellent Science’, pillar 2, ‘Global Chal-
lenges and European Industrial Competitiveness’, and pillar 3, ‘Innovative Europe’.
In the third pillar, the European Innovation Council is included as a new instrument
for supporting various types of innovations that are too risky for private investors.
An important ambition with respect to Horizon Europe is that Europe can do better

3See: https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-uni
versities-initiative\_en (accessed 10 February 2020).
4See: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/may/15/angela-merkel-interview-europe-eu-uni
te-challenge-us-russia-china (accessed 10 February 2020)
5See: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/mission-letter-josep-borrell-2019
\_en.pdf (accessed 10 February 2020).
6See: https://ec.europa.eu/info/horizon-europe-next-research-and-innovation-framework-progra
mme\_en, (accessed 10 February 2020).
7See: https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area_en (accessed
10 February 2020).
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at transforming its excellent research into leadership in innovation and entrepreneur-
ship. In this, an example of a fundamental value issue, as referred to by Merkel, is
the choice between technologizing humanity versus humanising technology, with
European politicians stating that they want to promote the latter.

Obviously, the interest of the EU and its member states in the connection between
science and innovation is not confined to an isolated science policy arena. Science has
become more and more integrated into other policy areas and arenas as visible, for
example, in the growing link between science and foreign affairs, referred to with the
term ‘science diplomacy’. In a speech given in 2015 in Washington, D.C., then EU
commissioner Moedas argued that “Science diplomacy is the torch that can light the
way, where other kinds of politics and diplomacy have failed8” (Moedas 2015). This
perspective is further elaborated as follows in an article published in 2016: “Sci-
entific cooperation has an indisputable role in effective European neighbourhood
policy, international relations, and development policy. Therefore, as commissioner
for research, science, and innovation, I want to see the EU play an increasingly active
and visible role in international science diplomacy. This can be achieved, namely,
by using the universal language of science to maintain open channels of communi-
cation in the absence of other viable foreign policy approaches” (Moedas 2016: 2).
This quote reflects the strong belief that scientific interactions can have a stabilizing
influence on the relationships between countries with seriously incongruent ideo-
logical approaches and political systems. From this perspective, science diplomacy
can be described as “… the use of scientific collaborations among nations to address
the common problems.” (Federoff 2009: 9). This implies that science diplomacy
represents a path of “common interest building”, opposed to “conflict resolution”
(Berkman 2019: 65). For example, the SDGs clearly represent the outcomes of an
effort of (global) common interest building. Consequently, science diplomacy is
assumed to play a central role in the global and regional efforts to balance national
needs with common interests among two or more countries (Berkman 2019: 79).

How did science diplomacy contribute to the development of the EHEA? Did sci-
ence diplomacy result in a growing adherence to fundamental values and principles
among the 48 participating countries within the EHEA? In addressing these ques-
tions, we will examine the political interest in the EHEA, followed by an analysis
of the extent to which the EHEA countries adhere to academic freedom, being one
of the most central fundamental values the participating countries have agreed upon.
We will start by briefly discussing the growing variety among the EHEA countries
ideological foundation of national governance models with respect to higher educa-
tion.

8See: https://ec.europa.eu/research/iscp/pdf/newsletter/international-research-update_57_june-
2015.pdf (accessed 17 March 2020).

https://ec.europa.eu/research/iscp/pdf/newsletter/international-research-update_57_june-2015.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/research/iscp/pdf/newsletter/international-research-update_57_june-2015.pdf
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3 National Contexts

For discussing the variety in the ideas underlying specific national arrangements
for higher education, we will use in this paper the basic visions on higher educa-
tion governance and organization identified by Olsen (2007: 28-33). These visions
are recognisable in national governance models with respect to higher education in
Europe (Maassen and Olsen 2007), and using them allows us to identify three groups
of countries.

First, in some countries a market- and competition-oriented approach is empha-
sized in the government’s higher education governance model. Second, there is a
group of countries in which higher education is primarily regarded as one of the key
instruments for implementing and realizing national political agendas. In the third
group of countries, the public authorities adhere to a more balanced mixture of ideas
underlying their higher education governance model overemphasizing one dominant
vision. How are higher education institutions affected by the dominant governance
vision in their national context? First, in those countries that most directly and con-
sequently follow a market- and competition-oriented approach in their higher educa-
tion governance model, higher education institutions have become more like private
sector firms in their governance and organization structures. In these countries, gov-
ernments believe in the positive impact of competition; more direct relationships
between the higher education institutions and their users or clients; private, diver-
sified funding (including high levels of tuition fees); and economy-driven research
agendas, implying a strong focus on the Life Sciences and STEM (Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering andMathematics) disciplines. Here, the role of the state and the
size and formal mandates of the public domain have been adapted and in many ways
reduced over the last decades, and the political economy can be characterised as a
liberal market economy (Hall and Soskice 2001).

Second, in those countries inwhich higher education is first and foremost regarded
as one of the key instruments for implementing and realizing national political agen-
das, the higher education institutions’ governance structures and practices are in gen-
eral quite strictly controlled by the public authorities. This can be direct by selecting
and appointing institutional academic and administrative leaders, or indirect through
legal frameworks and policies that limit the institutional autonomy and through ear-
marked funding practices. Many policy initiatives are introduced to stimulate the
higher education institutions’ academic quality and socio-economic relevance, but
often on a trial and error basis. This implies that there is a rather low level of stability in
the institutions’ environment, and they have to adapt regularly to new productivity-
enhancing policies and targets introduced by the public authorities. The political
economy in these countries can be characterised as a state-led market economy (Hall
and Soskice 2001).

Third, in those countries where the public authorities use a more balanced mix-
ture of ideas underlying their higher education governance model overemphasizing
one dominant vision, public funding levels remain relatively high, tuition fees are
moderate, low or disallowed, and institutional governance models try to maintain
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a balance between democratic and executive principles and components. While we
also see in these countries a growing reliance on the working of the market place
and competition, and a focus on the contribution of higher education to innovation
in the private sector, at the same time also the promotion of open societies, democ-
racy and intercultural competences are important elements of the higher education
governance approach. In these countries, the role of the state and the size and formal
mandates of the public domain have been adapted but not necessarily reduced over
the last decades, and the political economy can be characterised as a coordinated
market economy (Hall and Soskice 2001).

4 Development of Political Interest in the EHEA

While political variety among countries participating in the EHEA has increased, the
convergence of structural elements of the higher education systems in theEHEA, such
as the introduction of ECTS, the three-cycle degree structure or quality assurance
mechanisms, has successfully progressed since 1999 (Scott 2012). When looking
at the stocktaking reports that have been prepared for the ministerial conferences,9

it becomes clear that structural differences are being reduced and higher education
systems are converging towards a so-called “Bologna model”. At the same time,
national higher education governance models discussed above act as a filter for the
implementation and interpretation of policies coming from the EHEA especially in
cases where these policies conflict with interests or values on the national level (Gor-
nitzka andMaassen 2014). Consequently, the diversity within the EHEAwith respect
to fundamental values and principles, such as institutional autonomy, academic free-
dom, and the social dimension of higher education (Yagci 2014) remains significant
or has even increased in some aspects. Apparently, the science diplomacy approach
described by Moedas (2016) has not had the effect of the EHEA becoming more
homogeneous in the way the participating countries adhere to fundamental values in
practice.

In parallel, the EHEA seems to become politically less salient over time. Earlier
studies have shown that the level of political representation of full member del-
egations (excluding the European Commission) to the Ministerial Conferences of
the EHEA has steadily declined between 1999 and 2015 with an especially steep
decrease for EU member countries (Vukasovic et al. 2017). Following up on this
study, we analysed the attendance lists of all Bologna Ministerial Conferences from
1999 to and including 2018. In this, we coded the level of political representation,
that is, the title of the head of delegation, of each full member delegation (exclud-
ing the European Commission) on a 5-point scale, with 1 being the highest level of

9See: http://www.ehea.info/pid34367/implementation-and-national-reports.html, accessed 10
February 2020.

http://www.ehea.info/pid34367/implementation-and-national-reports.html
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Table 1 Mean level of
political representation of the
head of full member
delegations

Year Mean level of political representation

1999 1.13

2001 1.76

2003 1.40

2005 1.49

2007 1.57

2009 1.81

2010 1.96

2012 2.29

2015 2.67

2018 1.90

representation (minister) and 5 the lowest (bureaucrats below the level of a Director
General).10

When assessing the level of political representation of the full member delegations
throughout the years, our results are in line with prior studies. Except for the last
Ministerial Conference in Paris (Bologna Process 2018), we find a clear decrease in
the mean level of political representation over time, dropping from a situation where
most delegations were headed by ministers in 1999, to one where in 2015 most
full member delegations were led by state secretaries or lower-level bureaucrats. In
a way, this development lets one question whether the label “Bologna Ministerial
Conference” is still appropriate given that in 2015, only 14 out of 46 full member
delegations were headed by a minister. In 2018, the situation got somewhat better
with 29 out of 49 full member delegations being headed by a minister. Overall,
this suggests that the political salience of the EHEA is decreasing over time, as full
members do not see it necessary anymore to be represented on the highest political
level at the Ministerial Conferences. The data presented in Table1 illustrate this
overall trend, and even with the increase in the mean level of political representation
in 2018, representation did not reach a level equal or higher than in the years up to
2009.

For analysing the mean level of political representation of the head of full member
delegations, we have grouped theBolognaMinisterial Conference delegations in four
groups:

10For a discussion on the problems of classifying the level of representation, see: Bergan and Deca
(2018).
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Table 2 Mean level of political representation of the head of full member delegations grouped by
EU membership status

Year EU member EEA/EFTA EU candidate Neither

1999 1.00 2.00 1.00 –

2001 1.63 1.75 1.77 2.25

2003 1.31 2.25 1.15 1.50

2005 1.42 1.75 1.25 1.62

2007 1.57 2.75 1.00 1.33

2009 1.76 3.00 1.67 1.58

2010 2.00 1.50 3.00 1.77

2012 2.45 3.33 2.00 1.75

2015 3.04 2.75 2.40 1.67

2018 1.83 1.50 3.00 1.82

1. delegations that represented EU member countries at the time of the conference;
2. delegations that represented EEA or EFTAmembers at the time of the conference;
3. delegations that represented countries that were candidates for EU membership

at the time of the conference;
4. delegations that did not fall in either of these categories.

Looking at the results presented in Table2, one can see that especially the level of
political representation of delegations from EU member countries decreased over
the years. Moreover, it is the increase in the level of representation of EU member
countries for the 2018 Paris conference that drives the increase in the mean level of
representation observed above. In general, one can observe that since 2007, delega-
tions from countries that are not members of the EU or EFTA/EEA, nor a candidate
to the EU, had on average a higher level of political representation than EUmembers.
This suggests, in line with previous studies (Vukasovic et al. 2017), that the EHEA
has more political salience for countries that are not part of the EU or EFTA/EEA.

5 Adherence to Academic Freedom in the EHEA

While most action lines in the EHEA are rather politically neutral, the 2015 Yerevan
Communiqué emphasized the importance of shared values in the Bologna Process,
referring explicitly to academic freedom and institutional autonomy.11 These values
were already part of the initial 1999 Bologna Declaration with its reference to the
Magna Charta Universitatum.12 While the Bologna Implementation Reports usu-

11See: http://www.ehea.info/media.ehea.info/file/2015_Yerevan/70/7/YerevanCommuniqueFinal_
613707.pdf, accessed 10 February 2020.
12See: http://www.magna-charta.org/, accessed 10 February 2020.

http://www.ehea.info/media.ehea.info/file/2015_Yerevan/70/7/YerevanCommuniqueFinal_613707.pdf
http://www.ehea.info/media.ehea.info/file/2015_Yerevan/70/7/YerevanCommuniqueFinal_613707.pdf
http://www.magna-charta.org/
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ally offer a wide set of data to assess the level of implementation of the different
ActionLines in themember countries, theBologna ImplementationReport 2018 only
presents a limited, relatively ineffective set of indicators to assess the state of the art
as regards fundamental values in the EHEA (EU 2018). With regard to academic
freedom, the report relies mainly on discussing problematic individual incidents in
Turkey, Russia and Hungary, claiming that while concerns have been raised about
violations of values in some EHEA countries, it would be difficult to find causal
explanations. The report further points out that all but four higher education systems
in the EHEA reported that academic freedom is mentioned in their national legis-
lation with a varying degree of specification. The four systems that do not refer to
academic freedom in their legislation are the Flemish Community in Belgium,Malta,
Hungary and Belarus (EU 2018: 42).

To further investigate the values underpinning the EHEA, we used data from
the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset (version 9), which is prepared by the
Department of Political Science at the University of Gothenburg (Coppedge et al.
2019, Pemstein et al. 2019). This dataset is widely used in political science research
and it provides a number of indicators measuring different aspects of democracy.
The data are generated using more than 3000 country experts that code countries
on a number of variables. One of the variables measures the freedom of academic
and cultural expression (3.8.1 v2clacfree) on a scale from zero (severe restrictions)
to four (no restrictions). The variable includes yearly data for most countries in the
world from 1789 until 2018. The only EHEA full members that are not included
in the dataset and thus had to be excluded from our analysis are Andorra, the Holy
See, and Liechtenstein. Based on the countries represented as full members at the
Ministerial conferences, we used the V-Dem data to calculate the mean academic
freedom value for each conference (see Table3). The data show that the mean level
of academic freedom decreases throughout the development of the EHEA, reaching

Table 3 Mean academic
freedom level in Bologna
member countries at each
Ministerial Conference

Year Number of
delegations

Mean value of
academic freedom

1999 30 3.83

2001 34 3.74

2003 41 3.61

2005 44 3.57

2007 44 3.50

2009 45 3.56

2010 47 3.53

2012 46 3.46

2015 43 3.37

2018 46 3.17

Total 420
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Table 4 The level of academic freedom of each delegation’s country by EU status at the time of
the Ministerial Conference over the period 1999 until 2018

Severely
restricted

Restricted Somewhat
restricted

Few
restrictions

No restrictions

Neither
member nor
candidate to
EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 10 22 46 1

EU candidate 1 1 8 28 27

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 29

EU member 0 0 2 28 221

its lowest point in 2018. Using the mean value to describe the level of academic
freedom throughout the EHEA, one could say that we moved from a situation where
there were barely any restrictions on academic freedom to one where there are few
restrictions. While this does not seem like a dramatic shift, the declining tendency
in itself is worrying.

Moreover, when disaggregating the level of academic freedom following the
above-mentioned groupings according to EU membership status, it becomes clear
that especially delegations from countries that are neither members of nor candidates
to the EU or EFTA/EEA have more limitations regarding their academic freedom. In
Table4, an overview is presented of all 420 delegations that have attendedMinisterial
conferences over the years, clustered by the countries’ EU membership status and
the level of academic freedom according to the V-Dem data.

A 2-tailed correlation between an ordinal variable measuring the EUmembership
status of a country and its level of academic freedom shows that there is a significant
and positive relation between a closer integration into the EU and less restrictions
for academic freedom (Spearman’s rho .691**, significant at .01 level). This is not
entirely surprising given the general importance of EU citizens’ rights in the process
of EU accession, but the strength of the correlation points towards somewhat of a
bifurcation in the full members of the EHEAwith regard to the support for academic
freedom. Table5 presents the results of the two previous tables together and presents
a detailed overview of the level of academic freedom by EU membership status for
each individualMinisterial Conference. This table shows both the general decrease of
the level of academic freedom over time in all EU membership categories except for
the EEA/EFTA countries, and the bifurcation between EU and EFTA/EEAmembers
on the one hand, and EU candidates and non-affiliated countries on the other. The
latter are having, generally speaking, lower scores in their level of academic freedom.

The number of delegations from those countries that received the lowest scores for
their level of academic freedom (restricted or severely restricted), actually increases
over time reaching its peak in 2018 (see Table6). Given that only one country joined
the EHEA in 2015, this is a strong indicator of an erosion of the value-basis on
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Table 5 The level of academic freedom of each delegation’s country by EU status for each Min-
isterial Conference

Year EU membership status Severely
restricted

Restricted Somewhat
restricted

Few
restric-
tions

No
restric-
tions

1999 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 0 0 0 0

EU candidate 0 0 0 4 8

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 3

EU member 0 0 0 1 14

2001 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 0 1 1 0

EU candidate 0 0 1 4 8

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 3

EU member 0 0 0 0 16

2003 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 1 1 7 0

EU candidate 0 0 0 4 9

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 3

EU member 0 0 0 0 16

2005 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 1 2 8 0

EU candidate 0 0 0 3 1

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 3

EU member 0 0 0 1 25

2007 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 1 4 5 0

EU candidate 0 0 0 3 0

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 3

EU member 0 0 0 3 25

2009 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 1 3 6 0

EU candidate 0 0 0 3 0

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 3

EU member 0 0 0 2 27

2010 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 1 3 6 1

EU candidate 0 0 1 2 0

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 3

EU member 0 0 0 3 27

(continued)
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Table 5 (continued)

Year EU membership status Severely
restricted

Restricted Somewhat
restricted

Few
restric-
tions

No
restric-
tions

2012 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 1 3 6 0

EU candidate 0 0 2 2 1

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 2

EU member 0 0 0 4 25

2015 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 1 3 3 0

EU candidate 0 1 2 2 0

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 3

EU member 0 0 0 6 22

2018 Neither member nor
candidate to EU or
EFTA/EEA

0 3 2 4 0

EU candidate 1 0 2 1 0

EFTA/EEA 0 0 0 0 3

EU member 0 0 2 8 20

Table 6 Delegations from
countries with restricted or
severely restricted academic
freedom over time

Year Delegations

1999 0

2001 0

2003 1

2005 1

2007 1

2009 1

2010 1

2012 1

2015 2

2018 4

which the EHEA is supposed to be built. Moreover, the fact that the number of
delegations from countries with serious academic freedom challenges is the highest
at the Ministerial Conference following the Yerevan Communiqué with its focus
on highlighting the EHEA’s fundamental values puts the ability of the EHEA to
safeguard and promote the values, on which it claims to be built, into question.

In Table7, an overview is presented of the total number of full delegations of
all EHEA countries that participated in the Ministerial Conferences from countries
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Table 7 Number of
delegations to Ministerial
Conferences from countries
with restricted or severely
restricted levels of academic
freedom at the time of the
conference

Country Delegations between 1999
and 2018

Azerbaijan 6

Belarus 3

Russia 1

Turkey 2

having the lowest scores for their academic freedom (restricted or severely restricted)
in the respective years of the conference. In this, we only count delegations to con-
ferences in years when the country had one of the lowest scores with respect to its
academic freedom. The results show that four countries have sent delegations toMin-
isterial Conferences while having problematic academic freedom scores. The opti-
mistic interpretation of Table7 is that only four countries have or had severe problems
with their academic freedom. In a more pessimistic interpretation, one could argue
that both Russia and Turkey are long time EHEA members that experienced a back-
sliding in their academic freedom scores in recent years despite their participation in
the EHEA. Moreover, Azerbaijan shows a steady level of restricted academic free-
dom scores throughout its membership in the EHEA since 2005. Finally, Belarus, the
most recent member of the EHEA, was able to join despite its problematic academic
freedom situation. While Belarus was admitted only after agreeing to a roadmap
which also included enhancing academic freedom, the results of the analysis raise
doubts about the implementation of this roadmap as well as about how important the
values and principles that are claimed to be at the foundation of the EHEA are in
practice.

The 2018 Bologna Implementation Report (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice [EU] 2018) highlighted that nearly all EHEA countries have academic
freedom in some way enshrined in their laws. When it comes to the four countries
included in Table7, only Belarus does not mention academic freedom in its law. This
strongly suggests that the indicator used by the Bologna Implementation Report is
not sufficiently insightful for assessing the level of academic freedom in the EHEA
countries.

Consequently, from a science diplomacy perspective, it can be argued that the
EHEArepresents a formof collaboration,which aims at staking out a path of common
interests for all countries involved instead of being an arena for resolving possible and
real political disagreements and conflicts. The common interests highlighted concern
mainly academic and economic aspects, while fundamental values and principles
are playing a merely symbolic role. It can be assumed that serious efforts to include
values and principles in the core agenda and commitments of the EHEA and monitor
how each country ‘honours and promotes’ them would make it necessary to address
far-reaching political differences among the EHEA countries. Therefore, trying to
enforce the promotion of the identified fundamental values and principles in all
EHEA countries would very likely threaten the continued existence of the EHEA in
its current form.
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6 EU and Beyond—Multiple Patterns of Coordination and
the Future of EHEA

One question emerging from the above analyses is how the variations in political
ideologies, geographical scope, and economic strength affect inter-country collab-
oration until now, and ultimately also the next phase of the EHEA. In this, we will
focus especially on EU funded collaboration.

The EU has historically been constrained in developing a coherent higher educa-
tion policy (Corbett 2005), and the Bologna Process was initiated outside of the EU
framework as an intergovernmental process. Nonetheless, the EU quickly became
involved with the Bologna Process, especially by providing EU funding (Gornitzka
2009). While formal EU political coordination in higher education is legally con-
strained, the EU has funding capacity. This allows for various types of educational
programmes acrossEurope, such asERASMUS+, and capacity building programmes
beyond Europe in education. In the implementation of these, specific programme fea-
tures and aims meet overall EHEA policy aims, including fundamental values and
principles, without the latter being accepted as framework conditions for programme-
specific funding decisions. Budgets for higher education collaboration have been
expanding. ERASMUS+ funding for the period 2014–2020 was e14.7 billion, an
increase from thee7 available for its predecessor, the Lifelong Learning Programme
(2007–2013).13 In March 201914 it was announced that the proposed budget for the
next period (2021–2027) would be tripled, after initial indications of doubling the
budget.15

The different programmes allow for various kinds of emphases when it comes
to collaboration, competition and consequently, prestige. While the EHEA-EU rela-
tionship is presented as frictionless, EU programmes aimed at higher education offer
some EHEA countries a comparatively strong platform for cooperation. This means
that EHEA countries that are, for example, geographically further away, and, as dis-
cussed above, in some instances also have restricted or severely restricted academic
freedom track records, are involvedmuchmore marginally in EU programme funded
education projects. The exception to this is formed by the EU capacity building pro-
grammes.

13Overview of ERASMUS+ Predecessor programmes, https://ec.europa.eu/research/fp7/pdf/fp7-
factsheets_en.pdf, accessed 10 February 2020.
14Press release from the European Parliament, 28 March 2019 https://www.europarl.europa.
eu/news/en/press-room/20190321IPR32121/erasmus-2021-2027-more-people-to-experience-
learning-exchanges-in-europe, accessed 10 February 2020.
15Press release on EU budget, 30 May 2018, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/
en/IP_18_3948, accessed 10 February 2020.

https://ec.europa.eu/research/fp7/pdf/fp7-factsheets_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/research/fp7/pdf/fp7-factsheets_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190321IPR32121/erasmus-2021-2027-more-people-to-experience-learning-exchanges-in-europe
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190321IPR32121/erasmus-2021-2027-more-people-to-experience-learning-exchanges-in-europe
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190321IPR32121/erasmus-2021-2027-more-people-to-experience-learning-exchanges-in-europe
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_18_3948
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_18_3948
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6.1 EU Funding for Collaboration—Strategic Partnerships
in Higher Education

In the area of education, the main EU funding instruments are included in the Eras-
mus+ programme, which has three Key Action (KA) areas: individual mobility
(KA1); cooperation for innovation and exchange of good practices (KA2); and sup-
port for policy reform (KA3).16 More recently, KA2 project funding also includes
the European Universities Initiative.17

This section presents KA2 project funding patterns in the area of higher educa-
tion. Our main interest concerns the rate of participation of higher education insti-
tutions from each individual country, as project coordinator and participant in KA2
projects.18 First, in Table8 an overview is presented of the total number of Strategic
Partnerships for Higher Education projects coordinated per country. The data set
includes 1227 projects from the period 2014–2019. The overall number of projects
has been growing substantially during the whole ERASMUS+ period—from 121 in
2014 to 329 in 2019. In terms of funding, these projects are specified and sometimes
rather limited in scope, ranging from about e 40 000 to about e 450 000.

In this overview, we have not looked into the number of partner institutions in each
country, only country participation over time in project consortia.19 This means that a
single institution can participate in several consortia at the same time, while there can
be several institutions from the same country in a single consortium. Our interest lies
in the broad participation patterns and country patterns.Here, the picture that emerges
is relativelywidely spread acrossEurope. In 2019, the countries that coordinatedmost
projectswere Spain, Germany, France, Poland and theUnitedKingdom.Aggregating
the numbers to the four main geographical groups as determined in the calls (north,
south, east, west), the picture is stable over time (see Table9). Institutions from
Central and Eastern Europe coordinate between 20 and 26% of the projects (in 2019,
24%), around 15% of projects are coordinated by an institution from a Northern
European country, between 24 and 28% from Southern Europe and around 35%
from Western Europe.

Looking into project partner countries in consortia, a somewhat different picture
emerges (see Table10). Funded consortia most often include partner institution(s)
from Spain, Italy and Germany. This could also be explained by the fact that other
Southern European countries are smaller which then leads to higher concentration
of projects in institutions from Spain and Italy in projects where one is required to
include a partner from Southern Europe. Here, also Germany (117) and the United
Kingdom (86) are well represented as well as smaller countries, such as Belgium (74)

16See: https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/node_en, accessed 10 February 2020.
17See: https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-uni
versities-initiative\_en, accessed 10 February 2020
18This means that higher education institutions that are project coordinators are in Table10 also
counted as members of the consortia.
19Optimally, both should be done, but for the purposes of this analysis, we aim to identify which
countries and regions are well represented in the funding schemes.

https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/node_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-universities-initiative\protect \LY1\textunderscore en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-universities-initiative\protect \LY1\textunderscore en
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Table 8 KA2—Strategic partnerships for higher education: number of projects per country (coor-
dinator institution)

Country 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Spain 12 15 15 16 20 30

Germany 10 14 14 17 21 27

France 8 10 9 12 17 26

Poland 10 12 9 14 20 26

United Kingdom 9 8 16 19 22 26

Italy 4 8 8 12 16 19

Turkey* 7 9 12 14 9 16

Romania 7 6 7 7 7 14

Belgium 2 9 2 4 7 13

Netherlands 6 7 7 8 10 12

Czech 4 4 4 4 7 11

Denmark 1 2 3 6 7 11

Sweden 4 5 5 6 11 10

Finland 1 3 2 2 4 7

Greece 3 3 4 5 7 7

Norway* 3 6 4 5 5 7

Portugal 2 3 2 6 6 7

Austria 4 3 3 3 5 6

Croatia 1 2 2 2 3 6

Hungary 2 3 3 3 6 6

Bulgaria 1 1 2 3 5 5

Lithuania 2 3 3 3 3 5

Estonia 1 2 3 6 7 4

Iceland* 3 3 3 1 3 4

Slovakia 3 2 2 3 5 4

Slovenia 3 2 2 2 2 4

Cyprus 1 2 2 2 2 3

Ireland 1 2 1 2 2 3

Liechtenstein* 2 2 3 3 4 3

Latvia 1 3 2 3 3 2

Malta 0 2 3 2 2 2

Serbia* 0 0 0 0 2 2

Luxembourg 2 2 2 3 1 1

Rep of North Macedonia* 1 2 3 3 3 0

Total number of projects 121 160 162 201 254 329

*Non-EU members
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Table 9 KA2—Strategic partnerships for higher education: project coordinating institution, %
region (Refers to north, south, east, west categorization used in Erasmus+ funding calls, set by
EuroVoc.) of origin (2014–2019)

2014 (%) 2015 (%) 2016 (%) 2017 (%) 2018 (%) 2019 (%)

East 26 21 21 20 24 24

North 13 17 15 16 17 15

South 24 26 28 28 24 26

West 36 36 35 35 35 36

Table 10 KA2—Strategic partnerships for higher education: number of times a consortium
includes an institution from this country

Country 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Spain 52 67 58 70 111 145

Italy 44 59 63 74 95 139

Germany 40 52 53 71 87 117

United Kingdom 51 47 62 61 67 86

Belgium 29 50 38 53 51 74

Portugal 24 40 33 49 64 74

Poland 32 33 31 42 67 72

Netherlands 31 39 39 48 52 70

France 32 32 27 42 54 67

Greece 19 28 25 36 44 62

Finland 21 22 30 32 51 47

Romania 18 30 27 33 36 47

Austria 19 24 20 26 36 45

Sweden 17 21 22 21 34 43

Lithuania 18 15 21 25 25 41

Hungary 11 19 19 18 29 40

Turkey* 15 12 20 19 18 38

Czech 19 17 20 22 37 35

Denmark 13 13 15 18 33 35

Norway* 13 14 16 21 21 31

Slovenia 18 11 24 19 29 31

Ireland 15 13 13 22 23 30

Cyprus 4 7 9 5 17 28

Bulgaria 6 11 10 19 16 25

Croatia 2 6 14 16 19 23

Estonia 9 13 14 17 22 23

Slovakia 13 12 7 18 17 19

(continued)
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Table 10 (continued)

Country 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Iceland* 6 4 6 3 10 15

Latvia 6 7 11 11 13 15

Malta 3 8 9 9 5 15

Serbia* 2 1 2 1 3 15

Luxembourg 5 4 4 10 13 11

Rep of North Macedonia* 2 4 4 6 9 5

Liechtenstein* 3 2 3 3 4 3

Total number of projects 121 160 162 201 254 329

*Non-EU members

and Portugal (74). Countries with low participation rates (under 20) are generally
also smaller countries (Slovak Republic, Latvia, Malta, Luxembourg), and several
of the non-European Erasmus+ countries can be found there (Iceland, Serbia, North
Macedonia, Liechtenstein).

6.2 European Universities Initiative

The European Universities Initiative (EUI) represents in many ways the ideas that
have been circulating in some segments of European higher education, emphasizing
the role universities and colleges should play in the construction of the European
project. The initiative has been flagged as an important dimension in the further
development of the EHEA. The suggestion of a stronger, more integrated form of
collaboration between higher education institutions in Europe was introduced in
President Macron’s September 2017 speech at the Sorbonne.20 In the same year, the
Commission proposed the EUI at the Gothenburg Social Summit, and in December
2017 the European Council endorsed it, calling for:

“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” (European Council 2017)

A central idea in the first pilot Call of the EUI was that all alliances to be funded
should promote European values and identity, in this manner also linking the Ini-
tiative to Article 2 in the EU Treaty. In addition, it was expected that the selected
alliances would make “substantial leaps” in terms of “quality, performance, attrac-
tiveness and international competitiveness of European higher education institutions

20The transcript of the speech can be found at: https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/english_
version_transcript_-_initiative_for_europe_-_speech_by_the_president_of_the_french_republic_
cle8de628.pdf, accessed 10 February 2020.

https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/english_version_transcript_-_initiative_for_europe_-_speech_by_the_president_of_the_french_republic_cle8de628.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/english_version_transcript_-_initiative_for_europe_-_speech_by_the_president_of_the_french_republic_cle8de628.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/english_version_transcript_-_initiative_for_europe_-_speech_by_the_president_of_the_french_republic_cle8de628.pdf


Quo Vadis EHEA: Balancing Structural Continuation and Political Variety 409

Table 11 European
Universities Initiative:
number of coordinating
institutions of first 17 EUI
alliances, per country (2019)

Country # Coordinating institutions

France 6

Germany 3

Spain 3

the Netherlands 2

Belgium 1

Hungary 1

Slovenia 1

Total 17

and contributing to the European knowledge economy, employment, culture andwel-
fare bymaking best use of innovative pedagogies and striving tomake the knowledge
triangle” (Erasmus+ Programme Guide 2019). The involved higher education insti-
tutions commit themselves to organise 50% student mobility as a standard feature
and to develop joint curricula.

To start with, two approaches to collaboration are being tested in two different
calls (2019 and 2020). While initially the budget for the first Call was e 60 million,
due to the large number of high-quality applications, this was increased to e 85
million with each selected alliance receiving e 5 million in the next 3 years. In the
second Call, with a deadline 26 February 2020, a different format was tested. Finally,
in the upcoming 2021–2027 budget period, a significantly larger budget and a more
established format is expected.

The results from the first Call show that of the 54 applications, 17 alliances were
selected. They include in total 114 higher education institutions from 24 countries,
yet the distribution of institutions per country is rather uneven. Rather unsurprisingly,
large EU member states dominate the picture. However, even if it is required that the
alliances cover different regions (North, South, East, West), 12 of the 17 consortia
are led by a university in Western Europe, 2 by a university in Central and Eastern
Europe, and 3 in Southern Europe, while none is led by a Northern European21

university (see Table11).
While it can be argued that in a programme such as the EUI, the coordinator role

is less important, there is also geographical unevenness in terms of overall alliance
membership (see Table12). The 16 French and 15 German institutions involved
participate in 14 out of the 17 alliances, with one alliance having two French and
two German universities as a partner. Overall, it is noteworthy that a substantial
share of the participating institutions comes from Western European countries (46
of 114). Further, it is notable that there are only three universities from the United
Kingdom included and no Turkish universities. While firm data on the development
process of the 17 selected alliances are currently lacking, a possible assumption is
that the institutions that have initiated these 17 alliances have, for political reasons,

21Note that the EU definition of Northern Europe here also includes the Baltic countries, which are
sometimes grouped together with Central and Eastern Europe.
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Table 12 European Universities Initiative: number of participating higher education institutions
per country in first 17 EUI alliances (2019)

Country # Institutions in alliances

France 16

Germany 15

Italy 12

Spain 11

Sweden 6

Hungary 5

Poland 5

Belgium 4

Finland 4

Netherlands 4

Greece 3

Lithuania 3

Portugal 3

Romania 3

United Kingdom 3

Austria 2

Croatia 2

Czech 2

Denmark 2

Ireland 2

Latvia 2

Norway** 2

Cyprus 1

Malta 1

Slovenia 1

*Bulgaria, Estonia, Iceland**, Liechtenstein**, Luxembourg, Rep of North Macedonia**, Ser-
bia**, Slovakia, and Turkey** had no participating higher education institutions
**Eligible countries which are not EU members

avoided to invite Turkish universities. In addition, Brexit can be assumed to have had
an impact on the below par representation of universities from the United Kingdom
(compared, e.g., to the participation of UK institutions in Erasmus+ projects).

Yet, these data do not really give a good indication of the scope of the participating
institutions in their country. Therefore, we have assessed the share of EUI partic-
ipating institutions’ student numbers in their respective countries’ overall student
population (see Table13). It is rather striking that already through this first Call in
12 of the 24 involved countries at least one in five students will get an opportunity to
study in a context where European collaboration between institutions is significantly
strengthened.
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Table 13 Approximate share of students per country who are enrolled in higher education institu-
tions that are part of one of the 17 first EUI alliances

Country Share of students (%)

Malta 79

SIovenia 49

Sweden 38

Greece 27

Italy 26

Finland 26

Lithuania 24

Hungary 23

France 23

Czech 20

Belgium 20

Spain 19

Denmark 16

Latvia 16

Croatia 15

Ireland 14

Germany 12

The Netherlands 11

Poland 11

Norway 10

Romania 8

Austria 8

Cyprus 8

United Kingdom 3

SourcesEUROSTAT (2016, number of students, ISCED5-7), ETERdatabase for institutional enrol-
ments (ISCED 5-7, 2016/2017), overview of consortia membership. Note: Some of the institutions
had missing values in the ETER database, which we have supplemented from numbers from insti-
tutional websites and alternative sources. Moreover, the shares are calculated per 2016 data, and
in some countries, merger processes have taken place since. Therefore, the percentages should be
seen as estimates.

7 Conclusion

The perspective on the recent developments in and future of the EHEA discussed in
this paper implies complementing the focus on the structural and technical progress
made in the EHEA with an appropriate inclusion of fundamental values and prin-
ciples in intra-European higher education collaboration. The data presented in the
paper on declining political interest in the EHEA throughout the 48 participating
countries and the deterioration of the situation with respect to fundamental values,
especially academic freedom, in a number of EHEA countries can be interpreted as
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an important challenge to the future of the EHEA. In addition, the overview of EU
funded Erasmus+ (KA2) projects, and especially the first 17 alliances selected in
the first EUI Call, shows that there are important variations between the four EHEA
regions when it comes to the level of project leadership and participation.

The first Call of the EUI is of relevance for identifying an appropriate future
trajectory for the EHEA. The introduction of the EUI can be regarded as a start of
an ambitious new phase in intra-European higher education collaboration, moving
from relatively short-term project collaboration to a more programmatic, long-term,
integrated level of collaboration. The data of the outcomes of the first Call of the
EUI show that especially higher education institutions in the four largest Continental
European EU member states have been successful, while also Eastern European EU
member states are well-represented. On the other hand, the very low UK participa-
tion and lack of Turkish institutions in the 17 first EUI alliances strongly suggest
that political considerations have been taken into account in the composition of the
alliances. From the perspective of the foreseen budget for the EUI and the large
interest and commitment from the higher education institutions in the EU/EFTA
countries to form EUI alliances, as well as the profiles of these alliances’ joint pro-
grammes, the first Call of the EUI might indeed be the beginning of an important
transformation in European higher education. To do justice to and further develop
this transformation, it is necessary that the participating countries are more explicitly
and effectively committed to fundamental values and principles than is currently the
case in the EHEA, as shown in this paper.

The lack of action in the EHEA to stimulate that the agreed upon commitment to
fundamental values and principles is followed up in practice hinders, amongst other
things, the development of a clear European identity in higher education.As indicated
by heads of state of major EU countries as well as the new EU Commission, the
growing global political, economic and scientific rivalry, with especially theUSAand
China, demands a clear and strong European identity. The role of higher education in
the promotion and development of this identity is crucial. But, as indicated, the EHEA
is currently not the arena where European identity ambitions can be comprehensively
and effectively boosted and realised.

Whatmight the data presented and analysed in this paper imply for the future of the
EHEA? Two complementary trajectories can be presented here, the first implying a
move away from the geographical focus on Europe, the second a move back to a core
of EU, EU membership candidate and EFTA countries. The first trajectory would
imply moving from a European to a Global Higher Education Area. Such a move
would imply connecting higher education systems and institutions around the world
through a global programme incorporating EHEA components, such as student and
staff mobility, mutual recognition of credit points, educational quality and the use
of digital technologies. This could, amongst other things, contribute in a meaningful
way to strengthening the contributions of higher education to the realisation of the
SDGs. In practice, this could imply creating regional/continental Higher Education
Areas that are based on the same structural and technical components as the EHEA,
that is, converging degree structures, developing joint quality assessment procedures
and structures, and reducing barriers for student and staff mobility, not only within
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each region but also between the regions. In this way, a Global Higher Education
Area could be created, of which European Higher Education would make up one of
the regional components.

The second trajectory would imply making the adherence to fundamental values
and principles a central element in the creation and maintenance of a new common
area for European universities and colleges. This new area will be more integrated
and more anchored in a common European identity than the current EHEA. In this
trajectory, the basic aims and components would include institutional integration
instead of project collaboration. This trajectory would follow the path laid out by
the ambitions and emerging practices of the European Universities Initiative and
the higher education institutions participating in the selected alliances. Membership
and participation in this new area would be dependent upon a set of framework
conditions, including adherence to agreed upon fundamental values and principles.
For such a new area to be effective and relevant, an independent monitoring body
could be established, with a mandate to develop transparent and relevant indicators
and to report regularly on the situation with respect to all framework conditions,
including values and principles in all participating countries. If a country does not
adhere to the agreed upon framework conditions, membership of the new area should
be suspended. Putting fundamental values and principles at the core of the new
area would potentially provide a foundation for science diplomacy negotiations with
European countries that are not part of it. This could, for example, allow for an
inclusion of these countries in the new area as associate members, as long as they
adhere in practice to the framework conditions onwhich the newarea is to be founded.

Obviously, the ultimate consequence of the two trajectories would be the disband-
ment of the EHEA in its current form.
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