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MARIKE FABER AND DON WESTERHEIJDEN  

2. EUROPEAN DEGREE STRUCTURE  
AND NATIONAL REFORM 

Constitutive Dynamics of the Bologna Process 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the last decade, two types of cooperation in European higher education, to with 
the intergovernmental Bologna Process and the more supranational EU initiatives, 
seem to complement each other in the construction of a ‘single space’ of European 
higher education. The ministers responsible for higher education, taking part in the 
Bologna Process early in 2010 inaugurated the European Higher Education Area 
(EHEA). We will contend that this was mainly based on a generous reading of 
the ‘pays politique’ of regulations, while in the ‘pays réel’ (Neave, 2002) of higher 
education institutions, students and graduates the EHEA is still in the making. For this 
book, we look at the degree reforms in European higher education in the context of the 
Bologna Process. This initiative gave higher education cooperation in the European 
nation states a new face as from 1999. One of the main strategic objectives of 
the Bologna Process is to increase the compatibility—in more operational terms, 
similarity—of European higher education systems in general and national degree 
structures in particular in order to make the European Higher Education Area a space 
in which student and graduate mobility will be increased. The specific objectives 
formulated in the Bologna Process have created guidelines for the higher education 
systems of the European nation states to achieve the compatibility for which they 
signed up. As a consequence, the national higher education policies are becoming 
increasingly subject to European-level decision making.1  
 The main question posed in this chapter is ‘why and how has the integration of 
national higher education policies towards a common European degree structure 
arrived at its current stage? We are particularly interested in the constructive force 
of the Bologna Process itself. The interests of nation states, and in particular their 
constitutive role in the Bologna Process, seem to be (empirically) underexplored. 
The objective of this study is to gain insight into and explain the extent to which 
national actions of the European nation states led to the current state of compatibility 
of the two-cycle degree structures in European higher education. 
 This chapter is organised as follows. We start by delineating the decisive steps 
in European cooperation and integration in the policy field of higher education. 
This will set the stage for the subsequent analysis. We then look at how the objectives 
set in the Bologna Declaration can be conceptualised analytically. In our contribution, 
the Bologna Process is studied as a policy process (see e.g. Veiga & Amaral, 2008). 



FABER AND WESTERHEIJDEN 

12 

The theory of multilevel governance is presented here as a valuable window through 
which to view current practices that arguably contribute to increasing the similarity 
of European higher education systems in general and national degree structures in 
particular. In the next section, we focus on describing the concrete objectives set 
for the construction of a common European degree structure. This is followed by a 
section on the progress made towards the objectives concerning degree structures 
in the states participating in the Bologna Process. To obtain a better insight into the 
constructive forces of the Bologna Process, in the penultimate section of this chapter 
we take a closer look at the incentives for the individual states to reform their national 
degree structures by means of brief case studies. We chose the contrasting cases of 
France, Italy, The Netherlands and Russia. The main conclusions we can draw from 
this study make up the last section of this chapter. 

2.2 FROM NATIONAL EMBEDDEDNESS TO FAVOURING A COMMON  
EUROPEAN HIGHER EDUCATION AREA 

The process of European cooperation and integration in higher education is in itself 
remarkable, given that during the last three centuries the European landscape has 
been organised in terms of (developing) nation-states, with different national interests 
and different national institutions. To wit, higher education played a crucial role in 
defining and transmitting self-understanding (Riddle, 1993). The national embedded-
ness resulted in a mosaic of national curricula, qualifications and quality require-
ments in the European academic landscape (Zoontjens, 2001). Despite the national 
embedding, however, ‘(in) present days we have come to a point where we want to 
break down some of the national barriers in favour of a common European higher 
education space’ (Zoontjens, 2001, p. 165). This should be seen in the light of 
European integration (as one part of the dynamic processes of internationalisation), 
for new expectations are placed upon higher education and new understandings are 
emerging which summon higher education to ‘meet beyond the boundaries of the 
nation state’ (Huisman, Maassen, & Neave, 2001, p. 3) and within the European scene.  
 In the context of the European Union (EU), several initiatives emphasised 
cooperation between the Member States. Up until the 21st century, these did not go 
so far as to make the internal creation of a European higher education area a policy 
objective by harmonising the higher education policies of the member states. The 
framework of the EU would not allow for such a higher education policy, since the 
competencies of the Commission do not extend this far.2 EU-level higher education 
is a policy area of shared competences, where subsidiarity is the guiding principle 
(Hingel, 2001).3 In the last decade of the 20th century, however, European cooperation 
in higher education did become mobile on the Treaty basis (see Faber 2004). In 
addition, the increasing awareness in the European states that higher education was 
the pivot on which human resources (and therewith human capital) hinge, incited 
the national governments to use policy methods outside the Union’s framework to 
better ensure and strengthen the competitiveness of higher education. Accordingly, 
European cooperation was given a new face with the intergovernmental dimension 
of European higher education. 
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 One surprising initiative catalysed this movement in 1998, when, on the initiative 
of the French minister Claude Allègre, four European countries (Germany, France, 
Italy and the United Kingdom) issued their call for more convergence in the 
Sorbonne Declaration. Under the official title ‘Joint declaration on harmonization of 
the architecture of the European higher education system’ the four ministers committed 
themselves ‘to encouraging a common frame of reference, aimed at improving 
external recognition and facilitating student mobility as well as employability’ 
(Sorbonne Declaration 1998, p. 1). Herewith the dice were cast, especially since 
‘other Member States of the Union and other European countries’ were invited 
to ‘engage in the endeavour to create a European area of higher education, where 
national identities and common interests can interact and strengthen each other’ 
(Sorbonne Declaration 1998, p. 1). The title of the Sorbonne Declaration made it 
obvious that this was an intergovernmental action that could only be reached outside 
the EU Treaty. Obvious, because the term ‘harmonization’ is included, whereas it 
is explicitly excluded in the Treaty Articles 149 and 150 (sub 4). This ‘abandonment’ 
of the supranational level was a conscious choice, as Verbruggen (2001–2002, 
p. 179–180) points out when she cites the French minister of Education on a state-
ment concerning the Sorbonne Declaration: ‘we wanted to avoid the bureaucracy 
and inertness of Brussels’.4 However, if more countries were to join, certain adapta-
tions must be made. The follow-up was enshrined in the Bologna Declaration, 
signed by 29 countries in 1999 to express their joint aim to establish a European 
Higher Education Area by 2010 (by 2010, 47 countries had reached this consensus). 
The rationale behind this intergovernmental initiative is the perceived need to respond 
to global challenges and international competition to which higher education is 
exposed (Van Vught, Van der Wende & Westerheijden, 2002).  

We must look with special attention at the objective to increase the international 
competitiveness of the European system of higher education. The vitality and 
efficiency of any civilisation is measured in fact by the attraction that its cultural 
system exerts on other countries. We need to ensure that the European system 
[sic] of higher education acquires in the world a degree of attraction equal to 
our extraordinary cultural and scientific traditions. (Bologna Declaration, 1999, 
p. 2). 

Under its title ‘The European Higher Education Area’, the Bologna Declaration 
states several objectives that are of primary relevance to make the European higher 
education area a reality and to promote the European system of higher education 
worldwide. These objectives are (we quote the Bologna Declaration but without 
the explanations): 
– The adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees 
– Adoption of a system essentially based on two main cycles, undergraduate and 

graduate.  
– The establishment of a system of credits—such as in the ECTS system 
– The promotion of mobility by overcoming obstacles to the effective exercise of 

free movement for both students and teachers, researchers and staff in higher 
education. 
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– The promotion of European co-operation in quality assurance with a view to 
developing comparable criteria and methodologies. 

– The promotion of the necessary European dimensions in higher education, 
particularly with regards to curricular development, inter-institutional cooperation, 
mobility schemes and integrated programmes of study, training and research. 

 Most of these operational goals can be traced back to the framework of EU 
action programmes. First, there is the objective in Bolo7gna to establish a system of 
credits ‘such as in ECTS’, an explicit reference to the Union’s activities. Secondly, 
Bologna aims to promote mobility, an area in which the European Union had already 
been successful (Verbruggen, 2001–2002). A third point concerns the promotion of 
European cooperation in quality assurance, which has likewise been adopted in 
actions of the European Union (Verbruggen, 2001–2002). A fourth point would be 
the last ‘Bologna-objective’ as described above, which fully relates to the framework 
of EU action programmes (Verbruggen, 2001–2002). Also, the notion of a ‘European 
higher education area’ was not totally new (Hackl, 2001). One of the SOCRATES 
objectives (1995) was ‘the creation of an open European area for cooperation in 
education’. The only concrete objective stated in the Bologna Declaration that does 
not relate to activities of the EU is the creation of a two cycle-system (Verbruggen, 
2001–2002).  
 Studying the Bologna Process with a focus on creating a two-cycle system in the 
participating countries can thence give insight into the particularities of the Bologna 
Process.  

2.3 THE CONSTITUTIVE DYNAMICS EMBEDDED  
IN THE BOLOGNA DECLARATION 

In order to gain insight into the constitutive dynamics of the Bologna Process, it is 
important to understand how its objectives can be conceptualised analytically.  
 From the outset, it should be clear that the objectives stated in the Bologna 
Declaration (and formalised in the Bologna Process) are not to be understood as a 
path towards the ‘standardisation’ or ‘uniformisation’ of European higher education. 
That is, even though it takes place outside the EU framework and its Treaty, and even 
though there is an underlying rationale of increasing similarity of European higher 
education, the Bologna Process respects diversity and does not aim at harmonisation; 
the latter term proved controversial and has therefore been kept out of the Bologna 
Process. Rather, the Bologna Declaration is an understanding of challenges: 

A Europe of Knowledge is now widely recognized as an irreplaceable factor 
for social and human growth and as an indispensable component to consolidate 
and enrich European citizenship, capable of giving its citizens the necessary 
competencies to face the challenges of the new millennium, together with an 
awareness of shared values and belonging to a common social and cultural 
space. (Bologna Declaration, 1999, introductory section). 

With this opening rhetoric, the Bologna Process introduces a new system dynamism 
into European higher education. As a policy process, its dynamics can be explained 
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more effectively from a governance point of view. Governance studies can ‘construct 
a more differentiated picture of the causes, implications, and effects of the emerging 
trends and the multiple actors and levels involved’ (Enders, 2002, p. 7). The multi-
level governance approach provides a window to explain the current practices of 
governance within the Bologna Process. As the name reveals, this theory understands 
European decision making as a multi-level governance system, implicating and 
implying that it reflects ‘a polity creating process in which authority and policy-
making influence are shared across multiple levels of government’ (Hooghe & Marks, 
2001, quoted in Kaiser & Prange, 2002, p. 2). In theory, the system of European 
multilevel governance is characterised by: ‘multiplication of levels and actors taking 
part in the decision-making process and in the implementation of the decisions; 
interaction between the subnational, national, supranational and transnational levels of 
authority; continuous negotiation between interests at several levels, including public 
and private actors; the centrifugal, complex and overlapping character of the 
system and the absence of hierarchy in the organisation of authorithy’ (Telò, 2002, 
p. 249 after Schmitter et al., 1996). The Bologna Process, as an example of European 
cooperation in higher education, can be explained more effectively by pulling it 
into the multilevel structured Europe. Within multilevel governance, distinct modes 
of interaction can be differentiated (Scharpf, 2001). The Bologna Process has been 
placed under the mode of mutual adjustment (Van der Wende, 2003). This means 
that it is understood as a process in which national governments continue to adapt 
their policies nationally, but in response to, or in anticipation of, the policy choices 
of other governments (Scharpf, 2001, p. 7). The objective in this chapter is to 
advance insight into this process. The interesting puzzle arises at the nexus where 
the agreed-upon European-level ‘Bologna objectives’ and action at the national 
policy-making level (i.e. agency) intersect. What makes this nexus so interesting is 
that the ‘agents’, i.e. the national governments, are not only reacting to the Bologna 
objectives and other governments, but also to internal goals (i.e. its own policy 
agenda) and the pressures from actors at the other sub-national levels. The forces 
on each national government, which all start in different positions, are different and 
come from different angles, which would make us hypothesise a different resultant 
vector of movement for each national government. Yet they have all pledged to 
achieve a common degree structure within a ten-year period (or shorter for those 
that joined later). Can a ‘Brownian’ movement, resembling a random pattern to an 
outside observer, change into a converging movement? And is the Bologna Process 
capable of achieving this? The challenge taken up in this contribution is to model and 
explore this complexity. We focus on the creation of the two-cycle degree structure 
in European higher education. 

2.4 SETTING THE GOALS FOR A COMMON DEGREE STRUCTURE 

The objective of a common degree structure started in the Sorbonne and Bologna 
Declarations. The Bologna signatories pledged to adopt a two-cycle degree structure, 
while ‘access to the second cycle shall require successful completion of first cycle 
studies’. In addition, it was stated that the first cycle should last ‘a minimum of 
three years’. The degree awarded after the first cycle shall also be relevant to the 
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European labour market as ‘an appropriate level of qualification’. The second cycle 
‘should lead to the master and/or doctorate degree as in many European countries’. 
These formulae echo the Plan-Attali and the Sorbonne Declaration. 
 Four years later, in the 2003 Berlin communiqué, doctoral studies were included 
as the third cycle; instead of the ‘and/or’ after the undergraduate cycle, we now have a 
three-tier system, with the ‘master’ level as a necessary phase for entry into doctoral 
studies (Conference of Ministers responsible for Higher Education, 2003). In the 
qualifications framework for the European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA) the 
newly-introduced degree structure is typified as ‘comprising three cycles (including, 
within national contexts, the possibility of intermediate qualifications)’ (Bologna 
Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks, 2005).  
 In this chapter, we focus on the first two cycles. The study lengths of the 
respective cycles were specified in the 2005 Bergen conference in terms of credits 
in the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS). The first cycle 
should ‘typically include 180 to 240’ ECTS; the second degree is to encompass 
‘typically 90 to 120’ ECTS ‘with a minimum of 60 credits’.  
 The second objective is that the Bologna Declaration called for ‘the adoption of 
a system of easily readable and comparable degrees’. This objective is not so much 
aimed towards similarity (see Westerheijden, et al., 2010), rather it objectifies that 
it should be possible to compare degrees (cf. also Witte, 2008). Degree titles were 
not further specified. As we can see now, in the European participating countries, 
the first cycle leads to a degree that is often referred to as ‘bachelor’. This term is 
however does not appear in the Bologna Declaration or subsequent communiqués. 
The term ‘master’, the title typically obtained after the second cycle, does.  

2.5 EFFECT OF DEGREE REFORM ON NATIONAL POLICY-MAKING  
OF COUNTRIES PARTICIPATING IN THE BOLOGNA PROCESS 

Having outlined the decisive goal formulations in the degree reform, we now look 
at the implementation of the objectives. We start by discussing the achievements in 
relation to the objective of a common degree structure in a European higher education 
area.  
 The report on the independent assessment of the Bologna Process was published in 
2010 (Westerheijden et al., 2010). The outcomes of this study of the then 46 participa-
ting countries are used here to understand the intricate dynamics of the Bologna 
Process as a policy process.  
 Before the Bologna Process, degree structures were a national matter. In the 
European countries, a diversity of national models and internal logics was apparent—
Guy Haug has been credited with coining the term ‘jungle of degrees’. Nevertheless, 
30 of the 46 countries that were participating in the Bologna Process by 2009, already 
had some form of two-cycle degree structure in place by 1999. However, the logic 
of these systems was often different from the ‘Bologna principles’. Ten years later, 
all 46 participating countries had a national degree system based on two main cycles, 
with the first cycle lasting for a minimum of three years. Most countries that already 
had a system in place based on two cycles have adapted their national model to the 
stated goals of the Bologna Declaration. The combination of 180 EC for the first 
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degree and 120 EC for the second degree emerged as a prominent model in Europe 
(Westerheijden et al., 2010). However, many varieties on this 3+2 model exist and 
the modal country in the EHEA allows for several models, e.g. 3+2 and 4+1, perhaps 
for different subsectors of higher education. Figure 1 shows the most commonly 
adopted two-cycle structure models for the participating higher education systems. 
 The first cycle has a credit range of 180–240 and a second cycle that varies 
between 60–120 credits, as agreed in the Bologna Process. We note that Figure 1 
does not show the whole spectrum of different models in the national higher educa-
tion systems, but only the most common ones per country. Moreover, certain know-
ledge areas have been exempted from the reforms in some countries (in particular 
medicine, dentistry, veterinary science, some other. regulated professions and fine 
arts). And, although the two-cycle model is reported to be in place in the participating 
countries, not all learners study in the ‘Bologna-type’ structures. In 2009, 90%–100% 
of learners were studying in reformed degree programmes in 30 national higher 
education systems. In six systems, however, less than half of learners studied in two-
cycle programmes, including two large countries (late joiner Russia but also early 
signatory Germany). This reflects that the reform of the degree structure is still in 
transition, most notably in the countries that joined the Bologna Process recently. It 
could, however, also indicate problems with the adoption of a two-cycle degree 
system in some of these countries (Westerheijden et al., 2010).  
 

 

Figure 1. Degree models in the EHEA (Source: Eurydice, 2010). 
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 It certainly also points to a weakness in the Bologna Process—and in our 
methodology in this chapter—to focus at the European and national levels of the 
governance systems exclusively, neglecting that the real reforms must be made in 
higher education institutions: study programmes have to redesign entry and examina-
tion requirements, curricula, etc. Only then will students experience the ‘Bologna 
reality’, which does not always appear to be as positive and ‘European’ as desired 
by the ministers who signed the Bologna Declaration a decade before (ESU 2009; 
McCoshan et al., 2010; Westerheijden et al., 2010). ‘A large majority of institutions 
have implemented the new Bologna degree structure: … 95% in 2010. In some 
cases, however, the change has not led to meaningful curricular renewal, but rather 
to compressed Bachelor degrees that leave little flexibility for students’ (Sursock & 
Smidt, 2010, p. 7). 
 All in all, the goal of reforming degree structures has been declared fully achieved 
(Westerheijden et al., 2010), while accommodating flexibility for the different national 
higher education systems.  

2.6 MECHANISMS IN REFORMING DEGREE STRUCTURES  
IN THREE SIGNATORY COUNTRIES  

So far, we have outlined how the objectives of the Bologna Declaration and the 
follow-up meetings have affected the higher education systems of the participating 
countries. At this point, we can state that the Bologna principle of a two-cycle model 
has been implemented, though the commonality desired in 1999 has been accom-
plished while maintaining diversity of national higher education systems within 
the signatory countries. The objective of our contribution is to gain insight in the 
constructive forces of the Bologna Process. To gain more insight in the constitutive 
dynamics at both the European and the national level of analysis, we take a detailed 
look at the incentives behind the reforms of the national degree structures of four 
Bologna participating countries: France, Italy, The Netherlands and the Russian Fede-
ration. France and Italy were among the countries that signed the Sorbonne Declara-
tion and may therefore be assumed to have had a recognised need for national 
reform. The Netherlands signed the Bologna Declaration in 1999 and was just joining 
the bandwagon. We present a further contrasting case of a country that joined the 
Bologna Process (much) later, the Russian Federation. 
 In answering the question of how the objective of creating a common degree 
structure in European higher education interacts with and has an effect on the national 
policy-making level of higher education, we are also interested in the motivations of 
these nation states in contributing to creating a single European higher education area.  

2.6.1 The Bologna Process and Degree Reform in France 

France was the initiator of the Sorbonne Declaration, and therefore, indirectly, of 
the Bologna Declaration. Its higher education was in need of reform, as a report that 
appeared in 1998, the so-called Plan-Attali, argued forcibly. The report (Attali, 1998) 
was written for Minister Claude Allègre, who was responsible for Education, Research 
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and Technology. The mix of areas of responsibility of this ministry set the stage for 
the reform plan: the traditional focus on (higher) education as an element of culture 
changed into one in which higher education was seen in the context of research 
and technology, in short, in the context of the knowledge economy. The Plan-Attali 
introduced ideas of new public management and neo-liberalism into France’s higher 
education system almost 20 years after they hit higher education in the United 
Kingdom (Elton, 1988; Paradeise et al., 2009; Sizer, 1989). In Attali’s analysis, the 
state of French higher education was: ‘confus, bureaucratique et inégalitaire’; besides, 
it should focus more on educating for the changed labour market, giving each student 
a ‘diplôme à valeur professionnelle’ (Attali, 1998, p. 5) for which he proposed a 
two-cycle model, with short (Nouvelle Maîtrise) and long (Doctorat) second cycle 
options. Until then, higher education in France was a ‘jungle of degrees’, where 
popular degree types included two-year, three-year, four- and five-year degrees of 
different characters along the professional-to-academic continuum. And those were 
only the main degree types in the university sector; the Grandes Écoles were separate. 
 The plan also suggested that for France to maintain a ‘place de premier plan 
dans la compétition mondiale’ research needed strengthening. The worldwide compe-
tition also required French students to know the world better, and foreign students 
to understand France better: student mobility entered the stage of higher education 
reform (Attali, 1998, pp. 26–27). In turn, mobility needed harmonisation of diplomas, 
and that needed a European approach, ‘just like the currency’—the Euro was being 
introduced at the same time. 
 The Plan-Attali foreshadowed many themes of the Bologna Process and of the 
Lisbon strategy for boosting research and innovation in the EU. It also shows that, 
contrary to what some believe (Martens & Wolf, 2006, p. 159), the Sorbonne and 
Bologna Declarations were not conceived in the old-style view of higher education 
as an ivory tower in the area of culture, but squarely set in the then current debate 
on globalisation with its new understanding of higher education as a factor in the 
knowledge economy (Van Vught, Van der Wende, & Westerheijden, 2002). Yet it 
was set also in the democratic and egalitarian traditions of continental Europe: little 
sympathy for a fully market-driven and highly stratified higher education system. 
 The French university sector introduced the three-cycle degree structure, called 
LMD (Licence –Maîtrise – Doctorat). Reinforced by the Plan-Attali, the 3+2+3 model 
prevailed. The Grandes Écoles were less happy to adjust to the European standard—
as they saw it—, but in the end they were also integrated into it. The Grandes 
Écoles, which serve a small percentage of students, were not legally obliged to 
restructure their curricula, as they are private establishments. However, most adopted 
new degrees: all engineering schools under the Commission des Titres d’Ingénieur 
award master degrees. Business schools may award master degrees after five-year 
(full-time) courses, but the old style degrees, also called master, awarded after 
four years, still exist. Students are advised about the news-style masters ‘C’est un 
plus non négligeable’.5 The access route to Grandes Écoles via up to two years of 
preparatory classes and a selective entrance examination remained; after one year 
of what is often called ‘foundation studies’, a licence degree may be awarded, but the 
focus of studies remains the master level of an additional two years of teaching—plus 
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in a number of cases a year of practical training, bringing the total duration of 
studies after secondary school to six years rather than 3+2 (often the year of 
practice is not counted towards credits in ECTS).  
 In sum, France has indeed reformed the degree structures in a sector of society 
that has been subject to reform by accretion (adding new models or sectors without 
terminating old ones). In the universities, the old degree structures have been 
largely replaced by the new ‘Bologna’ ones; in the small but prestigious sector of 
the Grandes Écoles old degrees still exist alongside new ones.  

2.6.2 The Bologna Process and Degree Reform in Italy 

Italy was one of the countries invited by French higher education minister Allègre 
to sign the Sorbonne Declaration in 1998. This invitation shows that reform of higher 
education was on Italy’s political agenda (Vaira, 2003). The problem situation was 
depicted as one of ‘low efficiency’: after decades of strong expansion (700% increase 
in student participation between 1945 and the late 1990s), many students were fuoro 
corso (delayed study progress) or had even dropped out of university. They were 
studying in very specialised, single-cycle five-year study programmes leading to a 
Laurea degree. The higher education system had expanded quantitatively in the 
decades before the turn of the century, leading to sometimes very large universities 
in a unitary system of universities. 
 The Italian constitution protects academic autonomy and, in the 1980s, Clark had 
depicted Italy as the epitome of a higher education system dominated by the academic 
oligarchy, all but impervious to change (Clark, 1983, also: Boffo et al., 2004).  
 Since the 1960s, there had been several reforms (Ballarino & Perotti, 2010), 
which, since the late 1980s, aimed to make the system more adaptable to society’s 
changing needs (Westerheijden et al., 2010). In 1997, minister Berlinguer assumed 
office with plans for major reforms for the sector (Vaira, 2003). A report drafted 
by an ad hoc working group of academics was published in April 1998 after sector-
wide, but continuing, discussions. The Italian reform plans concerned a whole pack-
age to revitalise the system, including governance (greater institutional autonomy 
and tighter connections to the region rather than to the ministry), competition through 
differentiation of degrees, competition for academic staff, quality assurance of educa-
tion, and reform of the degree structure. The invitation to the Sorbonne celebration, 
a month later, and the signing of a solemn declaration there with other reform-
minded ministers was a welcome occasion for Berlinguer to give additional support 
to these reform plans (Vaira, 2003).  
 The reform of degrees, as discussed at the beginning of 1998, were centred on 
universities designing new curricula individually rather than according to national 
standards as before. However, soon after the Sorbonne Declaration, national standards 
re-emerged, partly in response to the need for national compatibility (Vaira, 2003), 
but more importantly, the degree classes were ‘defined by representative [rather 
than expertise-based] commissions where the possibility for innovation were [sic] 
weak’, so that ‘in most of the cases the new two-tier courses were just an adaptation 
of the previously existing’ ones (Ballarino & Perotti, 2010, p. 17). 
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 This brings us to the two tiers. The original reform plans in Italy were copying 
French pre-1998 examples and thus proposed a three-tier degree system, but when 
the Sorbonne Declaration proposed a two-cycle structure (Witte, 2006), Berlinguer 
immediately followed suit, even in the face of internal opposition (Vaira, 2003); a 
clear case of ‘European’ (or rather French) pressure towards convergence that affected 
national policy.  
 We may conclude that reform-mindedness of part of the academic community 
and of ministers ensured that Italy was invited to sign the Sorbonne Declaration, and 
after that ensured that legal changes were made very rapidly. Minister Berlinguer 
saw a ‘window of opportunity’ in 1998 and used it to adapt the higher education 
law rapidly. Implementation in universities also took place quickly, to the point of 
changing the proposed three-cycle degree structure to a two-cycle one in order to 
obtain the international leverage of the Sorbonne Declaration. Nevertheless, in the 
further implementation of the degree and curriculum reforms in the universities, the 
old and very specialised laurea courses were recreated under new forms. There was 
perhaps little overt resistance from academics, but the way in which they interpreted 
and superficially implemented the degree reforms could be interpreted as resistance 
against the underlying goals of modernising Italy’s higher education system. 

2.6.3 The Bologna Process and Degree Reform in the Netherlands 

Reform of the higher education system was an issue that had re-emerged on the 
political agenda since the 1980s. A two-tier system of degrees had been proposed and 
was partially introduced in universities in 1982: the old five-year (on average) degrees 
were shortened to four-year curricula, with a second tier for specialised professional 
and research training, e.g. by cutting up the six-year medical training into what could 
anachronistically be called a ‘4+2’ model (Bijleveld, 1989). However, the second 
tier was hardly introduced—except in the medical sector—when budget cuts stopped 
its further development. This meant that for the large majority of students, the two-
tier system entailed a shortened first-tier education only (Bijleveld, 1989) and that 
a single-cycle degree remained the leading principle. 
 A policy principle ruling Dutch higher education since then and into the 
1990s was that this small country had to adapt to its international—European—
environment to maintain (or gain) recognition of its degrees. This made the ministry 
of education an avid monitor of developments in other countries—not least through 
comparative studies it commissioned from CHEPS. One of those studies led to a 
re-adaptation of engineering and science degrees from four- to five-year curricula 
(Goedegebuure et al., 1993). Other studies intended to establish the compatibility 
of graduates’ skills and knowledge cross-nationally (Westerheijden & Lugthart, 1999) 
long before qualifications frameworks became en vogue, looked at programme 
offerings and cooperation in the north-western region of Europe rather than in the 
country only (Huisman et al., 1997; Westerheijden & Klemperer, 2002).  
 This pro-international attitude which was associated with a widespread neo-
liberal attitude that welcomed international competition of study programmes for 
internationally mobile students predicted a positive response to the opportunity to 
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join the Bologna Declaration which promised a much more compatible and open 
higher education space across the continent. The ensuing need to reconsider the 
degree system was taken up with great speed: the university first tier, four-year 
doctorandus curricula were divided further into a ‘3+1’ model of bachelor and master 
cycles.6 In the UAS sector, the need for change was minimal: its 4-year degree was 
already deemed equivalent to a bachelor and the change mainly involved making 
‘bachelor’ the standard title on degree papers.  
 All higher education institutions, despite perhaps some misgivings among the 
academic body, readily introduced the new types of degrees as soon as the legal 
change of 2003 formalised them (Westerheijden et al., 2008). All new students 
started in ‘Bologna-type’ study programmes from that year onwards, and in 2007 only 
a few thousand ‘old’ students with delayed progress were left in the old structures 
(Westerheijden et al., 2008, p. 24). 
 Although, in some cases, existing curricula were ‘cut up’, in many instances the 
degree reform was used for curricular renewal: in the non-university curriculum, 
adaptations often included a stronger ‘work-field orientation’, i.e. a more applicative 
and multidisciplinary nature of the curriculum (Westerheijden et al., 2008). A move 
towards more competency-based learning was also a continuing trend in the non-
university sector (Witte, 2006, p. 251). In contrast, the new university bachelors were 
considered less specialised and more multidisciplinary, whilst the new university 
master programmes led to stronger specialisation and a more pronounced research 
orientation (Westerheijden et al., 2008). Yet, the desired broadening of education 
instead of immediate immersion in a single discipline or subject remained excep-
tional, as the increased demands for specialised masters implied that the breadth of the 
bachelors was harder to achieve (Westerheijden et al., 2008, p. 19). The most cons-
picuous examples of ‘broad bachelor programmes’ was the spread of the ‘university 
college’ model based on the US liberal arts college. This model was introduced in 
1997,7 before the Bologna Declaration, at the University of Utrecht, which saw this 
‘International Honors College’ as a way to profile itself for exceptionally talented 
and motivated students. After the Bologna Declaration, some other higher education 
institutions followed this example, but for most students, the choice remained as 
before, a specialised undergraduate programme, though usually with an overhauled 
curriculum.  
 The Netherlands kept up with the dynamics of Bologna Process demands: it also 
introduced accreditation of the new study programmes in 2003 and it belonged to 
the vanguard of countries that had their qualifications frameworks certified before 
the 2010 ministerial conference. 
 In sum, the change of the degree structure was rapid and very much in the direction 
of the ‘guidelines’ of the Bologna Process. This included implementation of laws but 
also of curriculum change (although broadening of curricula remained a minority). 
Obviously, impacts of those system changes did not appear quickly, so that docu-
mented results in evaluation studies may not always fully show the positive picture. 
The slowness of impacts is due to time lags (there are still few cohorts that went 
through the whole of the renewed system), but also because it seems that the 
‘collective wisdom’ of students needs time to develop, e.g. mobility between sectors 
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was weak at first but increased in later years; similar expectations seem to exist 
for the exit of university bachelors to the labour market (Westerheijden et al., 
2008).  

2.6.4 The Bologna Process and Degree Reform in Russia 

Russia joined the Bologna Process in 2003, and after 6 years, it was the only 
country with less than 25% of students (9%) in the ‘Bologna Process-structures’ 
(Westerheijden et al., 2010a, p. 17). Although the same study found that several 
‘early adopters’ also took a long time to implement the degree reform in order for 
most students to be enrolled in the new structures, Russia’s slow adoption may be 
seen as a sign that the attitude in this country was quite different from the Italian 
and Dutch approaches to the Bologna Declaration. The main motivation for Russia—
and other later adopters—to join the Bologna Process was: ‘If [sic] we admit that 
Russia is a European country, it would be strange … to stay away from this process 
and then successfully to catch up with the other European countries … as we did it 
or tried to do it so many times in similar cases in other areas’ (Gladkov, 2005, 
p. 62). No internal need was felt for the reform of degrees, but there was fear of 
losing out if the country did not join.  
 The traditional university study was a five-year, single-cycle study leading to 
the degree of specialist. Innovations of the system already started soon after the fall 
of the Soviet Union, and since 1992 bachelor and master studies have been offered; 
yet the specialist degree remained—and remains to this day—the favoured degree 
(Sursock & Smidt, 2010, p. 118). In the internal discussions about joining the Bologna 
Process, through fear of losing the traditional ‘high status and authority of the 
Russian education’ when only few study places in the second cycle would be state-
funded (Gladkov, 2005, p. 67), it was decided to make the first cycle four years 
long. Another reason for the long bachelor option was that students usually enter 
higher education at the age of 17, which is rather early compared to other European 
countries (Sursock & Smidt, 2010). The master-cycle was set at two years. This 
resulted in Russia becoming one of the five countries in which the dominant model 
became ‘4+2’—and one of the rare ones where the length of study for the master 
level increased, from 5 to 6 years.  
 Not much is known about the implementation of curriculum reforms in Russian 
higher education institutions. The tradition of higher education institutions con-
forming to State Educational Standards certainly persisted and was reinforced by 
the accreditation agency of the Russian Federation (Sursock & Smidt, 2010). In the 
first years after the Bologna Declaration, such standards continued to be developed 
along the traditional lines of prescribing in detail a large percentage of the curriculum. 
Nor is much known about if and how the switch in the Bologna Process towards 
qualifications frameworks has already trickled down to higher education institutions 
(Westerheijden et al., 2010a). Recent case studies of two higher education institutions 
that were committed to the Bologna Process showed that even there ‘transformation 
of contents and teaching/ learning methods are still to be achieved’ (Sursock & 
Smidt, 2010).  



FABER AND WESTERHEIJDEN 

24 

2.7 DISCUSSION: COMMONALITY AND DIVERSITY – THE INFLUENCE  
OF EUROPE VS. INTERNAL POLITICS 

In this final section, we turn our attention to the main question posed at the beginning 
of this chapter: ‘why and how has the integration of national higher education policies 
towards a common European degree structure arrived at its current stage?’ We 
explored the constitutive dynamics of European cooperation in striving towards 
one common European degree structure in higher education. Attention to national 
interests in an international context has provided us with information about the trans-
formation processes of national higher education policies leading towards a (more 
or less) single European degree structure. The argument developed here is that the 
Bologna Process is an ongoing policy process in which room is left for diversity 
while the participating countries—because of different national motivations—
attune to agreed-upon guidelines for a common European level degree structure in 
higher education.  
 With France as the instigator of the process, the four Sorbonne countries (France, 
Italy, Germany and the United Kingdom) were soon followed by 25 others to initiate 
a European and intergovernmental dimension of integrating national degree structures. 
Over the course of the last ten years, over 20 other nation states have decided to 
join the Bologna Process and have contributed to the specification of a common 
European degree structure. Admittedly, the commonality exists only at a high level 
of abstraction: two-cycle studies have been introduced. Diversity is maintained at 
the level of years or ECTS. Among the four illustrative cases in this chapter, we 
found 3+2 in France and Italy, 3-or-4+1 (and variants) in The Netherlands, and 4+2 
in Russia. Besides, there are different ways of handling exceptions (e.g. medicine 
is exempted from the two-cycle structures in 37 countries, though not in The 
Netherlands).  
 We believe that this current stage of diversity in the common framework can be 
explained as the outcome of the interaction between conformity with agreed upon 
guidelines of a two-tier structure and the individual interests of the different actors 
in meeting the requirements. Although the case studies are by no means exhaustive, it 
can be witnessed that in the French, Italian and Dutch cases, there was a desire 
for national reform of their higher education systems. Bologna was deployed as 
additional support for commencing changes whereby national compatibility was in the 
individual interest of the national higher education systems. The cases also illustrate a 
different constructive force of the Bologna Process whereby there is a dynamic of 
the national interest and European cooperation. In all the cases, we can see that 
‘Bologna’ brought about a European pressure that affected the national higher 
education policies. The Russian and Dutch cases together illustrate that international 
legitimacy of their degrees is an important motive. In this respect, the cases point 
out that, in the process, there is a coercive effect in mutually adjusting to the agreed 
upon guidelines. In adjusting degree structures, a major rationale was to keep up with 
their (European) peers. Furthermore, international or global competition among 
countries can also be said to be a driver of the process. From this, it could be deduced 
that the states participating in the Bologna Process make a conscious choice to 
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conform to the two-cycle structure to guarantee the international competitiveness 
of their national higher education system. 
 Although the Bologna agreements remain a non-binding construction in a 
legal perspective, the empirical data presented in this chapter indicate that certain 
(political) constraints can be identified. Based on the empirical findings, the consti-
tutive dynamics of the Bologna Process can be typified as a soft policy approach 
whereby cooperation is achieved voluntary in principle, but the national actors can 
conceive of the striving towards a common European degree structure as coercion. It 
can be argued that the national technical changes in degree structure can be inter-
preted as having created a symbolic outcome in the creation of a European higher 
education system based on a common degree structure. More boldly, there is unity 
in a European dimension at face value, while diversity at the national levels continues. 
Nevertheless, the unity has had positive effects from the point of view of stimulating 
mobility: international mobility from the first to the second cycle has increased since 
the introduction of the Bologna Process (Westerheijden et al., 2010). 
 The hope vested in the Bologna Process to create the open space that was aimed 
for has shifted from a degree reform (now seen as a necessary but insufficient 
condition) to setting standards for quality assurance (equally insufficient), to common-
ality of learning outcomes (in the qualifications framework, QF-EHEA) in an attempt 
to move beyond the symbolic commonality of (degree) structures in the European 
higher education area. The implementation of this framework for qualifications follows 
the same pattern as the degree reform—necessitated by the Bologna Process being 
an international process. To achieve more commonality, there is a check of the 
national qualifications frameworks against the QF-EHEA, but again that is a national 
matter (self-certification by national authorities against a common checklist, to be 
completed by 2012). This too, then, seems a route that will result in a larger degree of 
diversity than what would be needed for a really transparent, open higher education 
space in Europe. The multilevel governance situation in the Bologna Process is not 
an easy one and is not likely to lead to a large degree of convergence in the ‘pays réel’ 
of how students experience their learning and of how graduates will perceive the 
labour market.  

NOTES 
1  Notably, the distinction between a European and national level, is an artificial one, given that multiple 

feedback loops cut across them; at the same time, the distinction can be justified analytically, as it can 
help to unpack and understand the different steps in the process of standardization of a EHEA (see 
also Checkel, 2001). 

2  This is also crucial to the position of the Commission in the process, which accordingly was first 
limited to being an observer, though its role gradually enlarged (van der Wende & Huisman, 2003). 
The involvement of the Commission notably included active (financial) support of many international 
activities that are part of the Bologna process (van der Wende & Huisman, 2003, p. 37). 

3  The principle of subsidiarity can be understood as a balance of power between national sovereignty 
and supranational (EU) decision-making (see De Wit, 2003), with the balance tilted towards national 
soverignty. 

4 ‘En fait, nous ne souhaitions pas passer par les mécanismes bruxellois extraordinairement bureaucratiques 
et lents’, (‘L’objectif est de proposer une trame commune’, Le Monde, 24–25 mai 1998). 
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5  www.phosphore.com/contenu_connexe_ges/37/formation/ 140031, last accessed 2010-11-26 
6  3+2 in engineering, sciences and some other fields, and 3+3 for medicine, to maintain their status 

quo in total numbers of years. The three-year bachelor in universities was sometimes depicted as 
reincarnation of the pre-1982, three-year kandidaat-degree, which over the 20th century had lost its 
independent status and had become an intermediate examination. 

7  www.uu.nl/EN/faculties/universitycollege/organization/Pages/HistoryofUCU.aspx, last accessed 
2010-08-30.  
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