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Deutsche Zusammenfassung 

Dieses Forschungsvorhaben befasst sich mit den gegenwärtigen Reformprozessen im 

Hochschulwesen der Länder Mittel- und Osteuropas. Sowohl in Westeuropa als auch in den 

post-kommunistischen Staaten unterliegen die Strukturen und Organisations- und 

Steuerungsformen des Hochschulwesens nicht zuletzt infolge des verstärkten Wettbewerbs und 

des 1999 initiierten Bologna-Prozesses weit reichenden Wandlungsprozessen. Die Methoden 

der Hochschulsteuerung werden verändert, und nationale Regierungen delegieren zunehmend 

die Programm- und Budgetkontrolle an die Einzelinstitutionen, während sie gleichzeitig in die 

Hochschulsysteme eingreifen, um eine höhere Wirtschaftlichkeit und Marktorientierung zu 

gewährleisten (Phillip 2000; Theissen 2003). Trotz der großen Veränderungen, denen die post-

kommunistischen Staaten seit 1989 ausgesetzt sind, fehlt es bisher an Studien, die die 

unterschiedlichen Entwicklungspfade der Länder Mittel- und Osteuropas systematisch und 

vergleichend erklären. Dieses Forschungsdefizit wird umso deutlicher, wenn man die zentralen 

Befunde thematisch einschlägiger Forschungsrichtungen – Konvergenzforschung, 

vergleichender Hochschulforschung und Studien zum Bologna-Prozess – näher betrachtet.  

 

Seit der Initiierung des Bologna-Prozesses im Jahre 1999, der eine größere Transparenz im 

Hinblick auf Studienprogramme, Diplomstrukturen und Qualitätsmechanismen zum Ziel hat, 

ist die Konvergenz europäischer Hochschulsysteme ein häufig diskutiertes Phänomen in der 

einschlägigen Konvergenzliteratur (Hackl 2001; Neave 1996; 2001; Bleiklie 2001; Rakic 

2001). Es wird vor allem thematisiert, ob nationale Bildungssysteme im Zuge des Bologna-

Prozesses und als Folge der zunehmenden Globalisierung auf ein gemeinsames 

Hochschulmodell zusteuern. Was insbesondere die Auswirkungen des Bologna-Prozesses 

anbelangt, beschränken sich die meisten bisherigen Studien auf die Angleichung von 

Studienprogrammsstrukturen (Bachelor, Master) und die Einführung einer europäischen 

Dimension in nationale Lehrinhalte (Pechar / Pellert 2004; Malan 2004). Die bisherigen 

Untersuchungen vermitteln jedoch nur begrenzte Erkenntnisse darüber, wie sich der Bologna-

Prozess – und insbesondere im Falle der post-kommunistischen Länder – der 

Transformationsprozess auf die Beziehungen zwischen dem Staat, den Hochschuleinrichtungen 

und der Gesellschaft auswirkt. Dabei bleiben das Verhältnis zwischen einzelnen 
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Erklärungsfaktoren sowie die Ursachen für die Unterschiede und Ähnlichkeiten des 

institutionellen Wandels weitgehend unklar. 

 

Ausgehend von diesen Forschungsdefiziten wird in der vorliegenden Dissertation ein 

theoretischer Rahmen entwickelt, der von den folgenden Forschungsfragen geleitet ist:  

 

• Wie hat sich die Hochschulpolitik in den Ländern Mittel- und Osteuropas seit 1989 

entwickelt? In welchem Umfang lässt sich hierbei eine Konvergenz der Hochschulpolitiken 

beobachten? Steuern die mittel- und osteuropäischen Länder auf ein gemeinsames Modell 

der Hochschul-Governance (Steuerung) zu, insbesondere im Hinblick auf das Verhältnis 

zwischen Staat und Universität? 

 

• Welche externen (internationaler Vernetzungsgrad, Nachahmung von dominanten Policy-

Modellen) und internen Faktoren (insbesondere vorkommunistische und kommunistische 

Legacies und Pfadabhängigkeiten) beeinflussen den Entwicklungspfad?  

 

Für die empirische Untersuchung werden vier mittel- bzw. osteuropäische Staaten analysiert – 

Polen, die Tschechische Republik, Bulgarien, Rumänien – die sich im Hinblick auf die 

jeweiligen nationalen Faktorenkonstellationen (vorkommunistisches Modell, kommunistische 

Steuerungsform, Vernetzungsgrad) deutlich unterscheiden. 

 

Abstract 

This research project assesses the current higher education reform processes in the countries of 

central and eastern Europe. The structures and institutions of higher education across Europe 

are currently subject to tremendous pressures for reform, triggered primarily by increased 

international competition, the massification of higher education, and more recently the so-

called Bologna Process. As a consequence, the methods and instruments of higher education 

management are being redesigned, while regulatory tasks are being re-delegated between 

universities and other state and non-state institutions (Goedegebuure et al. 1993: 9). Despite the 

radical changes which the post-communist countries have been exposed to since 1989, there is 

a lack of studies which systematically explain the pathways of development of these countries 
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in comparative fashion. This research deficit becomes even more striking if we examine the 

thematically relevant areas of study more closely – convergence research, comparative higher 

education research and the burgeoning body of literature on the ramifications of the Bologna 

Process. The existing studies only offer limited insights as to how the Bologna Process is 

impacting the relationship between the state and higher education institutions. Due to this, 

individual explanatory factors as well as the causes of the differences and similarities in the 

institutional transition remain unclear.  

 

A theoretical framework guided by the following research questions will be developed:  

• How has higher education policy developed in the countries of central and eastern 

Europe since 1989? To what extent is the convergence of models of higher education 

governance taking place? Are the central and eastern European countries headed 

towards a common (western) higher education model, in particular in terms of the 

relationship between the state and university?  

 

• Which external factors (degree of international networking, emulation of dominant 

policy models) and internal factors (pre-communist and communist legacies in 

particular) influence the path of development?  

 

In the empirical analysis, four central and eastern European countries will be examined – 

Poland, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, and Romania – which differ greatly in terms of 

specific national constellations (pre-communist model, communist form of higher 

education governance, degree of networking).  

 
Schlagwörter:  

Hochschulpolitik, Mittel- und Osteuropa, Bologna Prozess, Historischer Institutionalismus, 

Isomorphismus, Konvergenz, Hochschulsteuerung, Polen, Tschechien, Bulgarien, Rumänien  

Keywords:  
Higher education policy, Central and Eastern Europe, Bologna Process, Historical Institutionalism, 

Isomorphism, Convergence, Higher Education governance, Poland, Czech Republic, Romania, Bulgaria 
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Introduction  

 

1

1.  Introduction 

“Changing a university is difficult. It is like moving 
a cemetery; hard work and there is no internal 
support.”              

 Clark Kerr  
 

Questions of how to effectively steer and regulate higher education systems have been 

circulating in the academic debate on higher education policy for several decades. Now more 

than ever, a myriad of internal and external pressures have compelled domestic policy-makers 

and academic observers to question the raison d’être, role, and purpose of national systems of 

higher education (HE). The phenomena of ‘massification’, fiercer international competition, 

and not least the so-called Bologna Process have not only led to challenges of unprecedented 

complexity, but also laid bare the revelation that national systems of higher education are often 

at odds with the demands of internationalization and radically altered socio-economic 

environments. Consequently, the transformation of higher education can presently be found on 

the political agenda of nearly every European country. New governmental strategies, increased 

media attention, current legislation, and public debates all seem to stress that higher education 

must adapt, face competitive demands, diversify, and improve efficiency by means of new 

governance and management arrangements (Gornitzka / Maasen 2000: 217).  

 

Higher education (HE) has expanded dramatically since World War II in both eastern and 

western Europe. While most European nations in the postwar period maintained an elite higher 

education system with fewer than five percent attending post-secondary institutions, more than 

30 percent of relevant age groups had enrolled by the 1990s (Altbach 1998: 7). Faced 

simultaneously with increasing numbers of students and dwindling state funds, universities 

across western, central and eastern Europe have embarked on diverse reform endeavours aimed 

at adapting higher education to changing demands. However, the ongoing internal reforms are 

not exclusively the result of the domestic growth of post-secondary education, but can be 

understood in part as reactions to changes in the global setting of higher education systems. 

One of the major changes of the past decades has been increasing economic integration across 

the world, facilitated by more sophisticated information and communication technology, open 

financial markets and more affordable international mobility. Due to this, businesses have been 
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increasingly able to relocate to whatever parts of the world they choose to design, produce and 

distribute their goods or services (Farnham 1999: 6). At the same time, the heavy industry and 

manufacturing and – in much of central and eastern Europe in particular – agricultural 

industries have been in a state of decline for some decades, leading to an upsurge of knowledge 

and service-based industries. The implications of these changes of tide in the external 

economic and social environment are crucial for higher education and the academic profession. 

As producers and disseminators of knowledge, higher education institutions have become 

increasingly decisive production factors and a driving force behind the international 

competitiveness and economic growth of nations (Gürüz 2003: 3; World Bank 2000; Felt 

2003: 4). As a result, higher education as a key contributor to the national economy is 

becoming more instrumental in terms of its role and purpose (see Farnham 1996: 8). In other 

words, external stakeholders are penetrating into the higher education sphere to capitalize on 

its virtues as a producer of innovation, technical skills, and a qualified workforce, while the 

level of public funding is at best stagnating and at worst rapidly decreasing. According to 

Sporn (2006: 239), for example, universities must increasingly deal with an array of old and 

new institutions in their “ecosystem” which now may include local, regional and national 

governments, large firms, the media, powerful interest groups and student markets.  

 

On the scientific front, the significance of education at the interface between the economy, 

research and innovation has led to a shift in attention towards national strategies for 

redesigning the methods and instruments of higher education management (see Goedegebuure 

et. al 1993; van Vught 1989, 1995; Cerych / Sabatier 1986; Olsen 2005). The shifting of 

regulatory tasks along with the redistribution of resources and authority between universities 

and the state has provoked social scientists to question the current direction of change and, 

subsequently, whether a shift towards a common model of higher education is taking place 

(Neave 1996; Bleiklie 2001; Trondal 2002; McDaniel 1996). At the heart of such debates are 

study structures and quality assurance, but increasingly issues of autonomy, academic freedom, 

and accountability towards society as well. Against this background, contemporary university 

reform – ranging from the partial retreat of the state as a financier and administrator to the 

notion of “entrepreneurial universities” – is beginning to attract the attention of comparative 

social scientists as well (Goedegebuure / Vught 1996; Clark 1998; Dill 1997). Although the 
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wide array of country-specific descriptive accounts of higher education reforms continues to 

grow (see Malan 2004; Pechar / Pellert 2004; Tauch 2004, Welsh 2004), the motives and 

institutional consequences of the transformation of higher education have yet to be sufficiently 

theorized from a comparative perspective. 

 

1.1 The state of higher education in central and eastern 

Europe 

This lack of solid theoretical and comparative underpinnings is even more striking with respect 

to the countries of central and eastern Europe (CEE). By no means a monolithic or 

homogenous group, the CEE countries demonstrated highly diversified higher education 

traditions both in the pre-war as well as the communist era (see Scott 2002). The shift towards 

a market economy and the elimination of communist ideology has triggered the complete 

overhaul of the balance of power in CEE higher education. Despite the radical changes which 

the post-communist HE systems have been subject to since 1989, very few observers have 

attempted to systematically explain the pathways of development of these countries in 

comparative fashion.1 This is astonishing, as higher education has emerged as a driving force 

of social mobilization and a core component of the transition from an ideologically driven, 

quota-based economy to a market economy with democratic institutions. However, the 

effective and successful transformation and repositioning of CEE universities in the context of 

European political and market integration remains far from certain in view of not only the 

severe lack of financial resources, but also the frequent absence of transparency in government 

policy and university management (see Kiossev 2001:6).  

 

Unlike their western European counterparts, CEE universities are faced with a constellation 

which can be labelled as “simultaneous transition” (see Offe 1993; Radó 2001). Not only are 

the CEE higher education systems challenged by the heavy burdens with which western 

Europe is also struggling such as funding, academic output, and efficiency (Neave 2003a: 20), 

but also dilemmas particular to their special socio-economic and political circumstances. To 

mention only the ‘basics’, they entail dismantling a system of state manpower planning and the 
                                                 
1 For partial exceptions, see File/Goedegebuure (2003) and Scott (2000; 2002). The methodological and 
theoretical shortcomings of such highly informative studies shall be discussed in Section 3.   
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restoration of self-governance, autonomy and academic freedoms. Against the backdrop of a 

heightened conflict potential and myriad of new stakeholders, the past 15 years have been 

marked by far-reaching, yet by no means homogenous reform endeavours at the level of 

university governance, financial operations, and strategic planning (see File / Goedegebuure 

2003).  

 

The present research project assesses the directions of higher education reform in post-

communist CEE and whether national systems are converging towards a common model of 

higher education. Due to its tumultuous and inconsistent path of development, its lack of 

historical continuity, and the sheer magnitude of the current reform processes, central and 

eastern European HE stands out as a particularly worthwhile object of analysis. However, an 

overview of the thematically relevant areas of study – comparative higher education research, 

policy convergence research, and the burgeoning body of literature on the ramifications of the 

Bologna Process – enables us to conclude that these significant developments have not yet 

received the merited attention in the academic literature. Although the impressive and diverse 

body of literature dealing with cross-national policy convergence (Bennett 1991; DiMaggio / 

Powell 1991; Dolowitz / Marsh 2000; Drezner 2001; Holzinger / Knill 2005) has generated a 

broad array of findings with regard to the factors promoting and inhibiting the approximation 

of institutions and policies, it has yet to address this complicated policy area in a systematic 

and thorough fashion.2 This holds all the more for the institutionally fragile CEE countries, 

whose reform endeavours have indeed been the object of a series of country-specific progress 

reports (see Tucker 2000; Rozenberg 2002; Nicolescu 2002; Cerych 2002), but have yet to be 

the focus of theory-driven comparative analysis.  

 

This is particularly surprising, because the historical development of higher education policy in 

CEE is an ideal experimental ground for theories dealing with the transfer and convergence of 

policies. Trans-border shifts towards common policies are most frequently ascribed to closely 

related mechanisms of transnational communication, lesson-drawing, emulation, imposition as 

well as policy transfer (see Holzinger / Knill 2005). The upcoming historical overview shall 
                                                 
2 For exceptions see Witte (2006) who deals with the convergence of study degrees and Bleiklie (2001), who 
looks at differences and similarities in higher education management regimes in Great Britain, Norway and 
Sweden.   
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demonstrate that all these mechanisms have shaped and altered higher education policy in CEE 

during its highly volatile and turbulent history. More frequently than their western 

counterparts, polities in CEE have been subject to the imposition of foreign models, e.g. from 

Ottoman Turkey, Austria-Hungary, Tsarist Russia, or the communist Soviet Union. In fact, the 

earliest efforts at establishing universities in central Europe were guided by the emulation of 

the original university models of Bologna and Paris (see Altbach 1998). The subsequent 

historical phase was then marked by the non-coercive transfer of institutions based on various 

predominant European models (the Humboldt, Newman and Napoleonic models). In the 

communist phase, the Soviet model of higher education was in turn coercively imposed and 

implanted within the existing framework (see Connelly 2001). And since the collapse of the 

centrally planned economy, foreign models have been tirelessly invoked by foreign and 

domestic scholars, bureaucrats, consultants, and foundations in all areas of societal life as 

solutions to central and eastern Europe’s problems (Jacoby 2001: 171; Tomusk 1999). The 

higher education domain is no exception to this as learning from or even imitating foreign best 

practices has been viewed as a means of vitalizing this stagnating policy domain. The 

emancipation from the confines of mega-bureaucracy and centralization and the dynamics of 

Europeanization and the Bologna Process give rise to arguments that policy convergence may 

result from the non-binding adoption of foreign policies and patterns of governance conveyed 

through interactive exchange and communication. Thus, the present state and future of HE in 

central and eastern Europe are a particularly meaningful object of analysis for those interested 

in the phenomena of policy transfer and convergence. 

 

1.2 The Bologna factor  

Since the onset of the Bologna Process, in particular, the domestic remodelling of higher 

education in the transformed international context has increasingly been accompanied by the 

introduction and consolidation of a European dimension (see Pabian 2006). Spiralling 

unemployment, the crisis in the European welfare state, and in turn the realization that Europe 

risks stagnating in two critical areas – information and communications technology and the rise 

of the knowledge society (see Corbett 2005) – have gradually strengthened the conviction that 

a European approach to higher education is a necessity. The result has been not only the 

Bologna Declaration and the structural modifications it demands (see Section 2.5), but also the 
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emergence of a transnational normative environment of pressure and change (see Section 

2.5.4). Universities are now being prompted to reposition themselves in this new more compact 

network of relationships and interactions, while striking a balance between economic and 

labour market needs and scientific demands.  

 

By signing on to this ambitious trans-European project, all CEE countries have subscribed to 

the objective of promoting greater transparency, mobility, and compatibility in European 

higher education. In terms of its scope and reach, the Bologna Process is one of the most 

ambitious attempts in history at reforming European higher education and may potentially 

facilitate the withering away of the lines of demarcation between the nation state and the 

supranational community in education policy (see Neave 2003; Field 2003). Since the initiation 

of the Bologna Process in 1999, which calls for greater transparency with regard to study 

programs, diploma structures and quality mechanisms, some forty countries inside and outside 

the European Union have joined the voluntary process and embarked on structural reforms to a 

greater or lesser extent. Although the potential convergence of European higher education 

systems has become a broadly discussed topic (Hackl 2001; Neave 2001; Bleiklie 2001; Rakic 

2001), the empirical and comparative basis for understanding this challenge remains thin (see 

Witte 2005) and is restricted primarily to various scattered country-specific progress reports 

and descriptive accounts of the reforms in western Europe (Malan 2004; Pechar / Pellert 2004; 

Tauch 2004, Welsh 2004).  

 

Furthermore, most previous studies understandably restrict themselves to the analysis of what 

the Bologna Process actually calls for on the surface: the approximation of study program 

structures, transnational cooperation and mobility as well as the introduction of a European 

dimension to national teaching curricula (Pechar / Pellert 2004; Malan 2004). However, the 

Bologna Process appears to be more multi-faceted than the existing literature tends to treat it. 

Most importantly, the Bologna Process has emerged as Europe’s response to demands and 

challenges posed by globalization processes (van der Wende 2007). This common approach is 

closely linked to the realization that higher education has developed in many respects into a 

globally marketable commodity (see Martens / Starke 2008). Thus, governments are compelled 

to respond not only to the global flow of students and academics, but also to the globalizing 
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labour market and its ramifications for HE. The Bologna Process has thus been designed as an 

interface between the national and international levels to collectively face these tasks and is 

likely to prove instrumental in clustering ideas and policy strategies, which may go far beyond 

the actual demands of the declaration at face value (see Teichler 2005). 

   

Despite the many descriptive accounts of national reactions to Bologna,3 it remains 

unexamined whether Europeanization is penetrating more deeply into national systems and 

ultimately reshaping long-standing patterns of governance. As the Bologna Declaration itself 

only addresses degree and cycle structures as well as the aspired European compatibility of 

study programs, it leaves much room for interpretation as to its impact on the national 

education policy-making process and the extent, range, and depth of policy and institutional 

change. Hence, is the impact of the Bologna Process restricted to ‘cosmetic’ or nominal 

changes such as degree structures and a European dimension in curricula? Or will it have a 

more profound impact on historically anchored university-state relations and the regulation of 

higher education in eastern and western Europe? And if so, can we detect an approximation or 

convergence of higher education systems in terms of how they are regulated, their role and 

function, and organization? In short, are common patterns of university governance emerging 

in central and eastern Europe within the context of the socioeconomic transformation and the 

arising European dimension of education? 

 
 

1.3 Research objectives 

Building on the previous research deficits, the present study seeks to provide new perspectives 

for the body of literature dealing with comparative higher education and offer key insights for 

the policy convergence literature. At the same time, it strives to move beyond the primarily 

descriptive literature on the Bologna Process, which up to now has yet to apply more 

sophisticated comparative social science techniques.4 The core task of the analysis is to crack 

open the black box surrounding the Bologna Process and transformation and address the 

                                                 
3 See Pechar / Pellar (2004) for Austria; Kwiek (2003) for Poland; Malan / Dittrich et al (2004) for France, the 
Netherlands and Belgium. 
4 Two notable exceptions dealing with the introduction of Bachelor and Masters degrees are Witte (2006) and 
Heinze (2005). 
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potential convergence of higher education with particular regard to CEE. In doing so, it 

transcends the changes it has stimulated with regard to diploma structures and higher education 

cycles (e.g. Bachelor, Master) (see Heinze 2005; Witte 2006) and delves deeper to examine the 

effects of supranational policy-making on the steering and regulation of higher education and 

historically anchored relationships between the state and higher education (HE). Falling back 

on the existing literature on policy convergence, it pinpoints individual explanatory factors and 

causes for the cross-country similarities and differences in the process of institutional change. 

More specifically, the study addresses how the interplay between pre-existing institutional 

models, the socio-economic transition, and European initiatives have impacted the evolution of 

HE in the central and eastern European countries (CEECs).  

 

Since 1989, systems have developed and diversified in a variety of ways, with some trying to 

revive pre-communist organizational forms and others actively adopting elements of Anglo-

Saxon market-oriented models (see Radó 2001). As regards the scope and direction of these 

reforms, it appears, on the one hand, that the countries of central and eastern Europe are now 

detached from a ‘totalitarian time-warp’ and engaged in a process of catching up with the 

West, which is in the midst of rethinking its historically embedded higher education systems in 

its own right (see Gornitzka et al 2005). On the other hand, one might hypothesize that the 

CEECs are now free and – to a great extent – forced to experiment with more radical remedies 

(e.g. large scale privatization) resisted by other HE systems in continental Europe. As a result, 

they are in a position to generate new models and patterns of governance (Scott 2002: 138) yet 

to be implemented elsewhere. From either standpoint, the opening of HE systems to non-state 

actors and market forces has allowed an array of internal and external stakeholders to steer the 

system in one direction or another and fundamentally alter the pre-existing means of 

coordination.  

 
The following questions thus guide the present research endeavour: 

1) How has higher education governance developed since 1989 in the countries of central and 

eastern Europe and what external and internal factors are impacting the path of development?  
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2) To what extent can we detect convergence towards a common model of governance in 

central and eastern European higher education governance?  

 
In view of the nature of European integration in general and the Bologna Process specifically 

as platforms for policy exchange, the study shall explore whether outside ‘designs’ are setting 

the framework for CEE higher education reforms. Are western models serving as blueprints for 

the introduction of new patterns of higher education governance? However, models are always 

abstract constructs, leaving broad leeway for domestic interpretation and adjustment to 

domestic conditions. In view of this, does the “institutional memory” of past patterns of 

governance and autonomy (van Vught / Neave 1991: x) instead make the CEECs resistant to 

convergence? In other words, can abstract, non-coercive and supranationally mediated policy 

models have an effect at all against the background of national settings and socio-economic 

imperatives? 

 
1.4 Scientific approach 

The proposed theoretical framework is designed to enhance our understanding of higher 

education dynamics in the phase of globalization and Europeanization – against the 

background of the diverse inherited institutional underpinnings, actor constellations and 

cultural foundations. The study hence addresses the interplay between foreign models, 

prevalent historical structures and organizational patterns. It seeks to integrate key national-

level actors as well as domestic regulatory and cultural characteristics into a framework that 

takes into account the external forces of homogenization and structural integration. In view of 

this, the study examines whether the rapprochement with ambitious overarching, yet rather 

vague European notions of higher education has disrupted the continuity of pre-Bologna higher 

education reforms and subsequently triggered policy change. For the sake of clarity, 

comparability, and comprehensibility, the focus will be placed exclusively on higher education 

governance (see van Vught 1995). Governance, as conceived here, comprises patterns of 

control, coordination and in particular the allocation of autonomy between the state, 

professoriate, university management and other societal actors (see Section 5.1.1). According 

to Gallagher (2001 cit. in de Boer / Goedegebuure 2003), it is the structure of relationships that 

brings about organizational coherence, authorized policies, strategic approaches and decisions. 
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Autonomy, along the same lines, is a condition for implementing new approaches to university 

governance and thus directly linked to institutional outputs not only in the higher education 

systems, but in broader terms in knowledge-based societies as a whole. Hence it is a 

prerequisite for universities to react to changing needs of society and be accountable for their 

performance (ibid.).   

 

Matters concerning the convergence of diploma structures, study content, and quality 

assurance5 will not be the focus and only addressed to the extent that they are tangent to the 

central theme of governance patterns. The analysis of changing patterns of governance and 

autonomy shall be conducted in a systematic matter and shall concentrate on the system level, 

i.e. relationship between the state and higher education institutions, as well as the institutional 

level, i.e. patterns of governance within universities. It also addresses the intermediate level 

involving the relationship between universities and society and external stakeholders (e.g. 

businesses). It falls back on three visions of the modern university derived from historical 

models – the French state-control model, the German-based model of academic “oligarchy” or 

“Humboldt” model, and the Anglo-American market-oriented model (see Clark 1983; see 

Sections 5.1.1-5.1.2). Although all three models are volatile and have ceased to exist in their 

purest form, they not only remain anchored in modern-day university practice and collective 

memory, but also continue to circulate in public discourse as templates for reform endeavours 

in the CEECs and elsewhere. Thus, they function as poles towards which higher education 

systems may converge (see Olsen 2005). Against this backdrop, their underlying systems of 

governance shall be broken down into empirically observable dimensions that serve to 

operationalize the extent and direction of policy change.  

 

The empirical analysis focuses on a series of ‘push’ factors that are likely to promote change, 

while mapping out those ‘pull’ factors that will potentially inhibit change and/or convergence. 

In other words, what happens when national systems find themselves caught between emerging 

supranational norms with a European rationality and historically embedded domestic and local 

policies based on different priorities and demands (see File / Goedegebuure 2003: 242)? 

                                                 
5 For the convergence of diploma structures see Heinze (2005), for the convergence of quality assurance see Sporn 
/ Rhoades (2002).  
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Confronted with extreme economic and budget constraints on policy development and 

implementation (Bremer 1997: 211), how are the CEECs able to manage domestic higher 

education reform in an increasingly volatile international environment? Transnational 

institutional interlinkages before and during the Bologna Process are conceptualized as 

platforms that may promote the emulation of successful practices and the development of 

collective norms to confront the shared challenges. The study draws on variations of the 

theories of isomorphism (DiMaggio / Powell 1983) as a foundation to explain the convergent 

forces emanating from the external environment in which higher education systems are 

situated. However, the potential revitalization of pre-communist institutional traditions along 

with the steadfastness of communist patterns of control by no means may be underestimated as 

factors affecting how externally promoted policies are translated into national contexts.  

 
Due to the absence of similar studies and the previously under-researched relationship between 

the variables and policy output, an explorative approach will be pursued. Against this 

background, the study is conceptualized as a comparative policy analysis of four central 

European transformation countries: Poland, the Czech Republic, Romania, and Bulgaria. 

Despite their common communist heritage, these transformation countries have entered the 

Bologna Process from highly different starting points, in particular with respect to pre-

communist legacies, the communist pathway of development, and the post-communist reform 

course (Neave 2003a: 23-24; Hendrichová 1998: 76). Poland stands out as a country with a 

highly erratic and regionally differentiated pathway of development. Initially in line with the 

German or Humboldt tradition of fully fledged academic self-governance (see Scott 2002: 

141), Poland was quickly integrated into the Soviet sphere of influence in the after-war period 

and succumbed to the organizational constraints of communism. During several phases of 

relative political and economic openness, however, Polish science and academics profited to a 

limited extent from the greater permeability of the system to external influences, as contacts 

with western science communities were tolerated (see van Beek 1995: 264). Historically 

proximate to German traditions as well, the Czech Republic was exposed to more rigid 

informal and formal control after its total absorption into the Soviet model of state-controlled 

higher education and rigid restrictions on contacts with western academics.  
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Romania, on the other hand, falls back on pre-communist traditions of state dirigisme and is 

thus historically in line with the Napoleonic or French model of higher education (see Scott 

2002: 141), which was taken to an extreme under Nicolae Ceauşescu in terms of ideological 

rigidity and institutional control. Bulgaria higher education was a historically volatile mixed-

type, which initially demonstrated strong proximity to the state in its function as a vehicle for 

nation-building. In the early 1900s, however, Bulgarian academics increasingly aimed to fend 

off state interventions and pressed for greater self-management. In doing so Bulgaria drew on 

elements of both Humboldt-oriented systems, e.g. the authoritative role of the academic 

council, as well as Anglo-Saxon practice, e.g. the strengthening of the central administrative 

level, before becoming a hybrid of the Soviet model during the communist phase (see 

Georgieva 2002).  

 

To address these inconsistent paths of development of CEE higher education, the project takes 

a dynamic temporal approach. Due to the potential saliency of pre-existing historical legacies 

and path dependencies, the study looks at four timeframes:  

T1 = The pre-communist phase before 1945  

T2 = The communist phase 1945 – 1989 

T3 = The post-communist phase 1989 – 1999  

T4 = The Bologna phase 1999 – present 

 

In view of the potential impact of transnational interlinkages and the Bologna Process, the 

main focus shall be placed on developments in T3 and T4, with pre-existing legacies and path 

dependencies (T1 and T2) functioning as potential inhibitors or even facilitators of policy 

change. Several sub-goals can be outlined for the research project. Firstly and at a general 

level, the research endeavour aims to describe and assess the direction and course of higher 

education reforms. Secondly, the analysis shall systematically outline trends towards 

convergence towards a common model (“delta convergence”, see Section 5.1). Unlike previous 

studies which primarily address changes in degree structures (see Pechar / Pellar 2004; Kwiek 

2003; Malan 2004; Dittrich et al 2004; Heinze 2005), I opt for a more explicit focus by 

concentrating on potential convergence with respect to state-university relations and 

governance before and during the Bologna Process. Thirdly, particular attention will be given 
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to explanations for the observed patterns of change. These include, as outlined in Sections 3 

and 4, the relative impact of exogenous factors (i.e. developments in the transnational 

institutional environment) and endogenous factors (i.e. the legitimacy and stability of 

communist and pre-communist arrangements and/or resulting path-dependencies) leading to 

policy drift. Fourthly, the present undertaking seeks to build on existing bodies of research. 

The systematic comparison of HE reform under the impact of the Bologna Process and related 

factors will provide new insights relevant to several loosely related research areas, including 

policy convergence, comparative higher education and the national ramifications of the 

Bologna Process. 

 

1.5 Structure of the dissertation  

Before assessing the potential of policy convergence in the post-Bologna phase, a brief 

historical overview of the origins of the European university is in order. Starting in the 

medieval period, Section 2 discusses the origins of the European university as an institution 

and component of the social communities in which it has been based. It sheds light on the 

development of higher education parallel to the state and the utilization of the university by the 

state as an instrument for the realization of political, economic, or ideological priorities. The 

section then shifts attention to the inconsistent and ‘stunted’ paths of developments of higher 

education in central and eastern Europe. It will first describe how the higher education sector 

was coercively incorporated into programs for industrialization and social restructuring in line 

with Marxist-Leninist principles. It subsequently demonstrates how the underlying regulatory 

patterns of HE are just as much a potpourri of national traditions and legacies as they are the 

product of externally imposed models and shifting political alliances.  

 

The section then attempts to decipher the Bologna Process from a technical, political, and 

economic standpoint. The reshaping of higher education policy and institutions has been 

increasingly conceived as an economic issue and global challenge that cannot be met without a 

European approach and common European solution (van der Wende 2007; Gornitzka 2005). 

The integration of education in the EU and Europe gained greater momentum with the signing 

in 1999 of the Bologna declaration by ministers from 29 European countries. At face value, it 

aimed to eliminate some of the obstacles to increased mobility of students and graduates in 
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obtaining employment. This entailed the common intention to move towards a European 

Higher Education Area over ten years by smoothing out some of the least compatible 

characteristics of national university systems (Field 2003: 183). The section examines the 

impact of the supranational community as a point a reference and the rapid emergence of 

transnational networking in the higher education sector. How does the higher education 

organizational field respond to the increasingly volatile international environment? Is the 

Bologna Process provoking relatively incremental changes and reforms within continually 

stable normative frames? Or is it shaking, challenging or throwing into doubt the mission, 

position, and function of the university (Olson 2005: 4)?  

 
Section 3 reviews the state of the art of the relevant literature. It begins by addressing the 

higher education policy arena. Upon this foundation, it strives to frame the higher education 

organizational field within the changing external environment in which it is imbedded and sets 

the stage for the analysis of higher education convergence. The section labels the main actors 

and stakeholders in higher education systems, before mapping out competing visions of the 

modern university as both an institution and organizational instrument. It then focuses on the 

multitude of forces tugging at the national pre-eminence over higher education and the 

prospects for nationally regulated higher education systems moving towards a common model 

of governance. In order to do so, it addresses insights from the literature on higher education 

governance and presents Burton Clark’s coordination triangle (1983) as a tool for 

understanding and explaining change and evolution in the higher education organizational 

field. 

 

The section subsequently serves to position the present analysis amidst the broader body of 

theoretical and empirical literature dealing with the phenomenon of transnational policy 

convergence. This heterogeneous body of theoretical literature has strived to reveal whether the 

cross-country approximation of policies is a by-product of European integration and 

globalization (see Caporaso et al 2001; Héritier et al 2001; Knill 2001) and seek to pinpoint the 

causal factors for the trend towards convergence. These include, for example, regulatory 

competition, emulation, and imposition. However, many studies up to now have been plagued 

by inconsistencies as to the causes and conditions of cross-national policy convergence and 
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often only offered scattered and unsystematic empirical evidence of these causes and 

conditions. Furthermore, education policy as a political domain previously regulated 

exclusively at the national level has yet to receive adequate attention in the convergence 

literature.  
 
Section 4 serves to fine-tune the concept of convergence in higher education by addressing the 

concrete forces of change and inertia at play. Drawing on previous convergence related-

studies, the section shall offer justification for the focus on transnational communication as a 

facilitating factor of isomorphic processes and hence convergence. Despite the non-binding 

nature of European higher education policy, the Bologna Process and related transnational 

organizational links are likely to generate the spread of best practice, with convergence 

towards policy models perceived as successful being a likely effect. As a counter-explanation 

for the steadfastness of pre-existing institutional arrangements and modes of government, i.e. 

for institutional inertia, I draw on theories of historical institutionalism in an effort to overcome 

the deterministic nature of isomorphism-based explanations and account for national 

peculiarities and deviations from convergent trends. Against this background, working 

hypotheses with respect to the path of CEE higher education development in the post-

communist phase shall be presented.  

 

Section 5 first addresses the dependent variable: the convergence of higher education systems 

in four post-communist transition countries: Poland, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria and 

Romania. The focus will then be narrowed to one multi-faceted dimension of the dependent 

variable - higher education governance - which will be then be subject to an elaborate 

operationalization into general higher education arrangements with regard to the state and 

society, financial governance, personnel governance and substantial autonomy. For each of 

these facets of governance, a series of empirically observable indicators will be derived to 

establish the analytical framework for the country reports. I then further specify the 

independent variables, which are likely to facilitate or impede policy shifts and ultimately 

policy convergence.  
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Section 5 also outlines the methodology applied and substantiates the selection of countries. I 

will argue that the comparative method is the most efficient means of contributing to theory 

building and sharpening our powers of description of the concerned phenomenon. The section 

additionally addresses the dilemmas associated with the comparative method, i.e. the multitude 

of explanatory variables, but limited number of cases suitable for research, and presents a 

strategy for overcoming this dilemma by means of a strategic selection of countries. I then 

offer a justification for the case selection based on their differences with regard to the 

independent variables. Finally, the section additionally maps out the techniques used to 

systematically gather data. 

 
Sections 6 - 9 are designed as country studies for the Czech Republic (Section 6), Romania 

(Section 7), Bulgaria (Section 8), and Poland (Section 9). They offer a systematic overview of 

four phases of higher education policy from the pre-commmunist phase (T1) and communist 

phase (T2) and then on to the post-1989 transformation, which is broken down into a pre-

Bologna (T3) and post-Bologna phase (T4). These empirical chapters focus on shifts within the 

higher education governance paradigms drawn up within Section 5, including state-university 

relations as well as internal university governance patterns over four time periods. The 

presented results in turn enable us to address developments with regard to the dependent 

variable – the convergence of higher education governance in the countries under study – while 

addressing how institutional interlinkages, transnational communication, and embedded 

historical legacies have shaped higher education policy developments.  

 

Section 10 draws on the results presented in Sections 6 to 9 to address whether higher 

education governance systems have converged in the countries under study and what external 

and internal factors have influenced such developments. It applies the cumulative results to 

Clark’s Triangle (1983) to map out the direction of policy change in the post-communist phase. 

This in turn enables us to visually assess whether the countries have become more similar over 

time. Even more thoroughly than in the case studies, it evaluates the plausibility of the 

hypotheses presented in Section 4 with regard to the impact of historical legacies and 

institutional isomorphism. In other words, under what conditions is higher education policy 

particularly framed by path dependencies and historical legacies? And conversely, when and 
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where is the impact of institutional isomorphism most pronounced? It also aims to strengthen 

the normative basis of the study by looking at the ‘ingredients for isomorphism’, i.e. the factors 

(e.g. domestic political stability, policy entrepreneurship, strong executive structures, etc.) 

which have made higher education reform more swift and effective in some countries than 

others. 
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2. Historical Developments and Current Challenges    

 A university must be sufficiently stable to sustain 
the ideal which gave it birth and sufficiently 
responsive to remain relevant to the society which 
supports it.  

Eric Ashby (1996: 3)  
 
The present study conceives higher education policy change in central and eastern Europe as 

the result of the tug-of-war between historically embedded patterns and institutions and the 

mechanisms of policy convergence and transfer. The historical overview shall demonstrate that 

policies have evolved as a result of both direct coercive transfer as well as the voluntary 

emulation of foreign templates – against the backdrop of national peculiarities. As a result, 

theories of historical institutionalism as well as those dealing with the transnational spread of 

policies and ultimately convergence will be at the heart of the analysis. The embedded patterns 

of higher education governance, combined with the imposition and transfer of external models, 

have put central and eastern European HE in a constant state of flux, in which ancient and 

modern visions of the university stand side by side. Any analysis of post-communist reforms 

must first identify clear historical terms of reference and points of comparison (Scott 2002: 

137). One of the complex tasks for contemporary comparative analysts is thus to establish 

some form of overview, a synthesis or a historical framework in which a vast spectrum of 

sometimes overwhelming and contradictory data can be set in order (Neave / van Vught 1991: 

xi). The field of higher education is no exception to this, as any analysis of policy change and 

adaptation would be incomplete without coherent historical underpinnings. 

 

Although the relationship between HE institutions and governments has been the subject of 

extensive debate, virtually all existing studies have focussed on this dynamic relationship in 

western Europe and North America (see McDaniel 1996; van Vught 1989; 1995). This study 

takes a different geographical focus. However, due to the historical alignment of central and 

eastern European systems with western European models, the insights and experiences of 

western European counterparts will remain central to the analysis. Despite the artificial 

division of the continent, both regions not only fall back on common university traditions, but 

also have undergone interrelated developments in the previous decades such as expansion, the 

transformation from elite to mass education, and a reduction in funding. What now still 
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conceptually divides east from west, though, is the distinction between the gradual system 

change, which western systems have undergone, and the abrupt change, which has taken shape 

in the east. In other words, one might argue that certain aspects of the gradual evolution in 

western HE have taken place at revolution-like speed in the east (see File / Goedegebuure 

2003: 227). For example, similar internal and external pressures have triggered comparable 

developments across Europe as regards the reduction of state influence, the increase in 

autonomy, and decentralization. And due to increased international communication, 

networking and the onset of the Bologna Process, both parts of the continent are now subject to 

a similar array of competing visions and templates for steering universities, which are mediated 

through an increasingly homogenous normative environment.  

 

In view of the strong historical institutionalization of higher education systems, any analysis 

requires a historical overview. Thus, before synthesizing the relevant empirical literature, this 

section offers a brief description of the origins of the state-university relationship in Europe as 

an imperative framework for understanding not only modern visions of the university and the 

implications of policy convergence, but also the significance of historical legacies and path 

dependencies for contemporary policy-making. The focus of this chapter is first placed on the 

state-university symbiosis in a broader European context. It then shifts to the peculiarities of 

HE systems in central and eastern Europe, which are marked by both their frequent 

subordination to foreign templates and their enduring nature amid erratic political 

developments. The description of the dynamics of the university-state relationship shall set the 

stage for the research questions and empirical investigation, while spotlighting the historical 

dilemmas which the Bologna Process and the potential supranationalization of higher 

education pose to the nation state.  

 

2.1 Origins of the European university 

Perhaps to a greater extent than other political and regulatory institutions, higher education 

actors and institutions possess a remarkable organizational or historical memory (Neave / van 

Vught 1991: ix), which is omnipresent in daily practice in the forms of governance and 

structures of authority. In fact, the university as an institution and its underlying patterns of 

authority have not only been a constant of public life for centuries, but also developed in 
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symbiosis with the nation state itself (see McDaniel 1997; Verger 1992; Neave 2003). From a 

historical standpoint, the university is a European institution par excellence (Ruegg 1992: xix; 

Huff 1993). Other civilizations prior to or distant to medieval Europe, e.g. China, Islam, the 

Roman Empire, were familiar with various forms of higher education sometimes described as 

universities. However, a closer analysis reveals that the medieval universities of Europe were 

the sole source of the model which gradually spread throughout much of the world (Verger 

1992: 35; Makdisi 1981).6  For centuries the institution of the university has been a core 

component of European public life and developed in symbiosis within the social framework in 

which it functions. On one hand, the role of the university as a conveyor of knowledge has 

remained unchanged: 

 

“…About eighty five institutions in the Western World established by 1520 still 
exist in recognizable forms, with similar functions and with unbroken histories 
(…) including the Catholic Church, the Parliament of the Isle of Man, Iceland, 
and of Great Britain, several Swiss cantons and seventy universities. These 
seventy universities are still in the same locations with some of the same 
buildings, with professors and students doing much of the same things, and with 
governance carried on in much the same ways” (Kerr 1982: 152).  

 

On the other hand, university systems – initially at the crossroads between the state and church 

– have consistently been part of a dynamic pragmatic relationship with their external 

authorities (McDaniel 1997: 2) and subject to powerful external processes of societal 

mobilization, change and development. The emergence of the nation state and the different 

degrees to which the university has served as an instrument for the pursuance of state 

objectives have decisively impacted on the patterns of HE regulation in Europe.   

 

The history of the European university is the history of many universities, of which 

approximately 70 already existed in the Middle Age.7 Despite crucial differences with respect 

to the quality of teaching and research, forms of governance, and areas of study, we can 
                                                 
6 Despite substantial parallels between Islamic and Christian or western patterns of organization of learning and 
institutional arrangements, the early European universities distinguished themselves, in particular, in terms of the 
privileges, protection, and autonomy they received from the Pope and King. 
7 The medieval university, in general, consisted of a lower faculty, the faculty of liberal arts, comprising the 
trivium (grammar, rhetoric and logic) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music) which 
prepared students for professional studies in the three higher faculties: law, theology and medicine (Gürüz 2003: 
8). 
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pinpoint some common features, in particular in the shaping impact of two original archetypes, 

Bologna and Paris. The year 1088 is generally accepted as the year in which the first European 

university, as an entity independent of clerical institutions, was founded in Bologna. On the 

initiative of Frederick of Barbarossa,8 it was determined that every school was to be regarded 

as a societas di socii (society of scholars), presided over by a senior figure, the dominus. Thus, 

the European university sprang into existence without the authorization of a king, pope, prince, 

etc. and was in essence a legally autonomous institution with the authority to set its own rules 

and regulations.9 Universities were thus distinguishable by the principles granted to them 

known as “liberties and immunities”, enabling research to be conducted freely and 

independently (see Università di Bologna 2005; Verger 1992: 48). The foremost of these 

privileges was autonomy, i.e. “the university’s recognized right to act as a corporate body in 

dealing with the outside world, to supervise the recruitment of its members and to make and 

enforce its own regulations” (Gieysztor 1992: 108). Thus there was no external intervention 

into university finances. The salaries of professors were paid by the students themselves, who 

in turn elected one of their own as rector of the university entrusted with financial 

responsibilities and monitoring the adherence to the student code of conduct. The motivation 

for students to establish such an institution and pay for its costs of operation was their 

conviction that their investment would lead to a substantial personal return (Gürüz 2004: 14). 

Thus, one might postulate that the European university started out as a self-regulated institution 

driven by market demand and long-term investment. 

 
2.2 Classical internationalism, de-Europeanization and 

nationalization 

Such learning communities spread across the continent, primarily drawing inspiration from 

Bologna and Paris, the most famous institutions of higher education with the largest staff and 

greatest geographical reach (see Altbach 1998). The 14th century saw the greatest expansion of 

                                                 
8 Bulgaro, Martino, Jacopo, and Ugo di Porta Ravegnana, all members of the Irnerius School, were invited by 
Frederick of Barbarossa to express their views on the relation of imperial law to other political structures (see 
Università di Bologna, http://www3.unibo.it/avl/storia/storia6.htm). 
9 Many European universities did indeed initially grow out of catholic schools or religious orders (see Verger 
1973: 10-11), but this was not invariably the case. Nevertheless, some of the very oldest universities such as 
Bologna (1291), Paris (1292), and Montpellier (1289) received confirmation from the Pope of their official status 
as studium generale. 
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the university with 28 European universities in operation by 1378.10 Thanks to their fairly 

autonomous character and insulation from state and church control, teaching, research and 

academic life were international from the very beginning. The University of Bologna and the 

institutions modelled after it accommodated students from both neighbouring countries as well 

as more distant lands (Università di Bologna 2005; Schramm 1994: 209). This classical 

internationalism meant that students could, for instance, begin their studies at an Italian 

university, continue them in the Sorbonne and function later as a professor in another location. 

In view of this, Neave justifiably refers to a “medieval higher education area” (2003a: 17), of 

which the earliest universities of modern-day Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic were 

an integral part and attracted students from far beyond territorial limits.11     

 

This vision of the European university as a private, self-regulated institution was fairly short-

lived. The transition between the era of absolutism and the Europe of nations marks the 

emergence of the fledgling nation-state into the higher education arena. This phase was 

accompanied by the territorialization of control and regulation between the central authorities 

and the university, or to use the antonym of the modern term, de-Europeanization of the 

university. As a result, the legitimate power over higher education was shifted upwards 

towards the territorial and later national entities. By intermingling into the structure and 

content of academic affairs, territorial and national authorities sought to exploit HE for state 

utility and the realization of ideological and political priorities (McDaniel 1997: 2-3). Having 

become an instrument of nationalization, universities were increasingly perceived as a means 

of conveying knowledge for the strategic pursuit of state objectives and as a value-allocating 

institution in society. And since the French Revolution, nationalization has bonded the 

university to national communities, not only reducing the international dimension of teaching 

and research in status (Schramm 1994: 210), but also subjecting education to normative 

legislation and central coordination measures. 

 

                                                 
10 Avignon (1303), Rome (1303), Perugia (1308), Treviso (1318), Prague (1347), Florence (1349), Pavia (1361), 
Cracow (1364), Vienna (1365), Pécs (1367), followed by the Hanseatic cities, in particular in the 15th century (see 
DeRidder-Symoens 1992). 
11 For example, 44 % of students at Kraków in the 15th century were from abroad 
(www.ces.uj.edu.pl/european/krakow.htm). 
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2.3 Emerging models of coordination  

Such policies of national assimilation via education were substantiated by a myriad of 

constitutional and political theories founded upon different conceptualizations of the role and 

government in moulding national cultural identity (Neave 2001: 36). Instead of examining 

them in detail, it better serves the purpose of the present analysis to introduce them in their 

most extreme forms – three interpretations of higher education coordination which remain 

locked in the collective memory of national HE policy-makers across the continent.  

 

Two broader concepts emerged during the era of nationalism whose subsequent global appeal 

has been tremendous: the Humboldt tradition and the Napoleonic model, which were 

institutionalized by Napoleon I between 1806 and 1808 with the Université Imperiale and the 

establishment of the Universität von Berlin by Wilhelm von Humboldt in 1810. These 

institutions mark, to a certain degree, the incorporation of the university into public service.12 

According to the Napoleonic or French model, higher education functions not as an 

autonomous entity, rather in the service of the state. Universities are perceived as an instrument 

for the formation of the nation state and national culture. Teaching and learning are subject to 

comprehensive formal control and coordination, making higher education a vehicle for national 

homogenization. The basic cornerstone of this “Roman” model of the nation state is that 

cohesion and order are ensured by uniform and rational process. The education system is 

coordinated by means of normative legislation and central administration (Neave 2001: 37). 

Thus, the “Roman” state and, in turn, higher education are heavily centralized and viewed as 

expressions of and conditions for upholding the unity of the republic or nation state (Carreras 

1987).  

 
According to Wilhelm von Humboldt, who was charged with reinvigorating education in 

Prussia after the defeat of Napoleon, teaching and research were inseparable components of the 

university. Starting with the University of Berlin in 1816, this became the basis of the German 

research university, which later spread to much of CEE and the US and, to an extent, became 

the cradle of the scientific revolution in the late 19th and early 20th century (Gürüz 2003: 10). 
                                                 
12 Regarded by Jacobite revolutionaries as appendages of the church and ancient regime, all universities were 
closed during the French Revolution. Napoleon further pursued this revolutionary zeal by establishing the 
Université de France in 1806, the first truly national education with the grandes écoles at its centre. 
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Unlike the Napoleonic understanding of cohesion exercised by state authority, the German 

counterpart assumed that the nation was the sum of its local communities with national 

institutions functioning as an emanation and appendage of the diversity of opinions, 

communities and cultures (Neave 2001: 39). The Humboldtian or German model of ‘academic 

oligarchy’ thus granted a higher degree of autonomy and legitimacy to the local communities 

and in turn the universities. Their relationship with the state was like that of a partnership. The 

state set the legislative framework for the university to autonomously fulfil its core task of 

facilitating and enhancing learning, research and culture. Hence, the state acted as a promoter 

of the freedom of learning and teaching (Lern- und Lehrfreiheit), while providing an 

institutional buffer to prevent external factions and interests from undermining unfettered 

scholarship (Neave 1996: 35). According to this model, the state detaches itself from the inner 

workings of the university and retreats to the function of a facilitator, i.e. the state makes 

resources available for the academic community to carry out its own research initiatives. In 

other words, the state ensures the university’s intellectual independence and facilitates self-

governance.    

 

The HE models which emerged in Great Britain and later in the United States have also served 

as replicas for modern systems elsewhere, including central and eastern Europe. Despite 

significant differences, the Anglo-American interpretation of the university within its historic 

community is founded upon two notions. Firstly, it is assumed that the relationship between the 

government and the university should not be proximate; and secondly that the principle of 

proximity should apply to the community to which the university is answerable – the local 

community (Neave 2005: 3). The English and American tradition of distance and separation 

indeed does tap into the Humboldt legacy of academic autonomy and its emphasis on 

unfettered scholarship. However, the traditional Anglo-American university serves a different 

referential community than its continental counterpart. The “community towards which an 

academic institution bears responsibility” (Neave 2003: 143) is much more local and 

permeable to the influence of local interests than the continental tradition. Unlike the French 

model, the original British tradition envisioned a relationship of distance and separation 

between universities and the state as well as a high degree of institutional autonomy. However, 

these weak institutional bonds were compensated for by stronger links between academic 
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institutions and their local communities. Thus, regional interests were to become important 

stakeholders in the university community and directly impacted the functioning and 

governance of academic institutions (van Wageningen 2003: 5). Most importantly, unlike 

continental universities, which were nationalized and stripped of their qualities as 

organizations, the Anglo-American university maintained its organizational autonomy despite 

its interactive relationship with local entities (Neave 2005: 3). 

Table 1: Traditional modes of higher education coordination 

University governance  Referential community  Role of state 

Humboldt model Scientific & research 
community 

Financer; promoter of free scientific 
inquiry 

Napoleonic model Nation-state System design for national cohesion 
and homogeneity  

Anglo-American model Local community Fostering competition and quality  

 
As a result of different national experiences, the Anglo-American tradition of institutional 

autonomy and dynamic interplay between universities and their communities has been 

streamlined into two separate, but closely related models (see van Wageningen 2003; Neave 

1998).13 The so-called Newman tradition which emerged in Great Britain was based on the 

notion that students were not only instructed to acquire knowledge and skills, but also to 

prepare for later community functions and responsibilities. Opposing the German tradition, 

Cardinal John Henry Newman viewed the university as a place of teaching universal 

knowledge, its objective being the diffusion of knowledge rather than its advancement. Thus, 

British universities were marked by the interest which they demonstrated in the personal 

development of their students. Like its British counterpart, the American model emphasizes 

institutional autonomy, self-regulation, and the incorporation of local interests into HE 

governance. Yet it accentuates the notion of “useful knowledge” and inseparable bonds to local 

economic structures. This penetration of economic forces into higher education explains 

slogans such as “market model”, “entrepreneurial university” (Clark 1983; Clark 1998) or even 

“academic neo-liberalism” (Neave 2003a), which have become synonymous with the British 

and – to a greater extent – American HE system (see Sections 5.1.2-5.1.3). At the same time, 

this “neo-liberal” approach has been at the core of reform strategies internationally promoted 
                                                 
13 The continental traditions are sometimes also merged into one model, e.g. the state guardian model (Neave / van 
Vught 1991).  
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by organizations such as the World Bank, UNESCO, and the OECD (see Currie / Newson 

1998).  

 

What remains crucial for the upcoming empirical analysis is that the nationalization of the 

university went hand in hand with its institutional embedding and the establishment of national 

academic belief systems, i.e. ideas on how university systems should operate. As a result, 

university operations were legitimized within different referential frameworks from country to 

country. The anchoring of the university within the state shaped collective option on the role 

and function of teaching and research, the contribution of academia to society, and the 

international orientation of the university, while defining organizational practices and values 

underpinning university governance. In short, universities and their members are entrenched in 

a peculiarly national regulatory, social and cultural context (Beerkens 2002: 15). 

 

2.3.1 Central and eastern European universities 

Regardless whether one examines them within the nation state or within Europe, the 

universities of central and eastern Europe have evolved within a uniquely turbulent territorial, 

political and social setting. Any comparative assessment must begin with the question: What 

exactly is central and eastern Europe? CEE is part of a larger European whole which can be 

subdivided into many regions which are as heterogeneous as those that occupy the western part 

of the continent. As will be demonstrated, this diversity is well reflected by the diversity of 

universities and higher education institutions. Put bluntly, the term central and eastern Europe 

is a social construction of the Cold War (see also Davies 1997), an artifice of countries who 

were subject to rigid communist rule and the imposition of a planned and quota-based 

economy (Scott 2002: 137). This further entailed the submersion to state ideology and the 

erasure of previously embedded structures through the imposition of communist homogeny. 

Turning back several centuries, though, early CEE universities can perhaps best be described 

as eastern outposts of the “medieval European higher education area” (Neave2003a: 17) . 

Following the traditions laid down in Bologna, Paris, and elsewhere, these institutions 

comprised not only the Universities of Prague, Kraków and Pécs, but also Vilnius (1578), 

Lvov (1661), Olomouc (1573). However, subject to continual turmoil and shifting frontiers, 

they stood at the edge of “academic tectonic plates” (Neave 2003: 18). In geographical terms, 
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they set off Roman Catholic Europe from those territories which were affiliated with Eastern 

Orthodoxy and in part brought under Ottoman control and Islam influence after the fall of 

Constantinople. And up until present, the central and eastern European universities have been 

at the apex of a battlefield where contending economic and socio-political beliefs clashed. 

 

2.3.1.1 Institutional endurance vs. imperial makeovers 

The general paradox or perhaps irony of the CEE university is its classical dichotomy between 

institutional endurance and seemingly incessant history of institutional makeovers. These 

makeovers were triggered frequently by the imposition or coercive transfer of a foreign model 

(see Jacoby 2001) and other times as a core component of nation-building. The latter option is 

perhaps best represented by the creation of the first Romanian university in 1860 in Iaşi and the 

first Bulgarian university in Sofia in 1904, where the links with early statehood were clearly 

evident (Scott 2002: 143). On the one hand, national systems have been continually coerced to 

redefine and restructure their relationship with the nation state or policy framework of the 

imperial power, with whom they are aligned. On the other hand, the universities of central and 

eastern Europe are marked by an outstanding degree of institutional continuity and endurance, 

bolstered by the powerful institutional memory inherent to higher education (see Neave / van 

Vught 1991: x). Viewed from the latter perspective, the Charles University of Prague, for 

example, has endured incorporation into the Austrian Empire, Nazi occupation and communist 

totalitarianism, while the University of Kraków has survived not only the dismemberment of 

Poland and division by Austria, Prussia and Russia, but also Nazi and Soviet occupation. Thus, 

the current transformation to democracy and the free market may not be as unprecedented as it 

might appear in terms of its scope. Other transitions with varying degrees of intensity and 

magnitude have also redefined political institutions and state-university relationships, e.g. the 

restoration of Poland and Hungary after Versailles, the creation of the ČSSR, the Nazi invasion 

and the subsequent “explicit destruction” of higher education in Poland (see Neave 2003a: 17-

20). This goes without mentioning the substantial human loss and material destruction at the 

hands of the Nazis and Soviets (see Davies 1997: 1004-1005), which particularly affected the 

intelligentsia, academic community, and research infrastructure. One might be inclined to cite 

the University of Tartu (Estonia) as an example of such historical makeovers. When founded in 

1632 by the Swedish king Gustvus Adolphus II, the so-called Academia Gustaviana was the 



Historical Developments and Current Challenges 

 

28

second university of the Swedish empire and teaching and research were conducted in Latin. 

After a brief relocation to Pärnu, the university was reopened as the Kaiserliche Universität zu 

Dorpat by the reform-minded Alexander II. During this phase, a majority of the professors 

were from Germany, whereas the largest share of students came from the Baltic provinces and 

Russia. In the midst of rising nationalist tendencies in Russia, the university gradually became 

a Russian university, triggering an exodus of most distinguished German scholars. After World 

War I, the university became the Estonian national university, only to find itself once again 

under German control during World War II. During the second period of Russian occupation 

(1944-1991), the Soviet model of HE was installed, although Estonian remained the main 

language of instruction. The collapse of the Soviet Union enabled the full recovery of 

autonomy and reinstatement of Estonian control (Aaviskoo 2001: 117; see also University of 

Tartu).14 

 

2.3.1.2 The communist understanding of higher education 

Although systems are never monolithic, even under communism, an ideal type of communist 

higher education can be laid down as a framework to depict the complexity of the current 

transition. The introduction of the “communist” model in the CEECs was a direct consequence 

of the newly emerged power structures after the Second World War (Tomusk 1999). Until 

1945, the German or ‘Humboldtian’ concept of HE transferred from western Europe was 

prevalent in Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland. The French or ‘Napoleonic’ model of state-

serving elite academic institutions and comprehensive state regulation had been emulated in 

Russia and Romania (Scott 2002: 140-141; see also Westerheijden 1998). Despite traces of 

both German and Napoleonic traditions, Bulgaria had attempted to borrow and put into 

practice Anglo-Saxon notions of university self-management and regulation in the early 20th 

century (Gocheva 2002; Boiadjieva 2005).  

 

The coercively implanted Soviet HE model stood in clear contrast to all previously existing 

models, in particular in terms of its organizational structure, patterns of governance, and the 

institutional autonomy of which academics were denied. Initially, the existing pre-war 

                                                 
14 See University of Tartu, http://www.ut.ee/general/history 
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frameworks of HE15 institutions were coercively redesigned on the basis of a new concept of 

university, which was to exclusively concentrate on theoretical research. At the same time, 

disciplines such as medicine and the natural sciences were transferred to so-called working 

academies (Schimank 1995: 7). Within the context of the communist education reforms, 

preference was given to vocational training over science and research-based higher education. 

Student enrolment and graduate employment were pegged to central manpower plans, while 

short and long-term objectives and the corresponding resources were allocated by highly 

centralized planning committees.  

 

The reform endeavours not only eradicated Humboldtian notions of autonomy and academic 

freedom. They also aimed to erase previously embedded institutions and networks and turn HE 

institutions into an instrument for propagating monistic ideology and upholding the notion of 

closed society (Mitter 2003: 79). A central factor in policy-making was the role attributed to 

higher education as a means of social change within the Marxist-Leninist doctrine and as a 

subservient factor in the production process. It was assumed that enrolment based on class 

criteria and the admission of members of the working class to HE would lead to the formation 

of a “socialist or communist person” (see Sadlak 1995: 51) and serve the needs of the quota-

based socialist economy. The large-scale “socialist” and social restructuring in line with 

Marxist-Leninist principles (Sadlak 1995: 48) entailed thus not only rigid central planning, but 

also the disregard for the individual citizen and academic freedom. This ideological dogmatism 

and the artificially justified restrictions on freedom of research substantially damaged and 

retarded the development of science and learning. At the same time, higher education was 

conceived to be a vehicle for social integration through the infiltration of egalitarian and étatist 

values (Radó 2001: 15). 

   

Particular to communist societies was the notion of “blunted differentiation” (Colomy 1990: 

470). In other words, the functional differentiation and segmentation of societies into sub-

sectors was restricted by the rigid boundaries set by communist ideology. Consequently, 

communist parties functioned as the sovereign ‘designer’ and ‘imposer’ of all societal 
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structures, and served to sustain Marxist ideology and the centrally planned economy. 

Research activities were thus defined by the party in terms of social(-ist) progress and subject 

to the legal, personnel and financial monopoly of the communist party. By integrating research 

planning policy into overall societal planning measures, the state exerted control and 

ideological rigidity to an unprecedented extent. The interlocked network of the communist 

party and state administration not only imposed institutional constraints and formal directives 

on all areas of higher education, but also stipulated short and long-term goals for scientific 

production and research. By monopolizing the allocation of resources, research planning policy 

was integrated into overall societal planning measures, which in turn were carried out by 

central state planning committees (see Schimank 1995: 21).  

 

Most importantly, the implanted Soviet higher education structures thrived on all-embracing 

vertical and horizontal control. Vertical authority was exerted by means of top-down directives 

implemented by planning committees, which served to enforce the hierarchical structure of HE 

in line with political and socio-economic objectives. Horizontal control, in turn, was exerted by 

the allocation of administrative jobs to party members (Schimank 1995: 21). Although 

significant differences emerged among the CEECs over time, the HE systems can be summed 

up aggregately as follows: 

Table 2: Higher education coordination in the communist phase 
Structure Separation of major groups of disciplines; universities vs. academies 

Aims Vehicle for political formation within the dominant doctrine  

Resource 
allocation 

Short and long-term goals and corresponding resources allocated by central planning 
committees 

Access State control of access to higher education and student aid system as part of 
ideologically determined social policy and manpower plans 

Autonomy Institutional and collective autonomy of academics and students highly restricted and 
supervised 

Content Correlation of teaching and research activities with state ideology and economic 
interests  

Governance Hierarchical state and party governance according to central ideological and foreign 
policy objectives 

 (adapted from and modified on the basis of Sadlak 1995, Tomusk 
1999, Hüfner 1995; Schimank  1995; Matějů / Simonová 2003) 
 

Although there is evidence that universities under communism were not merely agencies of the 

state bureaucracy (see Temple / Billing 2003: 244) and that communism did not succeed in 
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deleting the ideal and notion of autonomous civil society (Scott 2002: 142), they share a legacy 

of imposed rubber-stamp Soviet solutions, extreme centralization, and the elimination of 

academic and institutional autonomy. Nevertheless, the HE institutions and policies of the 

concerned region remained far from homogenous, as they emerged from deeply anchored and 

longstanding academic cultures previously exposed to potent western influence. Or as Scott 

asserts (2002: 137), “despite their common experience of communism, CEE universities have 

less in common with each other than, for example, universities in Latin America.”   

 

2.4 Higher education as a catalyst for socio-economic 

transformation 

Although this study cannot provide an in-depth analysis of the overall transformation process, 

some of its underlying characteristics are relevant here. Most importantly, in terms of scope the 

current transformation process is commonly distinguished from others by its simultaneity (Offe 

1993; Radó 2001). It demands not only the transition from a totalitarian to a democratic 

political system, but also overcoming economic crisis by building a free market economy, 

modernizing infrastructure and patterns of production, and adjusting to global patterns of 

change. Compared to the west, CEE states have no chance to repeat the “stylized sequencing” 

of western development in which first the nation-state emerges as a necessary precondition of 

capitalism, which in turn leads to mass democracy on the basis of capitalist growth and 

prosperity (Jacoby 2001: 175). The radical makeover of the economy, political system and 

production patterns entails gargantuan institutional tasks for nascent democracies within an 

extremely compact timeframe. Higher education clearly plays into all these tasks and 

contributes substantially to their success or failure. It is therefore not coincidental that 

education reform has been linked to the parallel and equally drastic reform of other segments 

of society. This explains the complementary dynamics of the transformation of HE and the 

socio-economic transformation process. Higher education institutions as conveyors of 

knowledge and skills are, on the one hand, assumed to facilitate the process of ideological de-

monopolization and dismantling the constraints of state socialism. At the same time, they are 

instrumental in promoting the shift from forced industrialization and collectivized agricultural 

production to a market economy by producing an educated workforce. Thus, there exists a high 
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degree of interplay between HE and the overall socio-economic and political transformation 

(see Felt 2003: 31). The societal transformation functions as a powerful stimulus to reshape the 

main functions and means of coordination of higher education institutions, while higher 

education in turn accelerates the transformation from relative socio-economic and political 

backwardness to modernity.  

 

The result has been the development of new conceptional and policy frameworks to meet the 

demands of the profound political, economic and cultural transformations required to build a 

democratic society and market economy. In short, new systems of HE based on often radically 

altered visions of societal organization are emerging (Sadlak 1995: 43). From a structural 

standpoint, this entails the restoration of the overall standing of universities, which frequently 

stood in the shadow of national academies (Schmiank 1995: 23). At the same time, the 

university is now embedded in an economy based on market principles and subject not only to 

new cost-sharing patterns, but also a greater diversity of collective representation. 

Subsequently, the ideological accountability previously underpinning higher education 

activities has now been replaced to varying extents not only with academic and financial 

accountability (Sadlak 1995: 55-56), but also with accountability towards society as a whole.   

 

Lofty phrases fail to do justice to the actual complexities which the institutional makeover of 

CEE European higher education entails. The systems of HE are being reshaped against the 

background of severe financial crisis, which is only exacerbated by the unprecedented numbers 

of prospective students. The enrolment in CEE higher education institutions has more than 

doubled between 1989 and 1996, a trend which still continues, even if at a slower rate (Scott 

2002). This sheds light on the most severe problem with which the region is faced: the 

massification of higher education amid the erosion of its financial resource base. This includes 

not only the lack of research funding and insufficient equipment, but underpaid teaching and 

research staff. The inadequacy of state support combined with the dire financial situation of the 

universities themselves has implied a strategy of “adapt or die” for CEE higher education 

(Scott 2002: 138). 

 



Historical Developments and Current Challenges 

 

33

2.5 The Bologna Process   

In terms of policy change, the previous section has identified three broader phases of historical 

developments of CEE universities. The first consisted in the emulation of the original 

European university model which reverts back to Bologna and Paris. The established university 

systems were subsequently reshaped as a result of the transfer of coordination models from 

allied western powers (e.g. Germany/Austria to Hungary, France to Romania). The evolution 

of CEE higher education in the post-war period was marked above all by the attempted 

eradication of existing patterns of regulation and control and the forced imposition of the 

Soviet model.  

 

Liberated from fully fledged bureaucratic and ideological control, CEE universities currently 

find themselves in not only a state of internal reform, but increasingly are also entrenched in a 

transnational environment of dynamic interactivity (see Bleiklie 2001; Hackl 2001; Neave 

1996). Exposed to a myriad of internal and external forces and points of reference, HE policy-

makers have embarked on a highly uncertain pathway. The given circumstances have provided 

the impetus not only for the renaissance of past models and unique domestic strategies, but also 

a platform for the spread of policy templates conveyed through international processes of 

communication and exchange, in particular the Bologna Process. 

 

2.5.1 Higher education policy as an unlikely EU policy domain   

In view of the national uniqueness and the inseparable links between university systems and 

the nation state and/or nation building, the establishment of a transnational HE polity and 

convergence of systems would appear to be an unlikely prospect. In the past few years, though, 

the Bologna Process has become the main slogan behind the approximation and potential 

convergence of national education policies in Europe.  

 

For a long time, higher education could not be found on the European policy agenda, and the 

term education is missing in the original treaties to establish the European Economic 

Community from 1957. Although they do indeed contain provisions on matters closely linked 

to education such as vocational training and the recognition of diplomas (Article 128 EEC 
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Treaty), certificates, and other such formal qualifications (see Hackl 2001: 100), higher 

education was regarded as a service of national public obligation. This reluctance towards 

increased policy coordination was above all based on an understanding of education as a 

socialising institution which serves to create and shape national identity (see Gornitzka 2005; 

Neave 2003; see Section 2.2). The resilience of HE institutions and their resistance towards 

transnational homogenization can further be explained by the utmost diversity of national 

systems and practices. Any comparison of national systems at any level would reveal their vast 

heterogeneity and virtual incompatibility with regard to financing, curricula, rights and 

obligations as well as systems of regulation and coordination. As a result, the imposition of 

European solutions would likely not only infringe upon national sensitivities, but could also be 

seriously disruptive, in particular when technical differences are of high political salience 

(Scharpf 2002: 22-27; see also Gornitzka 2005).  

 

By the 1970’s though, policy-makers were increasingly motivated by the realization that a 

well-functioning market requires highly educated workers and that state-funded national 

education systems could not cope with the pressing numbers of students and the demands of 

the increasingly knowledge-based society (Wende / Huisman 2004: 18; Neave 2003: 148 et 

seq; De Wit / Verhoeven 2001: 180). Against this background, in 1971 European ministers 

responsible for education drew up resolutions on a legally non-binding basis. At the same time, 

cooperation projects were launched, such as the 1976 Action Programme, which aimed to 

promote cooperation between HE institutions, while paving the way for greater mobility for 

students and lecturers and the mutual recognition of diplomas. However, the Action 

Programme of 1976 also firmly laid down the lines of demarcation for the responsibilities of 

the EEC and nation states (see Neave 2003: 148). Nowhere was there any mention of moving 

towards common practices and policies and due to the lacking incentive to apply supranational 

policies, any measures concerning higher education retained a financially insignificant and 

strictly intergovernmental character (see De Wit 2001).  

 

The evolution of EU education policy in the 1980s essentially reflects the complexity of the 

process of integration, as it was triggered neither by the deliberate transfer of power from the 

Member States, nor did Community institutions aggressively undermine national powers. Like 
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any other social phenomenon, the purported ‘supranationalization’ of HE was promoted by a 

series of unrelated factors – often in unintended fashion. From a formal standpoint, the 1976 

Action Programme remained the modus viviendi for policy formulation and implementation 

until the Maastricht Treaty. However, the resistance of the Member States to the further 

development of Community authority over higher education could not hinder the emergence of 

informational networks for education such as EURYDICE in 1980. In several subsequent 

landmark decisions, the European Court of Justice broadened the legal basis for Community-

level cooperation in higher education. In the Forchieri16 and Gravier17 cases, the Court ruled 

that the admission to and conditions governing vocational training apply to all citizens of EC 

Member States, not just the citizens of the state in which the institution is based. In the so-

called Blaziot case, the Court asserted that higher education fell within the legal scope of 

vocational training,18 a legal definition which provided the Commission formal grounds to take 

initiative (De Wit 2001: 162). By frameworking higher education as a vocational and economic 

manner, the EC was able to “outfox” member states at the very moment in which national 

policy was moving in the same direction (Neave 2003: 150). In other words, the Court of 

Justice created a hierarchy between EC legislation and national legislation, in which priority 

was given to the EU legislation on vocational matters (Shaw / Wiener 2000: 81). At the same 

time, the EC took advantage of the budgetary weakness of member states by bolstering a series 

                                                 
16 An Italian citizen living in Belgium refused to pay a special tuition fee for foreigners for her training to become 
a social worker. Belgian laws at that time exempted students from the fee if they or their relatives regularly paid 
taxes. However, since her husband worked with the EC and thus did not pay Belgian taxes, the institution required 
her to pay. The ECJ interpreted the study fee to be discriminating on the basis of Article 6 (EEC Treaty), because 
the woman had legally established residence in Belgium and thus was not supposed to be in a worse position than 
Belgian citizens. Hence, the ECJ determined that education is a competence of the EC, but that the discrimination 
free access to education or vocational training is (see Walter 2005).  
17 Court of Justice of the European Communities, Françoise Gravier vs. City of Liège, Case 293/83 (Ruling from 
13 February 1985) “The imposition on students who are nationals of other Member States of a charge, a 
registration fee or the so-called ‘minerval’ as a condition of access to vocational training, where the same fee is 
not imposed on students who are nationals of the host Member State, constitutes discrimination on grounds of 
nationality contrary to Article 7 of the EEC Treaty (now Article 12 of the EC Treaty).  
18 Court of Justice of the European Communities – Ruling from 2 February 1998, Vincent Blaziot vs. University 
of Liège “Any form of education which prepares for a qualification for a particular profession, trade or 
employment or provides the necessary training and skills therefore is vocational training and thus, in so far as the 
conditions of access to such training is concerned, falls within the scope of the treaty. University studies constitute 
vocational training not only where the final academic examination directly provides the required qualification for 
a particular profession, trade or employment but also in so far as the studies in question provide specific training 
and skills needed by the student for the pursuit of a profession, trade or employment, even if no legislative or 
administrative provisions make the acquisition of that knowledge a prerequisite for that purpose. The term 
“vocational training” therefore includes university studies.” 
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of mobility schemes for students and academics with substantial budgets. As a result, the 

Commission acquired capacity not so much to coordinate, regulate or govern HE, but to 

mobilize it and framework it as a matter of economic urgency.    

 

The “creeping competence” (Pollack: 2000) of the EC/EU was particularly boosted by student 

mobility programmes such as Erasmus and Comett.19 The European Action Scheme for the 

Mobility of University Students (Erasmus) not only substantially facilitated student mobility, 

but also promoted the acknowledgement of study periods abroad within the framework of the 

European Credit Transfer System (ECTS).20 At the same time, the program facilitated the 

formation of networks between institutions and the establishment of offices for international 

relations and enhanced the leverage of the EU by stipulating requirements which institutions 

had to comply with to receive financial support. 

 
2.5.2 From Maastricht to Bologna  

The cross-border fluctuation of students and professional academics had an additional 

unintended consequence: it quickly exposed the utter incompatibility of national systems and 

blatantly revealed the constraints stemming from the multiplicity of national practices (Neave 

2003). In other words, the consequence of mass mobility was the revelation of the sheer 

uniqueness and ‘embeddedness’ of national practices, structures and coordination regimes. 

According to Neave (2003) for example, every national system appeared to be an exception 

vis-à-vis its neighbours, not only with respect to admissions, degree structures, length of study, 

curriculum, and tuition, but also more fundamental aspects such as the purpose and role of 

students, higher education, and teaching.  

 

Hence, institutions and structures which were once cornerstones of national identity, 

perseverance, and uniqueness suddenly posed obstacles to trans-European mobility. The 

perceived need for recognition, transferability, and compatibility was influential in the EU’s 

                                                 
19 ‘Community Action Programme for Education and Training in Technology’. Established in 1986, it aimed to 
promote cooperation between higher education institutions and between such institutions and industries, in 
particular in the area of technological training.  
20 Annual programs subdivided into 60 credit points depending on work burden and transferable between 
institutions.  
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shift from inactivity to a reactionary, yet constrained approach in the delicate search for 

remedies to these disparities. This is best reflected by the Maastricht Treaty, which essentially 

symbolized the de jure fixation of the supranational level in HE decision making. In line with 

the principle of subsidiarity, the Commission was only authorized to take action when the 

states could not act alone and when action at the EU level was deemed justified (see De Wit / 

Verhoeven 2001: 206). It was not merely the appropriate level of political action to confront 

these political challenges, which drove a wedge between the Commission and Member States. 

In particular, the Commission’s persistent efforts to anchor higher education as a vocational 

and economic enterprise were a point of criticism. Universities reasserted the historical role of 

education to reach beyond one segment of society, i.e. employers, and contended that the social 

and cultural dimension of HE should be attached greater significance. Moreover, the criticism 

of the EU’s fixation with the economic viability of the university to the exclusion of other 

factors was an affront to the notion that the university should be more market-oriented (Neave 

2003: 153). Against this background, the subsequent Bologna Declaration was not driven 

exclusively by economic necessity (see van der Wende 2003), rather by the nation states’ 

desire to outflank the EU with their own (initially) purely intergovernmental higher education 

agenda, based on academic considerations as well. 

 

2.5.3 Bologna at face value   

The Bologna Process has become the main slogan behind the integration of higher education in 

Europe. Signed by the ministers of 29 European countries – including all CEECs who later 

joined the EU – on June 19th, 1999, the declaration mirrors the goals of the Sorbonne 

Declaration21 one year earlier: the creation of a European university space to promote mobility, 

transparency, and labour market qualification and the harmonization of the overarching 

architecture of the European HE systems. On the surface, it has little to do with the 

convergence or homogenization of HE systems. Instead, it aims to eliminate some of the 

obstacles to increased mobility of students and graduates in obtaining employment by fusing 
                                                 
21 The Sorbonne Declaration (1998) was signed by ministers of education of the four largest EU countries – 
France, Italy, United Kingdom, and Germany, while the Bologna Declaration (1999) was signed by ministers 
from 29 countries, including all new EU members and candidate states. At the Berlin conference in September 
2003 the following newcomers were accepted: Albania, Andorra, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Holy See, Russia, 
Serbia and Montenegro and the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. 
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degree structures into a compatible and transparent system understood by both employers and 

academics (see Field 2003: 184).  

Table 3: The core objectives of the Bologna Declaration 
- Adoption of a system of degrees easily readable and comparable in order to promote European citizens’ 

employability and the international competitiveness of the European system of higher education 

- Adoption of a system based on two cycles, the first, of three years at least, that may be spent on the 

European labour market and in the higher education system as an adequate level of qualification 

- Establishment of a system of credits – developing the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) –  

acquired also in non-education contexts, provided they are recognised by the university system, as a 

proper means to favour the widest and most diffused student mobility 

- Elimination of remaining obstacles to the effective exercise of the rights to free mobility and equal 

treatment 

- Enhancement of mobility within and to Europe  

        (see Bologna Declaration 1999) 

  

Driven by the common intention to move towards a European Higher Education Area (Bologna 

Declaration 1999) over ten years, the Bologna Process aims to smooth out some of the least 

compatible attributes of national university systems. From a technical standpoint, the Bologna 

Process paves the path to common study cycles from the Bachelor to Doctoral level, while 

enhancing mobility, transparency and comprehensibility of academic achievements. It is 

substantially different than previous initiatives, because it did not come from Brussels, rather 

from university leadership and member states. This perhaps explains the relationship between 

the supranational and subordinate communities laid down in the declaration. It includes no 

mention of harmonization of policy, but instead attempts to strike a balance between change 

and continuity, and hence between viability in the midst of competition and the defence of 

education as a cultural good (see Neave 2003). 

 

2.5.4 Making sense of Bologna 

At face value, the Bologna Process might appear to be nothing more than a voluntary 

declaration of intent. There exists no task force, monitoring authority, secretary general, or an 

institutional body to promote progress. This explains not only the lack of legally binding 
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measures, but also the lack of coordination of the implementation of the process. However, 

since becoming a member in the Bologna Follow-Up Group in Prague in 2001, the European 

Commission has become more and more integrated into this initially intergovernmental 

process. For example, the EU financially supports various activities inherent to the Bologna 

Process such as quality assurance, the shaping of educational structures, and the creation of 

joint master degrees (European Commission 2003a, 2003b; DuClaude Williams 2004). In light 

of the non-legislative character of the Bologna-Process, the EU has elaborated a new approach 

to transnational policy coordination aimed at achieving greater cross-country convergence 

towards the main objectives as stipulated by the EU. This so-called open method of 

coordination (European Commission 2006; see De Ruiter 2008) is conceived as an instrument 

to assist member states in systematically developing their own coherent and transparent 

policies in areas in which common policies are not feasible. Instead of generating clear-cut 

legislation, it seeks to pinpoint and define joint objectives to be reached by setting common 

benchmarks (statistics, indictors) and employing comparative tools to stimulate innovation 

(European Commission 2006).  

 

Upon these foundations, the Bologna Process operates as a loosely-coupled system for the 

exchange of expertise, know-how and the promotion of concrete principles, approaches, and 

policy strategies (see Knill / Lenschow 2005: 595; see also Teichler 2005: 22). In other words, 

Bologna is a means of mainstreaming HE activities into coherent overarching policy (Martens 

et al 2004). The unique nature of the process begins with the fact that it provides a common 

transnational platform for HE actors. This entails not only the bi-annual ministerial meetings, 

at which the implementation of joint objectives is addressed, but above all the so-called follow-

up groups at the European level, national committees, and national Bologna groups supporting 

the responsible ministries. These consist of representatives of the various Bologna countries 

and the European Union, who jointly draw up concrete plans for the realization of the Bologna 

objectives. The follow-up groups are in turn advised by Europe-wide university associations 

(e.g. the European University Association, the European Association of Higher Education 

Institutions, and Education International), Students’ Associations (ESIB), Business Europe and 
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the Council of Europe. Further organizations including EURODO22, CESAER23 or SEFI24 also 

impact the Bologna Process by drawing up recommendations for individual areas. The 

framework laid down provides the infrastructure for international and multilateral 

communication and a means of channelling transnational higher education activities. In line 

with the open method of coordination, the Bologna Process first enables the participating 

actors to jointly identify and define objectives to be attained. By doing so, actors may 

commonly define yardsticks (indictors, statistics, key data) reflecting where they stand and the 

extent to which they have attained the objectives set. This sets the stage for comparative 

cooperation or cooperative competition and the implementation of tools to stimulate 

innovation, quality and domestic reform.   

 

As the European Commission lacks the organizational autonomy which it possesses in other 

policy areas, the focus is placed on establishing a networked platform for higher education 

institutions, student associations, and the Commission to elaborate common solutions. This 

hence provides a basis for voluntarily agreed guidelines on policy approaches, which in turn 

allow for the identification of advanced performers. Thus, in concrete terms, the open method 

aims at “moving national administrations out of a persistence-driven into a responsive mode of 

behaviour” (see Knill / Lenschow 2005: 597), in which European guidelines or benchmarks 

provide the basis for national action plans geared at moving towards practices regarded as 

exemplary. Thus, the Bologna Process goes beyond merely channelling transnational 

communication. The system of joint-objectives translated into national action plans and 

assessed through consultative follow-up and peer review (and/or pressure) promotes the 

dissemination of best practices and dominant policy models (Huisman / van der Wende 2004: 

40-41).     

 

By lifting the iron hand of the national state and framing HE policy as an economic issue 

requiring a European approach, the Bologna Process has further provoked a normative and 

cognitive shift (see Gornitzka 2005: 18). Policy-making is no longer conceived as a private 

national domain, in which policies are generated within the vertical-hierarchical relationship 
                                                 
22 European Council of Doctoral Candidates 
23 Conference of European Schools for Advanced Engineering Training and Research  
24 Société européene pour la formation des ingénieurs / European Society for Engineering Education  
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between the nation state and universities. The Bologna Process implies the emergence of new 

horizontal modes of interaction through network management in a dynamic, interactive policy 

arena. In other words, national governments are expected to act in tandem with a variety of 

public and private actors, at the supranational, national, and university levels (see also Enders / 

Jeliazkova et al 2003). The EU Commission, in turn, finds itself at the center of a burgeoning 

array of networks of knowledge exchange, policy coordination and communication, which 

enable it to propagate its own role as an ‘opinion former’, promote objectives and exert 

leverage over the integrated framework for transnational policy-making. Worthy of mention in 

this context are the Commission’s efforts to incorporate the Lisbon Process, which strives to 

make the EU the “most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world”, 

into the Bologna Process (see Martens et al 2004: 9).  
 

The fact that the European Commission is not a neutral by-stander is also demonstrated by 

various other aspects. Firstly, the Commission’s funding facilitated the initial Bologna meeting 

and many thematic preferences of the Commission (mobility, quality assurance, life-long 

learning) have been incorporated into the process (Balzer / Martens 2004: 14-15). The 2003 

Commission communication The Role of the Universities in the Europe of Knowledge (2003) 

also offers clear insights on how top European decision-makers look at higher education today. 

Essentially, the report mirrors the Commission’s strategy for promoting a stronger market 

orientation in European higher education. Besides mapping out the central challenges 

(internationalization, massification, competitiveness), the Commission also puts forward a 

clear vision for European universities. This includes, among other things, a diversification of 

funding sources, an intensification of ties between universities and industries and a closer 

match between the supply of qualifications and labour market demands. In other words, 

“universities have a duty to their ‘stakeholders’ (students, public authorities, labour market and 

society at large) in order to “maximise the social return of the investment” (European 

Commission 2003a: 14). Moreover, the Commission calls on universities to “open up to a 

greater extent to society outside and increase their international attractiveness”, which 

specifically would involve a stronger dialogue between academics and citizens, as well as the 

transfer and dissemination of knowledge between universities and the private sector (e.g. via 

spin-off companies, licensing intellectual property and research results).  
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To a large extent at the initiative of the Commission, new dynamics were injected into the 

Bologna Process at the subsequent follow-up meetings in Prague (2001), Berlin (2003) and 

Bergen (2005): 

1. Life-long learning (Prague 2001) 

2. Involvement of HE institutions and students in the process (Prague 2001) 

3. Promoting the attractiveness of the European Higher Education Area worldwide 

(Prague 2001) 

4. Promoting closer links between the European Higher Education Area and the 

European Research Area (ERA) (Berlin 2003)  

5. The importance of the social dimension (Bergen 2005) 

6. The employability of graduates (Bergen 2005). 

 

Hence, in view of these changing dynamics of the Bologna Process itself and, in particular, the 

manifest preference for a stronger market orientation in the Commission’s strategy, there are 

solid reasons to suppose that the supranational level in European HE will trigger changes in 

governance patterns as well. Firstly, the Bologna Process is the culmination of and indeed 

European answer to other protruding external forces – the knowledge society, demographic 

changes, sluggish growth and the impact of globalization, to mention a few. Thus, a collective 

supranational platform has been developed to confront parallel problem pressures and meet the 

challenges of national HE systems. However, it is not only the collective elaboration, 

comparison and exchange of policies at the supranational level which may impact national 

coordination regimes. The implementation of the Bologna Process is likely to draw attention to 

other pressing issues at the national level, creating a snowballing effect into other HE matters 

not directly addressed by the declaration (see Teichler 2005: 22). A transnational or European 

lens may indeed shed light on the incompatibilities between the features of national systems 

and the pressing demands of the knowledge economy, globalization and the transnational flow 

of academics. Secondly, the Bologna Process may be used by national policy-makers to lend 

legitimacy to domestic reforms which exceed the actual scope of the declaration. In fact, it may 

be the very vagueness of the declaration which makes the Bologna Process so potent. In its 

effort to address a broad range of overarching issues like the knowledge society (see Corbett 
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2005) and staggering competitiveness, the Bologna Process offers a broad scope of 

interpretation and enables domestic level actors to shore up support for a range of only loosely 

related HE agendas, e.g. tuition, privatization. Moreover, the implementation of the core 

Bologna objectives creates new constellations and can shift the balance of power between the 

governments and universities, although it is likely to vary from country to country which actors 

are actually strengthened by the process.  

 

This chapter has set the stage for the theoretical considerations and the empirical analysis by 

first outlining the historical context in which higher education has evolved. It thoroughly 

addressed the changing relationship between the state and university as well as different 

understandings of the role and purpose of higher education. The last segment focussed on the 

European level, and in particular the Bologna Process, as a new level of governance and HE 

policy-making which may intrude on or reshape domestic constellations and ultimately foster 

convergence towards a common model of HE governance.  
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3. State of the Art and Parameters of Analysis 

The historical context presented in the previous section leaves many questions unanswered 

with respect to the potential for policy drift and convergence. The endurance of academic 

institutions is indicative of their vitality and unique adaptability. Universities have established 

themselves under diverse socio-political circumstances and often managed to preserve their 

traditional values and organizational principles despite radical political and social changes 

(Boiadjieva 2005: 2). What all higher education institutions in East and West currently seem to 

have in common, though, is their increasing level of interactivity and tension with their 

domestic and transnational social and economic settings.  

 

In view of these circumstances, this explorative research shall distinguish itself from previous 

research endeavours by pursuing a two-prong strategy. It attempts to do justice to the dynamics 

of transnational convergence, while simultaneously addressing the impact of institutional 

legacies and the embeddedness of structures and practices on contemporary policy-making. In 

other words, in order to examine the extent to which transnational interlinkages and 

Europeanization lead to similar policies across national jurisdictions, one must also take into 

account where the respective HE systems come from in terms of structures, traditions, and 

cultural peculiarities. Thus, any assessment of policy convergence with regard to university 

governance must cut across and bridge the gap between several loosely related bodies of 

academic literature: policy convergence including the recent work on the Bologna Process, 

historical institutionalist analyses and comparative HE policy literature. 

 

3.1 Higher education literature   

Broadly speaking, the modern national systems of higher education consist of three basic 

elements:   

- the different types of higher education institutions including their faculties, schools, professional 

associations, academic and non-academic staff, students, facilities, resources and strategic plans and 

missions;   

-  the organizations directly involved in financing, operating, and managing higher education systems (e.g. 

public and private bodies, ministries, intermediate buffer institutions, research councils, accreditation and 

auditing bodies; 
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- the formal and informal rules which govern institutional and individual behaviour as well as the                     

interactions among various actors. 

(World Bank 2000: 46 et seq) 
 

 
In specific formal terms, the contemporary university administration comprises a governing 

body, executive committee, and academic board or senate. The governing board traditionally 

includes externally appointed members, staff, student representatives and a head figure, 

generally a chancellor, president, rector, etc. The academic board or senate, on the other hand, 

primarily deals with teaching/research issues, and most frequently consists of a vice-

chancellor, out-of-office academics, and other administrators. University executives, consisting 

of a chief executive and senior academic and administrative staff, are entrusted with the 

implementation of decisions of governing bodies by means of the underlying management 

structure (Farnham 1998: 16).  

 

Thus, viewed from the inside, universities are highly pluralistic organizations full of 

ambiguities and conflict potential. Conflicts of interest and influence frequently emerge 

between the institutional strata and the decision-making persons and entities embedded within 

them. At the same time, the system is also interlocked in a myriad of surrounding institutions 

which to a varying degree intrude on or influence its internal workings. It is linked to local and 

national business enterprises and the labour market for which it is the main supplier of 

qualified, skilled and knowledgeable workers (Gürüz 2003: 7). At the same time, the higher 

education system is intertwined with an array of national, regional and local governmental 

institutions, the most important of which are most frequently the state and ministry of 

education. These stakeholders set the legislative conditions which both constrain and enable 

decision-making processes in educational institutions. More specifically, they provide a formal 

external framework for university governance and shape the relationship between the 

university and its surrounding environment. Finally, the HE system has bilateral and 

multilateral links to regional and global academic communities and institutions, as well as 

multilateral donors, foundations and non-governmental organizations (Gürüz 2003: 10). 

Resulting from this, diverse actors inject their ever changing demands and preferences into HE 

and often expect a rapid reaction (Gornitzka / Maasen 2000: 217). 
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Illustration 1: The higher education policy arena   

 
  

As a result of this proximity of universities to their socio-economic and legal framework, the 

study of higher education has, for the most part, not emerged as a separate scientific discipline, 

rather an appendage to other areas of scholarly inquiry – e.g. history, economics, educational 

science, political science, and philosophy. In more recent years, for example, research has 

attempted to link HE with issues of globalization, labour market dynamics, and other pressing 

matters such as economic, political and social accountability (see Vaira 1994: 490). In other 

words, in order to do justice to the complexity of the area of enquiry, many prominent studies 

have taken on an interdisciplinary character. Following Teichler (1996), a thematic 

categorization of existing studies into four main areas of inquiry appears to be most plausible: 

Table 4: The interdisciplinary nature of higher education studies 

Economics and Sociology  
 

Studies dealing with the quantitative-structural sphere of HE research; e.g. 
admissions, access, social status, duration of studies, career chances and the 
significance of HE for income  

Pedagogical sciences 
 

Analyses concerning knowledge and the professional sphere, in particular the 
role of interdisciplinarity and the relationship between science and practice; 
current studies focussing on quality assurance and qualifications 

Pedagogies/ 
Psychology 

Studies addressing personal aspects of academics, including teaching / 
learning, evaluation, and examinations 

Law, Political Science, 
Economics 

Studies addressing the organizational, political and administrational sphere – 
matters of governance, decision-making, planning, communication, 
effectiveness 

         (adapted from Teichler 1996: 26) 

 
 

Higher 
Education

Government & 
legal framework 

Academic staff 
& cultivation 
of science   

Labour market Bologna Process  

International 
academic  
networking 
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However, this is not the time and place to weed through vast array of literature on virtually 

every conceivable aspect of HE systems. Above all, the existing work on higher education 

governance offers essential insights for understanding the current reform endeavours in central 

and eastern Europe. Hence, the upcoming section shall present traditional governance 

templates and their contemporary relevance, while focussing on the scientific insights which 

have emerged from shifts in national regulatory patterns in HE. 

 

3.1.1 The study of higher education governance 

Individual higher education systems are anchored in national regulatory and coordination 

regimes, which are to great extent a manifestation of national institutional development (see 

Section 2). However, the domestic institutional dynamics are increasingly subject to pressures 

emanating from competing visions of how universities should be organized and governed, 

which circulate in national and international networks and discourse. Amidst demands for 

universities to “do more with less”, concepts of regulation, governance, and institutional 

coordination have increasingly been applied to grasp the dynamic relationship between the 

state and HE institutions. Regulation refers to attempts to influence the decisions and actions of 

institutions or individual actors by using certain instruments of control and incentive 

(Goedegebuure et. al. 1993:11). As for the educational sector, state regulation can be conceived 

as an attempt on behalf of a government to steer decisions and actions of specific societal 

interest groups according to political and socio-economic objectives (van Vught 1989: 21). In 

other words, regulating entails exerting influence in a purposeful manner by means of 

command and control and by sanctioning non-compliance. More recently, the fashionable 

political science term “governance” has also crept into the study of higher education (see 

Braun / Merrien 1999; McDaniel 1996). Essentially, the concept of governance in higher 

education is a linguistic compromise to strike a balance between state regulation and market 

mechanisms, while also taking other influencing factors such as networks, associations and the 

social environment into account (Schimank 2002: 3). Thus, the notion of higher education 

governance does justice to the mixed-type of state control and market mechanisms which 

empower and constrain HE actors, without overemphasizing either of them. In doing so, 

governance structures the relationships between involved actors, bringing out organizational 
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coherence, authorized policies, strategies and decisions (Gallagher 2001 cit. in de Boer / 

Goedegebuure 2003).  

 

3.1.1.1 Clark’s triangle of coordination 

The actual participation of the state has varied and fluctuated considerably from country to 

country and across time. As a result, there are diverse possibilities of interpreting and 

measuring governance and control. The model developed by Clark (1983), which distinguishes 

between the forces of state authority, the market and academic oligarchy, is a useful starting 

point to illustrate various organizational models towards which policy drift in the CEECs is 

conceivable.25 Nowadays, none of these traditions still exists in its purest form, but their 

legacies remain cemented in national systems and continue to define the role and commitments 

of stakeholders (see Van Wageningen 2003: 5).  In fact, they still provide the basis for 

colliding visions of the modern university circulating today in public and academic debate (see 

Olsen 2005). Even in the contemporary phase of massification and the “demand overload” 

inherent to modern universities (Clark 1998: 129-132), these three26 patterns of organization 

derived from history (see Section 2) provide enduring templates for the management and 

governance of universities. In other words, albeit contingent on contemporary national 

peculiarities, these historical models can be streamlined into competing modern visions of the 

university towards which national systems may converge (see Section 5.1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25 See Leitner (1998) for an application of Clark’s model to the Austrian context. 
26 Olsen (2005: 11) also puts forward a notion of the university as representative democracy, which falls back on 
the work of Habermas (1967) and de Boer, Maasen and de Weert (1999). Here the university is linked to 
enhancing democracy at large in society and bears components of direct democracy and student sovereignty. 
However elements of student sovereignty, egalitarianism, and democracy can also be found in other models in 
various ways (see Country Reports for the Czech Republic and Poland). Moreover, the concept of the university 
as a direct democracy has proven to impact the reform efforts after 1968 and influence other governance systems 
without fully establishing itself as a broadly practiced model.  
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Illustration 2: Clark’s Higher Education Coordination Triangle  

 
  Academic Oligarchy 
 
        Adapted and modified from Clark (1983); see also Gürüz (2003: 82) for an alternative version 
 

Each corner of the triangle depicts an extreme organizational form and a minimum degree of 

the two other forms. For example, the USSR and its satellites represented the pinnacle of state 

control and bureacratization, with an extremely weak degree of market and academic forces in 

HE governance. This model of coordination is an extreme form of the Napoleonic or traditional 

French concept of higher education, which typically views HE as an instrument for national 

(socio-economic) agendas (see Sections 2.2-2.3).  

 

The guiding organizational principle of the “academic oligarchy” model is academic self-

governance and control, i.e. by the professoriate. In its ideal form, the model is based on a 

state-university partnership, in which the university is a higher manifestation of the state as a 

cultural entity for advanced learning. The dominant feature is freedom of research and 

teaching, for which the state provides legislative framework conditions and finances, through 

which universities can independently fulfil this task (Neave 1996: 35; Frackmann / de Weert 

1993).  

 

In a market-oriented HE system, the entrepreneurial doctrine is regarded as a legitimate 

organizational principle (see Clark 1998). Universities compete with each other for students 

and financial resources. Important indicators of this are, for instance, competition among 

universities for students, university admissions and research funding. University management 
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sees itself in the role of a producer, which offers academic services to students who assume the 

role of quasi-consumers. The state restricts itself to a minimum degree of regulation or 

promotes academic self-regulation and interinstitutional competition (see Phillip 2000: 78). 

 

3.1.1.2 Governance-specific literature 

These ‘tripartite tensions’ between market forces, public and national interests and academic 

‘oligarchy’ have been at the heart of the literature since scholars first began assessing higher 

education as a separate policy area in the 1960s. In fact, much of the existing work runs 

parallel to shifts within the coordination triangle depicted above and the overall socio-

economic framing of HE. This explains the normative quality of previous studies, which are 

often borne out of the quest for the most efficient governance regime to meet the demands 

emanating from the socio-economic environment and higher education systems. 

  

The earliest HE policy research in the late 1960’s and 1970’s essentially worked from a top-

down legislator’s perspective (Enders / Jeliazkova et al 2003: 3), focussing on how (state) 

planned objectives were implemented. After relatively incremental and ad hoc approaches in 

the 1950s, western governments increased their grip on national public sectors, and thus began 

to draw up more detailed plans on the role and future of national HE (de Boer / Goedegebuure 

2003: 209). Thus, policy development was of a primarily prescriptive nature (e.g. manpower 

approaches), while empirical studies examined, in particular, whether objectives were attained 

over time, i.e. policy output (see Sabatier / Mazmanian 1979). A later phase in the 1980’s was 

substantially influenced by the seminal work of Cerych / Sabatier (1986) and Mazmanian / 

Sabatier (1983) and falls under banner of their book entitled Great Expectations and Mixed 

Performance (Cerych / Sabatier 1986). The focus on the unsatisfactory performance of many 

state-initiated reform strategies heralded a shift away from the overemphasis on state planning, 

control, and capacity (Enders / Jeliazkova et al 2003). As a result, research shifted to the inner 

disposition of higher education, and began to delve deeper into its structural fabric and 

neglected regulatory features at its core. Higher education was conceived to a lesser degree as 

an appendage of the state, and more as a peculiar regulatory entity with a system of governance 

of its own. In short, authors such as Clark (1983; see above) and Teichler (1988) sought to 
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convey a better understanding of the HE system itself and the various forces tugging over it. 

This in turn laid the path for later contemporary analyses in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s. 

Drawing on the seminal work of Clark (1983) such authors applied historical governance 

traditions (see Section 2) to contemporary contexts and aimed to theorize, sometimes in 

comparative fashion, emerging models of state-university governance (Frackmann / De Weert 

1993; Goedegebuure 1993; Kaiser / Neave 1993), while others addressed the increasing degree 

of deregulation and marketization (Hüfner 1995; Kaiser / Neave 1993; Meek 2000; Phillip 

2000; Neave 2003). This resulted in a contemporary distinction between “state control models” 

and “state supervising models” (van Vught 1989; Goedegebuure at al. 1994), the latter of 

which saw the role of the state not as guardian of HE, rather as that of a “referee”, “mediator”, 

and “activator” of widely autonomous higher education systems (Enders / Jeliazkova et al 

2003: 4; Van Kersbergen / Van Waarden 2001). This shift in the thrust of HE policy research 

ran parallel to the observed shift in the form and shape of state influence – namely from ex ante 

to ex post control (see Neave 1988, 1998). In other words, the state began to focus not so much 

on the ex ante plausibility that an institution can carry out a program in terms of capacity, staff 

and student numbers, rather more on ex post output and comparative performance indicators. 

At the same time, western governments (particularly those of the UK, Netherlands, Sweden 

and Denmark) delegated greater powers to universities by means of deregulatory measures, 

while frequently posing demands for greater accountability towards society.  

 

The impact of such deregulatory measures, which imposed both greater autonomy as well as 

substantial budget cuts on universities, quickly expanded the breadth of HE issues and analysis 

to concepts of socio-economic and political accountability and quality assurance (see Sporn / 

Rhoades 2002; Westerheijden 2005). The state’s efforts at deregulation and incentive steering 

spawned a further wave of studies focussing on the vanishing boundaries between public and 

private forces, or in short, the penetration of the private sphere, non-governmental agencies, 

and independent regulatory bodies into higher education (see van Kersbergen / van Waarden 

2001). The emergence of public-private-academic policy networks and the phenomenon of 

drawing inspiration and instruments from the private sphere diversified and expanded the 

education policy arena.  
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The heightened tensions between the social environment and altered patterns of authority have 

laid the seeds for a shift towards a social science oriented perspective and analysis. The rapid 

emergence of private organizations and enterprise, along with the changing system of checks 

and balances and transforming belief systems have tightened the link between the social 

sciences and HE policy research. This has given rise to an emphasis on governance issues in 

the midst of profound socio-economic and HE reform processes (see t’Veld et al 1996; Braun / 

Merrien 1999). In line with a trend towards greater marketization in western European higher 

education, the thrust of literature thus shifted to concepts, ideas, and concrete policies under 

labels such as managerialism (Henkel 1991), New Public Management (Pollitt 1993; Niklasson 

1995; Braun 1999) and the evaluative state (Neave 1998). However, these concepts were not so 

much based on the output of scientific inquiry, as they were reflections of how politicians and 

academics would like to see higher education develop (Gornitzka et al 2005: 35). 

 

Finally, this decline of traditional forms of regulation runs parallel to the emergence and 

penetration of the supranational level into HE (see Van der Wende 2003; Neave 2003; Kwiek 

2003a). This in itself is transforming the thrust of research, as increasing international 

interactivity and interlinkages are altering network configurations in the HE arena, potentially 

enabling transnational forces to protrude into national patterns of governance and authority. In 

short, recent work has begun to position the HE policy process within a framework of multi-

level governance (see Neave 2001; 2004; Hackl 2001; see also Pabian 2006 for the Czech 

context), which also increases the need for national systems to assert themselves in the midst of 

globalization (see Vaira 2004). These sweeping changes in the nature of networks and patterns 

of HE governance have provoked social scientists to question whether the phase of universities 

as ‘ivory towers’ buffered from societal forces has come to an end. Moreover, scholars have 

recently become interested in the whether supra- and international agendas, in particular those 

of the Bologna Process and OECD, are threatening or even facilitating national reform agendas 

(see Huismann / van der Wende 2004; Martens et al 2005; Jakobi / Martens 2007). However, 

with regard to the ramifications of the Bologna Process, most previous studies restrict 

themselves to the assessment of the approximation of study program structures and the 

intrusion of the European dimension into HE planning (Pechar / Pellert 2004; Malan 2004). 

The existing studies only offer limited insights on how the relations between the state and 
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higher education institutions have evolved in the context of the Bologna Process and beyond. 

At the same time, the relationships between individual explanatory factors and the causes for 

the differences and similarities of the institutional changes remain unclear for the most part. 

 

3.1.1.3 Studies on post-communist higher education in transition 

A broad range of observers have described and analyzed the fundamental changes in post-

communist higher education since 1989 (see Gorga 2004; Scott 2002: 144; Radó 2001; Bremer 

1997; Hüfner 1995; Marga 1997; Mittner 2003; Sadlak 1995; Tomusk 1999; 2001; 

Hendrichová 1998) and many others have described the monumental reforms which have taken 

shape at the national level.27 The driving force behind much of the existing literature has been 

the description of the phenomenon of academia in transition, while the mentioned authors have 

aimed to analyze university reforms within a radically altered socio-economic context (see 

Kwiek 2003; Westerheijden 1998).   

 

The existing work indeed offers preliminary insights on the evolving relationship between the 

state and higher education institutions mapped out above, which are fundamental for 

understanding the future prospects for policy convergence. In the first stage (ca. 1990-1995), 

authors concentrated above all on the detachment of the academic system from the economic 

system with which it was artificially linked and monopolized by (see Gorga 2004: 9; Scott 

2002: 144; see also Radó 2001). Analysts were subsequently primarily concerned with how 

universities coped with the difficulties associated with restored autonomy, large-scale 

liberalization, and system diversification (Gorga 2004: 9; see also Scott 2002). Issues of 

governance and management for the sake of stabilization and coping with institutional 

autonomy were also addressed by the literature (Radó 2001: 11; Boiadjieva 2005). As the 

relationship between the state and HE institutions was put on stable footing, the policy debate 

was increasingly conducted, for example, with a focus on internal participation, structures of 

management, funding issues, certification and quality assurance (see Zelvys 2004; van der 

Wende / Westerheijden 2003). At the same time, issues of marketization and, more 

                                                 
27 For Bulgaria: Slavova (2000); Popov (2001); Simeonova, K. (1995); Poland: van Beek, U. (1995); Duczmal 
(2003); Romania: Mihailescu / Vlasceanu (1994); Nicolescu (2002); Popa (2000); Czech Republic: Provazník 
(1995); Hungary: Darvas 1998; Slovakia: Malova / Lastic (2000). 
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specifically, the implementation of market-based measures, began to circulate in the relevant 

literature. This led, to some extent, to a shift of focus away from mere narrative accounts 

towards specific policy instruments geared towards stimulating market-like activity in HE 

systems (see Duczmal 2002; 2006a). Scholars are also increasingly embedding the analysis 

within the burgeoning international dimension. This entails, on the one hand, the impact of the 

knowledge society on reform endeavours (Scott 2002:146; 2000: 348-349; Gorga 2004), but 

also the drive to re-link central and eastern European higher education with western Europe 

(Aaviksoo 1997: 24).  

 

However, the overwhelming majority of such studies do not leave the descriptive level, let 

alone draw on theoretical notions from the social sciences to assess policy-makers’ 

interactions. As a result, coherent comparative studies on the crucial developments and reforms 

in CEE higher education in the wake of transformation and globalization are scarce.    

 

3.1.1.4 Critique of existing higher education literature 

The lack of methodological and theoretical clarity in studies on CEE countries also applies to 

to much of the work on higher education policy, including the bulk of studies addressing the 

Bologna Process. Resulting in part from the lacking distinction between theory and practice, 

analytical studies underpinned by a solid theoretical and methodological framework are 

seldom. This holds both for scholars dealing with higher education internally or externally as 

well as those addressing it from related fields of inquiry. According to Goedegebuure and van 

Vught:  
“The vast majority of [higher education] studies does not get beyond the 

descriptive stage or at best does so only marginally […] analyses of course 

exist in e.g. individual chapters in ‘collective efforts’, but comparative 

analyses […] are rare. And the combination with an explicit comparative and 

explanatory design appears rather unique.” 
         (1996: 30) 

One striking characteristic of existing HE studies is the often fuzzy distinction between the 

work of practitioners and that of fully-fledged researchers (see Teichler 1996: 18-23). The 

crisis in national systems (see Schimank 2001) has triggered an increased demand for concrete 
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policy proposals, which in turn has provoked not only academics from a multitude of 

disciplines, but also academic practitioners themselves to tackle HE issues (see e.g. Białecki 

1998 for Poland; Marga 1998; 2000 for Romania). There is hardly any other area of research in 

which practitioners, who shape and influence their field of activities, could be more interested 

in research results. Subsequently, the boundaries between empirical research and normative 

policy proposals are frequently blurred. On the one hand, such internal insights doubtlessly 

have contributed to our knowledge base on the inner workings of HE systems (see Cerych 

2002). However, a danger exists that such often well-reasoned and intuitive studies are 

misinterpreted as the actual state-of-the-art research, even though they only seldom fulfil 

analytical and methodological expectations. Conversely, highly qualified researchers 

themselves often find it difficult to convince practitioners of the merits of methodologically 

founded research from the outside (Teichler 1996: 21). Even in areas which appear predestined 

for an empirical-analytical approach, solid research designs and methodological stringency 

remain an exception (Heinze 2005: 4). In fact, among the internationally recognized HE 

researchers, only Altbach (1998) has repeatedly addressed conceptual and methodological 

matters in (comparative) higher education, while long-established researchers such as Clark 

(1983) and Goedegebuure / van Vught (1996) only touch on methodological issues in a less 

systematic fashion.    

 

The absence of more stringent methodology is also evident in the more ‘avant-garde’ studies 

by ‘masters of the trade’ such as Neave (1996; 2001; 2003; 2003a) and Goedegebuure (1993). 

Such analyses have offered crystal-clear descriptions of the ramifications of various socio-

economic developments for higher education, i.e. the Bologna Process, globalization (Neave / 

van Vught 1991; 1994) and have indeed determined a shift towards market-oriented modes of 

governance (Neave 2003a). However, these results have most often been reached in a 

somewhat unsystematic manner and merely by observation. In other words, they ascertain the 

spread of a phenomenon and convergence to towards market-based governance (Neave 1996; 

2003), but do not provide any tangible, comparative empirical data or evidence to underpin 

such observations. Thus, much of the insightful previous research on higher education 

governance, and in particular analyses on the CEECs (see File /Goedegebuure 2003), is of a 
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more speculative nature and is not based on the systematic and comparative testing of variables 

and hypotheses.   

 
In more recent years, however, the literature has provided an array of tools for describing and 

analyzing HE development as a socio-political institution in symbiosis with its socio-economic 

surroundings (see Cerych / Sabatier 1986; Sporn 1999; Theisens 2004). Aside from various 

articles which review the current state of research (see Slaughter 2001; Goedegebuure / van 

Vught 1996) or advocate reform strategies and approaches (e.g. Darvas 1998), an array of 

studies can be identified which come closer to the core of the present research endeavour and 

focus on specific aspects of internationalization (e.g. mobility, study structure, quality 

assurance28) or the activities of supranational organizations (see Martens et. al 2004; Martens 

et al 2007). This trend towards greater methodological stringency and, in part, theoretically 

driven policy-analysis is particularly evident in numerous publications of the Center for Higher 

Education Policy Studies (CHEPS-Twente) and Higher Education Policy Series (see e.g. Bauer 

et. al 1999). Against the background of increasing demands for the reassessment of the delicate 

relationship between the state and HE, members of such research groups have increasingly 

attempted to conceptualize current reform processes and pinpointed both their causes as well as 

effects (Enders 2004; Theisens 2004; Vaira 2004; Rakic 2001; Olsen 2005; Gornitzka et al 

2005). 

 

Stimulated by increased international cooperation and interlinkages, these and other 

researchers (dealing with HE governance issues) have shifted the thrust of research towards 

comparativism (see e.g. Slaughter 2001: 390 et seq; Goedegebuure / van Vught 1996). 

However, many international comparative studies still suffer from the same weakness as the 

larger share of other HE studies: the unclear lines of demarcation between research and policy 

recommendations. In other words, much of the existing work has not succeeded in dedicating 

significant attention to methodological matters. This shortcoming is perhaps best described by 

Teichler (1996), who criticizes not only the shallow knowledge on which many comparative 

studies are based. The weakness of the existing literature is often rooted in the other extreme. 

Those studies based on profound knowledge of the examined countries are often conducted on 
                                                 
28 See, among others, Enders (2002); Enders / Fulton (2002); Enders (2004); Teichler (2004); for quality 
assurance Westerheijden (2005), Westerheijden et al (2007), Sporn / Rhoades (2002).  
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shaky theoretical and methodological grounds and lose themselves in minute details. When 

based on a well-reflected methodological and theoretical background and approach, though, 

many studies are too general and unaccommodating to the peculiarities of national systems 

(Teichler 1996: 34-34; 45-46). Thus, altogether, there appears to be a lack of balance between 

the analysis of empirical nuances at the national level and logical and well-founded 

methodological considerations.  

 
Along the same lines, many previous studies automatically assume the existence of national 

systems founded upon separate national cultures, but fail to integrate the forces of globalization 

and Europeanization and ultimately the prospects of convergence. This is particularly evident 

for central and eastern Europe, where the main emphasis has been placed on the dynamic 

interactions between academic politics, national politics and HE laws (see Tucker 2000; 

Malova / Lastic 2000). Thus, with respect to both western Europe and –  to an even greater 

extent – the CEECs, there is a lack of systematic, analytical studies addressing the 

development and potential convergence of HE policies from a theoretical and comparative 

perspective (see File / Goedegebuure 2003 for a noteworthy exception).  

 

What is regrettable from the eyes of social scientists is the absence of theory to explain the 

factors affecting the scope and direction of policy change. Although some studies touch on the 

interplay between the transformation process and issues of governance mentioned above (see 

Darvas 1998; File / Goedegebuure 2003; Scott 2000; 2002), a coherent social science approach 

focussing on the institutional reforms and their determining factors has yet to be applied, let 

alone from a comparative standpoint. In fact, the core problems of other HE studies (see 

Section 3.1.1.4) are very apparent in much of the pertinent literature. Instead of addressing the 

interactions and socio-political dynamics leading to policy outcomes, most studies resort to 

mere description of the status quo as compared to the previous state of affairs. Specific to 

studies from central and eastern Europe is, at the same time, their frequent ‘salesman-like’ 

quality and their inclination to paint a rosy picture of national reforms, instead of striving for a 

sober stocktaking of the undergone changes from a comparative viewpoint. Once again, the 

blurred distinction between science and practice is apparent here, as personal experience often 

outweighs theoretical insights and scientific inquiry is frequently substituted with normative 
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recipes or ‘roadmaps’ for future institutional development (see e.g. the accounts by Aaviksoo 

1997; Marga 1997; 2000). As a result, we only have a fragmentary grasp of change in post-

communist higher education to date.    

 

Partial exceptions to the critique are the more sophisticated analyses by Scott (2000; 2002), 

File / Goedegebuure (2003) and Neave (2003a). Despite their essay-like character, such 

authors strive to construct a coherent synopsis of tensions between historical legacies and 

modern demands and, at the same time, national demands and international demands on higher 

education. By introducing an analytical perspective to a series of country-specific reports, Scott 

(2002; 2000) is among the few authors to address governance and steering issues in CEE 

higher education. He offers a fruitful account of the impact of autonomy, accountability, and 

marketization in reshaping the relationship between the state and HE. Although comparative 

observations are made, he does not apply a comparative study or research design per se, rather 

offers a synopsis of independent historical accounts. Despite the mention of the interplay 

between historical continuity and change driven by socio-economic exigencies, problem 

pressure and internationalization, the impact of these forces on policy-making is not 

systematically elaborated on. Furthermore, differences in country-specific pathways and their 

causes are not amply theorized (see Scott 2002: 346).   

 

File and Goedegebuure (2003) distinguish themselves from previous authors by addressing the 

notion of system convergence in CEE higher education policies and touching on the forces 

promoting policy and institutional homogeneity, i.e. the Bologna Process, EU accession, 

globalization (2003: 240-241). In doing so, they outline the clash of forces and priorities 

emanating from domestic needs and policy demands based on a European rationality, while 

ascertaining a strong potential for homogenization and convergence triggered by the Bologna 

Process and EU entry:  
…it is clear that entry into the European Union will have a major converging 

impact on the four systems.29 (…) the extent of this impact, however, is 

dependent on both national and institutional policies and this remains a much-

contested dimension.       (2003: 241)  

                                                 
29 This pertains to the four countries analyzed in this study: Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovenia. 
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As indicated by the authors themselves (2003: 241-242), such predictions require further 

scrutiny and essentially set the stage for the present research endeavour. Previous research – in 

particular on the Bologna Process – has not been able to convey a sufficient understanding of 

how policy-makers and systems respond to similar pressures and whether this induces policy 

and institutional convergence. The country-specific literature on Bologna is still dominated by 

descriptive ‘progress reports’ which address nominal changes (e.g. the switch to the Bachelor-

Master system) and the resistance to them.30 This results in an urgent need to link the study of 

national HE governance with the emergence of a supranational HE policy, which is conveying 

competing understandings of success and the forms of governance and coordination which will 

contribute to improved performance and greater economic competitiveness within the course of 

the Bologna Process (Olsen 2005: 22).  

 

To meet these demands, the analysis shall fall back on the insights and approaches of 

convergence studies, which shall be outlined in the following. 

 

3.1.2 Convergence literature  

Convergence approaches distinguish themselves from previously applied perspectives on 

higher education, which tend to only compare policy outputs without addressing the specific 

mechanisms promoting or inhibiting convergence at the national level (for exceptions see Scott 

2002; File / Goedegebuure 2003). The integration of a convergence approach enables us to 

compare an array of differentiated actor-level motives for the approximation of concrete 

policies, not simply Europeanization or globalization as such. It also allows us to theoretically 

extract independent variables to explain the direction of reform, while simultaneously testing 

various alternative explanations. 

 

Due to greater economic and institutional interlinkages between nation states, a general 

presumption prevails that states will eventually adopt increasingly similar policies and even 

governance patterns and structures over time. Such may be the case with higher education 
                                                 
30 See also Pechar / Pellar (2004) for Austria; Kwiek (2003) for Poland; Malan / Dittrich et al (2004) for France, 
the Netherlands and Belgium. 
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policy (see Rakic 2001; Bleiklie 2001; McDaniel 1997). Convergence is essentially understood 

as “the tendency of societies to grow more alike, to develop similarities in structures, 

processes, and performances” (Kerr 1983: 3). The heterogeneous body of theoretical literature 

has revealed that policy convergence is by no means an automatic and uniform by-product of 

European integration and globalization (see Caporaso et al 2001; Héritier et al 2001; Knill 

2001). The often contradictory empirical findings and lack of clarity on the causes and 

conditions of cross-national policy convergence can be traced back, in particular, to 

inconsistencies in the use of the theoretical concept itself as well as the research methods and 

techniques applied. Furthermore, the empirical evaluation of policy convergence is frequently 

impeded by significant incompatibilities with regard to the unit and timeframe of analysis.  

 

Despite partially conflicting and overlapping terminology, studies dealing with policy 

convergence, transfer, diffusion, and isomorphism address how policies, institutions and ideas 

existing in one system influence the development of policies in another system (Dolowitz / 

Marsh 2000). As a result, insights stemming from the literature on these interrelated 

phenomena substantially complement and enrich our empirical and theoretical understanding 

of convergence. In terms of their analytical focus, significant terminological differences have 

been pinpointed. Policy diffusion deals with the socially conveyed dispersion of policies across 

and within political systems and the socio-economic reasons for it (see Kern et al 2000: 510, 

521; Tews et al 2003: 571). Diffusion-related studies trace patterns of dissemination of 

political innovations and seek explanations for their degree, speed and magnitude (Tews 2002: 

1-2). However, diffusion studies offer few insights on the policy dynamics involved, i.e. how 

policies, practices, and programs are altered during the process of adoption (see Orenstein 

2003: 174; Stone 2004: 547). Along the same lines, policy transfer studies are concerned with 

the process by which knowledge about policies, institutions and ideas from a political system 

are used in the design of policies and institutional arrangements of another political system 

(Holzinger / Knill 2005). However, they take a more specific focus than diffusion by 

addressing the individual transfer process, which can be either voluntary or coercive (Dolowitz 

/ Marsh 1996: 344). Transfer studies are hence more concerned with the import or export of 

individual policies and their underlying characteristics, features, and conditions, and not so 

much with how they are socially mediated and dispersed. Thus, in contrast to diffusion, 
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transfer studies allow for the analytical integration of actual “agents of transfer”, i.e. policy 

entrepreneurs, elected officials, political parties, or bureaucrats engaging in the actual process 

of transfer (see Stone 1999; 2004).   

 

Convergence studies tend to focus on the results, i.e. the approximation of policies over time, 

not the processes leading to it (see Holzinger / Knill 2005). Thus, the notion of convergence is 

better adept to address the actual content of policies, while diffusion studies are marked by 

their fascination with the process, not the outcome. This does not go to say that mechanisms of 

diffusion and policy transfer cannot produce policy convergence (see Dolowitz / Marsh 2000; 

Rose 1991). In fact, transfer and diffusion do result in policy convergence in many cases, 

although they need not entail fully fledged convergence (Knill / Becker 2003). Policy 

convergence is often, yet not necessarily, the result of transfer or diffusion at the micro-level, 

although it can also be driven by other processes such as parallel problem pressure (see Heichel 

/ Pape / Sommerer 2005). Resulting from this, diffusion and transfer are often integrated into 

studies as independent variables, with convergence constituting the dependent variable. What 

transfer and diffusion ultimately have in common, though, is that they deliver a potential causal 

explanation for the phenomenon of convergence.  

 

3.1.2.1 Causal factors of convergence   

The literature on convergence and related concepts has identified a wide array of mechanisms 

to explain the transnational approximation of policies, including higher education (see Bennett 

1991; DiMaggio / Powell 1991; Dolowitz / Marsh 2000; Drezner 2001; Holzinger / Knill 

2005). When categorizing the causal factors of convergence, authors tend to have their own 

specific terminological preferences, which frequently overlap those of other observers. Hoberg 

(2001) favours a categorization of convergence mechanisms into parallel domestic problem 

pressures, emulation, international legal constraints, and international economic integration. 

Bennett (1991), on the other hand, identifies emulation, elite networking, harmonization, and 

penetration as mechanisms of convergence. Dolowitz and Marsh (2000) attach greater 

importance to the motives of policy transfer and distinguish between coercive and voluntary 

transfer, i.e. rational lesson-drawing and implementation vs. direct external policy imposition.  
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The typology offered by Holzinger / Knill (2005) sets the existing literature in order by 

classifying five central factors promoting convergence. Firstly, many authors contend that the 

cross-country convergence of policies is the outcome of similar, but independent reactions to 

parallel problem pressure (Bennett 1991: 231; Hoberg 2001), such as the decline in research 

productivity across countries. The causal mechanism promoting convergence has also been 

discussed under labels such as functional, technocratic or technological determinism (Rose 

1991: 9; Bennett 1988: 417) or parallel domestic pressures (Hoberg 2001). Accordingly, cross-

national policy convergence might be the result of similar, but independent responses to 

parallel problem pressure. Here the presumption prevails that there is little or no 

communication between countries to the extent that countries are broadly unaware of the 

policy choices of their counterparts. With regard to the present study though, this neglect of 

transnational mechanisms generating convergence contradicts the very nature of the Bologna 

Process, which provides a tight platform of networking for common solutions and the 

interactive exchange of experiences and best-practices.  

 

The booming branch of literature addressing the mechanism of international harmonization 

contends that international rules or laws compel countries to comply with voluntary 

commitments previously made within supranational organizations, in particular (Busch / 

Jörgens 2005; Drezner 2001). International harmonization assumes the existence of mutual 

dependencies which compel governments to collectively address common problems by means 

of internationally approximated policies, which in turn constrain and shape domestic policy 

options, and trigger convergence. However, this notion of negotiated harmonization or transfer 

(Dolowitz / Marsh 2000) and its binding character are precisely what distinguish education 

policy from supranationally influenced policy domains. Mechanisms of international 

harmonization are unlikely to play a role in HE due to the voluntary nature of international 

activities and, with regard to the Bologna Process, the deliberate omission of the notion of 

harmonization from the declaration.   

 

Following up on Dolowitz and Marsh’s account of transfer and diffusion (1996: 347), 

Holzinger / Knill (2005) cite imposition as an additional force triggering convergence. Here 

policy approximation is the result of pressures stemming from the political influence of 
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organizations on which other organizations are dependent (see DiMaggio / Powell 1991). 

Taking the term “direct coercive transfer” as a basis, Dolowitz/Marsh (1996: 347) distinguish 

between “unilateral direct imposition and “conditionality”. A situation of unilateral direct 

imposition arises when one government forces another to adopt a policy. This was the case 

with the implantation of Soviet-style HE institutions and centralized coordination in the 

CEECs, which was facilitated by the structural asymmetry of power in the after-war period 

(see Tews 2002: 1181 et seq). In this context, a policy framework was generally pushed 

through against the will or preferences of higher education actors.31 The notion of 

conditionality-based transfer applies, on the other hand, to cases in which a structurally 

dominant or superordinate institution offers its weaker or subordinate counterpart incentives – 

primarily in the form of financial resources – for the adoption of certain policies.32 In higher 

education one might cite the conditionality of Erasmus funds on the implementation of 

structural reforms by national systems.  

 

Fourthly, regulatory competition has been identified as a factor triggering the convergence of 

policies. Such studies generally assess the impact of increased competition and economic 

interlinkages on production factors, with a particular focus on product and process standards 

(see Scharpf 1996). Economic integration generates pressures to redesign institutions in order 

to avoid regulatory constraints on the competitiveness of domestic industries. The more a 

country is exposed to competitive pressures due to high economic integration, the more it is 

pressured to align its policies with other states with a high degree of economic or trade 

integration (Holzinger / Knill 2005: 26). Competitive pressures are indeed inherent to the 

current patterns of change in HE, not least because education is increasingly viewed as an 

indispensable production factor and a means of increasing human capital (see Gürüz 2003). At 

the same time, university systems with uniquely different traditions and structures are now 

confronted with similar forces of competition and socio-economic demands (Dill 1997: 167). 

In fact, the Bologna Process is regarded by many observers as Europe’s collective answer to 

increasing international pressures and looming threats by HE actors (students, researchers, 

                                                 
31 For a more differentiated, country and period-specific account, see Connelly (2001); the degree of acceptance of 
the Soviet model varied from country to country over time.  
32 The most frequent example provided here is the spread of western monetary policies to Third World countries, 
i.e. financial incentives for the adoption of deregulatory policies. 
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academics) to transfer activities and talent to other areas of the world. However, regulatory 

competition alone, which concentrates primarily on the stringency of regulations imposed on 

industry, is more adequate for explaining the mutual adjustment of production standards or 

social protection, and not the shift to a certain mode of HE governance. In other words, the 

much discussed “race to the bottom”, i.e. competitive advantages in attracting capital through 

lower product and process standards – is not applicable.33 In fact, it is more expedient to regard 

the redistribution of authority between the states, university management and academic along 

with the introduction of new instruments of governance, funding and management as a “race to 

the top”, as they are aimed at optimizing institutional performance. Thus, convergence by 

regulatory competition may provide insights on how education is increasingly understood in 

terms of human capital, but can only insufficiently explain changing patterns of authority and a 

potential shift to a common model of governance, in particular because it blends out the 

underlying transnational communication and interlinkages which may facilitate convergence.  

   

Finally and most importantly in this context, transnational communication can be a simple but 

highly potent force for cross-country policy convergence. Transnational communication and 

information exchange bear a high potential of triggering convergence of regulatory styles, 

structures, and modes of governance (see Knill / Lenschow 2005). Despite the absence of 

binding legislation and direct coercion, they may stimulate, above all, the exchange of 

information and experiences, as well as mutual lesson drawing and learning among national 

policy representatives. For example, transnational communication in an open environment can 

promote the elaboration and diffusion of the most promising policy suggestions and strategies, 

which in turn translates into the emulation of best practices – even without binding legislation. 

DiMaggio and Powell (1991), for example, stress how national bureaucracies and policy-

makers embrace foreign or external practices and institutions which are perceived to be most 

effective. While doing so, actors may deliberately seek to safeguard their legitimacy within a 

competitive and interactive international environment by copying the policies of counterparts 

regarded as successful.  

 

                                                 
33 See literature addressing the “race to the bottom” phenomenon (see Drezner 2001; Hoberg 2001; Scharpf 1996). 
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The notion of lesson-drawing focuses on voluntary transfer (Rose 1991). According to this 

conjecture, governments tap into experiences elsewhere in order to confront domestic 

problems. The term ‘elsewhere’ is most likely in the spatial sense, but can also be of a temporal 

nature, when policy-makers search for solutions from their own history – a very plausible 

scenario following the dismantling of imposed Soviet structures (see Sections 6-9). Lesson-

drawing implies that policy-makers utilize experiences and information from other countries 

and timeframes in order to confront pressing issues. However, this knowledge drawn on can be 

both positive and negative. Thus, lesson-drawing does not necessary imply change or 

convergence, as the status quo may be upheld in view of negative experiences elsewhere 

(Holzinger / Knill 2005: 20). This is more so the case as foreign-based models or lessons are 

abstract constructs, whose individual components can be modified or replaced with a 

functional equivalent in the domestic context. Consequently, differences must be taken into 

account between the agency exporting the idea and the agency considering its import and, 

subsequently, implementation (Rose 1991: 30; 57-58). 

 

The examination of the sources of ideas from which lessons are drawn illustrates the 

difficulties in clearly distinguishing the precise mechanisms of transnational communication. 

For example, Rose (1993: 104) cites formal and informal networks as disseminators of 

information and advice (and money) as driving forces behind non-obligatory policy 

convergence. They consist of communities of experts frequently independent of government 

agencies, which might generate or reinforce links to various levels of government, though. As a 

result, other authors place particular emphasis on these sources of lesson-drawing and elevate 

them to an independent variable under the banner of transnational problem-solving (see 

Holzinger / Knill 2005). These transnational platforms – such as the infrastructure provided by 

the Bologna Process and forerunner organizations – serve to cluster resources and promote the 

joint development of mutual perceptions of problems, challenges and subsequently solutions 

thereto. They can then be translated into collectively elaborated policies at the domestic level. 

Thus unlike lesson-drawing, no bilateral transfer of policies takes place, even though rational 

learning processes motivate both processes. Such elite networks have also been labelled as 

epistemic communities (Haas 1992: 3), consisting of policy experts marked not only by 

consensus on ends, beliefs and common approaches, but also similar education and normative 
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backgrounds. Such constellations in turn facilitate the diffusion and non-coercive transfer of 

jointly developed policies. In this regard, the Bologna Process can be regarded as a 

transnational problem-solving forum, in which domestic policy-makers, affected parties 

(students, employers’ associations, etc.) jointly elaborate common solutions to contemporary 

exigencies in higher education (see Martens et al 2004; Walter 2006).   

 

International policy promotion, in a similar vein, involves the external advocation of the policy 

approaches drawn in transnational expert networks. Here, cross-national policy convergence is 

facilitated by legitimacy pressures caused by the targeted and explicit promotion of policy 

models by international organizations and regimes (Holzinger / Knill 2005). Inherent to the 

Bologna Process in this context are processes of peer review, the identification of best practice 

and performance comparisons (benchmarking), leading to the comparative evaluation of 

national policy performance against previously agreed criteria (see Heinze / Knill 2007; Tews 

2002: 174). Hence, such regimes, like Bologna, convey policies and practices regarded as 

successful, pressuring national governments and domestic institutions to adopt recommended 

models amid international scrutiny.   

Table 5: Mechanisms of policy convergence 

Mechanism Stimulus Response 

Imposition Political demand or pressure Submission 

International harmonization Legal obligation through international 
law 

Compliance 

Regulatory competition Competitive pressure Mutual adjustment 
 

Transnational communication 
 

Lesson-drawing Problem pressure Transfer of model found elsewhere 

Transnational problem-
solving 

Parallel problem pressure Adoption of commonly developed 
model 

Emulation Desire for conformity Copying of widely used model 

International policy 
Promotion 

Legitimacy pressure Adoption of recommended model 

Independent problem-solving Parallel problem pressure Independent similar response 

                    (Source: Holzinger / Knill 2005: 17)   
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3.1.2.2 Applications to higher education policy 

In view of these potent mechanisms fostering the convergence of national policies, to what 

extent has a convergence perspective been incorporated into the study of higher education? In 

recent years and in view of the EU’s increasing commitment to education policy, various 

scholars have delivered comparative assessments with regard to the convergent impact of the 

rapidly evolving transnational environment. For example Hackl (2001) detects convergence in 

HE policies, but restricts herself to a historical account of the cooperation initiatives at the EU 

level, without specifying policy dimensions in which convergence is taking place and which 

variables inhibit and promote convergence. Three notable studies examining the scope and 

depth of convergence are the articles by Rakic (2001) and Bleiklie (2001) and large-scale study 

by Witte (2006). While all these three studies introduce a political science perspective to higher 

education, Witte (2006) goes the furthest in fortifying the trend towards greater theoretical and 

methodological stringency. This study focuses on the nature and degree of higher education 

policy change in the context of the Bologna Process, while determining a convergent trend 

towards the British system of degree structures. However, this study is only of partial relevance 

for the present study, as it focuses on structural aspects of HE, i.e. degree structures, and not 

governance issues. Furthermore, despite purporting convergence in HE structures, the author 

does draw on contemporary literature on convergence and its underlying mechanisms (see 

Bennett 1991; DiMaggio / Powell 1991; Dolowitz / Marsh 2000; Drezner 2001; Holzinger / 

Knill 2005) so that the forces of convergence ‘in action’ (e.g. transnational communication, 

policy transfer) remain unclear.  

 

Rakic (2001), on the other hand, sets out to determine the degree of HE convergence in 

Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands in the past 20 years. Using the concept of institutional 

isomorphism (see Section 4.1), he concludes that the HE policies of the three countries have 

converged in the past two decades, a development enhanced by the self-interested imitation of 

other countries’ policies (2001: 236). Unlike previous authors, he delves more deeply into the 

concrete policy dimensions into which the EU is penetrating as an integrating factor and 

addresses the common trend towards decentralization, private sector funding, and 

marketization (2001: 239). In a similar vein, Bleiklie (2001) tackles the issue of central 

government control and authority tools in Norway, Sweden and England in the past 20 years, 
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while applying a combination of an actor-centred and structural perspective. The significant 

advancement here is the in-depth examination of the interactions between central governments 

and education institutions during the reform process. Even though all countries moved in the 

same direction (i.e. decentralization, academic autonomy), they did so in manners influenced 

by different national points of departure and pursued reform strategies which sustained national 

peculiarities (Bleiklie 2001: 26). Thus, domestic constellations act as filters and serve to 

uphold national differences. Despite their comparative cross-country perspective, these two 

studies remain on a descriptive level and do not systematically derive and comparatively 

examine indicators of convergence and policy change. And although both authors undertake 

efforts to theorize the precise mechanisms of change and inertia, the analyses do not fulfill 

standards of stringent large-scale social science inquiry, which would involve more systematic 

data collection, substantiated case selection, and a more profound analysis of the impact of 

explanatory variables on policy outcomes over various time periods.  

 

Thus despite recent advancements, there is room for improvement in the study of HE 

convergence processes. It is here where such studies could ‘converge’ on the ‘state-of-the-art’ 

literature on policy convergence. This body of literature (see Heichel / Sommerer 2007; 

Holzinger / Knill / Sommerer 2008; Holzinger / Knill 2005) is dedicating increased attention to 

explaining the adoption of similar policy across countries over time by pinpointing and 

dissecting the endogenous and exogenous factors that influence national responses to global 

and European challenges. More recent studies have conducted more systematic, theory-driven 

testing to determine whether domestic and transnational factors account for increasing policy 

similarity (see e.g. Holzinger / Knill / Sommerer 2008 for environmental policy). Such studies 

incorporate explanatory variables (e.g. transnational communication, regulatory competition, 

domestic policy similarty), while also clearly defining the concrete policy components which 

are subject to comparison and scrutiny, thus setting high standards for related research. 

Systematically testing the impact and interplay of transnational pressures and communicative 

arrangements against the background of national policy choices, constraints, and legacies is 

currently the most crucial task for convergence analysis and it is precisely here that this study 

seeks to provide a substantial theoretical and empirical contribution. 
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4. Theory and Hypotheses 

In view of the only fragmentary theoretical and analytical underpinnings in previous studies, 

this analysis proposes a policy analysis approach (see Section 5.3), which takes not only the 

historical starting points of the examined countries into account, but also strives to pinpoint the 

channels and mechanisms by which policy drift and convergence are potentially taking place 

across countries and time. This segment theoretically embeds the analysis and tightens the link 

to social science theory to address whether policy convergence is taking place towards a 

particular model of governance (see Sections 5.1.2-5.1.3). It distinguishes itself from previous 

studies which tend to only compare policy outputs without addressing the specific mechanisms 

promoting or inhibiting convergence at the national level (see Section 3.1.2). The integration of 

a convergence perspective enables us to compare an array of differentiated actor-level motives 

for convergence, not simply Europeanization or globalization as such. It also allows us to 

theoretically extract independent variables to explain the direction of higher education reform 

in the CEECs.  

 

The causal framework rests on the assumption that policy change in HE comes about through 

shifts in power relations, interest articulation, and beliefs of actors. At the same time, the public 

policy arena is influenced not only by the penetration of the international dimension (see 

Capano 1996: 270), but also past decisions and historically anchored perceptions. In other 

words, actors’ behaviour and interests can be shaped, constrained, but also empowered by the 

institutional framework in which they operate. Therefore, strong focus will be placed on 

institutional configurations in higher education (e.g. the professorial chair model, state 

centralism, executive capacity), in order to assess how they shape interactions and facilitate or 

impede policy change. By no means is the assumption of rational actors disputed, though. On 

the contrary, actors are the targets, recipients, and implementers of externally promoted 

policies and thus of crucial importance. However, their rational actions and interests remain 

shaped by the institutions in which they operate. In other words they are at the interface 

between international pressures and domestic constraints and the ensuing tensions. This will 

become evident in the role of “policy entrepreneurs” (see Kingdon 1995; Mintrom/Vergari 

1996) to be discussed in the empirical reports. At the interface between the transnational 
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platform and domestic institutions, policy entrepreneurs emerge in situations of opportunity 

and, when successful, assemble and coordinate networks of individuals to effectuate change. In 

the case of higher education, it is assumed that CEE policy entrepreneurs will be prone to 

borrow policy ideas (from foreign best practice) and convert them into “good domestic 

currency” (Mintrom / Vergari 1996: 420-421) and in doing so break down or modify the 

existing institutional fabric.    

 

In view of these competing factors, a two-tier strategy is pursued to explain HE reform. The 

proposed approach seeks to integrate not only international interlinkages, but also national 

arrangements and their function as a funnel or buffer to transnational pressures, while also 

examining the role of actors faced with transnational pressures and domestic institutional 

constraints. Thus, the study neglects neither macro-level processes, nor does it reject the 

relevance of domestic variables and individual actors in explaining cross-national similarities 

and differences.  

 

4.1 Institutional isomorphism 

To address the research questions, I first draw on the theoretical concept of institutional 

isomorphism, and in particular the concepts of normative and mimetic isomorphism (see 

below). Developed in organizational sociology, isomorphism stresses how units in a population 

are compelled to become more alike when faced with the same set of environmental challenges 

(DiMaggio / Powell 1991: 66). Isomorphism accommodates the notion that change is a 

combination of factors resulting from both external forces as well as within the organization 

context of a particular unit, i.e. universities. At the same time, it pinpoints the rationale for 

institutional change and convergence in the normative power of leading ideas and concepts. 

However, while studies on policy convergence, transfer, or diffusion focus on developments of 

policy features, the literature on isomorphism has been more interested in the approximation of 

national organizational and institutional structures. 

 

Despite being neglected by the previous literature, isomorphism is likely to come to bear in 

higher education, both within and external to the framework established by the Bologna 

Process. As a concept, isomorphism lends itself particularly well to the present study due to its 
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strong focus on processes of networking and learning and their impact on domestic 

institutional structures. Isomorphism bears the advantage that it – in its various forms – 

overlaps and, to a great extent, can incorporate the above mentioned mechanisms of emulation, 

transnational policy promotion and problem-solving. With the exception of coercive 

isomorphism (see below), institutional isomorphism theory falls under the category of the 

above addressed notion of “transnational communication” as a mechanism of convergence 

(Holzinger / Knill 2005; see Section 3.1.2). Hence, transnational communication and 

underlying institutional interlinkages may stimulate isomorphic processes, which may have a 

convergent impact on national patterns of governance.  

 

4.1.1 Coercive isomorphism  

This form of convergence rests on three isomorphic processes: coercive, mimetic and 

normative (DiMaggio / Powell 1983: 147). Coercive isomorphism follows from formal and 

informal pressures on one organization (e.g. national HE institutions) by another (e.g. the EU, 

World Bank) and is driven by pressures resulting from a common legal environment) 

(DiMaggio / Powell 1983: 150). DiMaggio and Powell (2001) stress that certain imposed legal 

regulations can lead to isomorphism, meaning that coercive isomorphism falls in line with the 

category of convergence by means of imposition (Holzinger / Knill 2004; see Table 5). Hence, 

the state or EU draws up legal relations of binding character, which restrict the legitimate 

options for action of organizations. This in turn can limit the structural heterogeneity of 

organizations with convergence being the result. However, since higher education is a domain 

in which binding transnational regulations and harmonized legislation do not apply, even 

within the context of the Bologna Process, we must ‘brush aside’ coercive isomorphism in the 

present study and focus on the variants of isomorphism driven by transnational 

communication.  

 

4.1.2 Normative isomorphism 

Normative isomorphic change emphasizes not so much the inclination to a conform with a 

predominant or policy model, rather views policy convergence as a consequence of 

professionalization, i.e. the collective struggle of actors to define the conditions and methods of 
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their work (Larson 1977 cit. in DiMaggio/Powell 1983: 70). Applied to HE, institutional 

interlinkages between policy-makers create mutual awareness among participants in a set of 

organizations that they are involved in a common enterprise (see DiMaggio 1983). Actors find 

themselves in a web of networks at different levels across which models and organizational 

norms diffuse rapidly and the exchange of information is facilitated. In this regard, compliance 

and the homogenization of policies indeed result from self-interest, but also from what may be 

called “rational self-prescription” (Rakic 2001: 237). Stated differently, institutional legitimacy 

becomes pegged to conforming to norms conveyed through international networking and 

discourse, which enhance policy exchange and ultimately the establishment of common values 

and norms.  

 

According to normative isomorphism, international HE policy networks function as 

professional institutions serving to enhance the development of organizational norms 

(DiMaggio / Powell 1983: 152). The state-of-the-art practices are disseminated through 

professional associations, conferences, journals, and the circulation of professionals. Actors 

coordinate policies with one another through the intensive exchange of information, while 

mutually influencing each other in the production of public policies (see Schneider 1998; 

Schneider / Kenis 1996). The basic logic behind this is that groups of policy-makers share a 

common perception of pressures and strategies for adaptation despite different cultural and 

national backgrounds (DiMaggio / Powell 1983; Rakic 2001). Individual actors, in turn, 

internalize the shared norms and ideas, which emerge as a result of a common professional 

background, a common policy enterprise and shared causal beliefs (Haas 1992: 16-17). 

Subsequent to joint coordination measures, interorganizational relationships develop and help 

precipitate the formation of norms, which in turn can be transferred to the national context. 

Following Stone’s argument (2004: 560), networks can even be mechanisms of “hard” transfer 

e.g. modes of governance, regulation, and policy co-ordination (see also Offe 1992: 21). In 

other words, the horizontal networking dynamics and the resulting professional norms and 

innovations can trigger political momentum and impact vertical state-university networks at the 

domestic level. Thus, professional networks not only facilitate negotiation and communication, 

but also allow resources to be mobilized towards common policy objectives and the 
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establishment of global standards – even without the de jure authority of the state or 

international organizations.  

 

4.1.3 Mimetic isomorphism  

The limitation to mechanisms of normative isomorphism alone is unsatisfactory when 

addressing whether systems are converging or diverging. A theory of convergence though 

isomorphism must also take notions of uncertainty into account, which arise when national 

systems are faced with the possible adoption of elements from often vastly different HE 

models. It is this very element of uncertainty, which creates the conditions for a closely related 

isomorphic mechanism, mimetic isomorphism (see DiMaggio / Powell 1983; 1991). It assumes 

that actors – frequently embedded in norm-driven networks – may imitate predominant policies 

or policy elements conveyed through international networking and discourse.  

 

As will be demonstrated with regard to HE reforms, mimetic isomorphism is driven by 

uncertainty, in particular when organizational technologies and processes are poorly 

understood, goals ambiguous and when future developments are plagued by uncertainty 

(DiMaggio / Powell 1983: 151). This uncertainty can emerge from both internal as well as 

external circumstances. Internally, unclear or contradictory goals of an organization may lead 

to uncertainty in its everyday operations. Externally, uncertainty may result from intensified 

competition and the unavailability of required resources. Mimetic isomorphism is driven by the 

desire not to be left behind institutional, technological or political innovations and hence 

compels stakeholders to emulate best practice. In other words, organizations rationally model 

themselves after similar organizations that they perceive to be more legitimate or successful. 

Thus, actors make decisions which will not isolate their country, leading to greater 

homogenization.  

 

The uncertainty fostering mimetic isomorphism is particularly pronounced in the context of 

system transformation, which is marked not only by a high level of political and institutional 

discontinuity and radical changes, but also constant turnover of HE policy-makers (see 

Westerheijden 1998: 48). As addressed above, the uncertainty with which CEECs are faced 

stems from both internal and external factors. Unclear or competing goals of universities, 
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uncertainty over links to society and businesses, the frequent emigration of promising 

academics (brain drain) can shed doubt on the raison d’être of the higher education system as 

well as individual institutions. External uncertainty is compounded not only by intensified 

international and national competition in the midst of globalization and the knowledge society, 

but also the still uncertain outcome of the Bologna Process.  

 

4.1.4 Higher education networks and isomorphism 

Mimetic isomorphism and normative isomorphism are indeed analytically distinct, but 

empirically they frequently overlap one another and are difficult to differentiate. In fact the 

professional networks which facilitate normative isomorphism can equally provide the basis 

for the emulation of models attributed to mimetic isomorphism. What both approaches 

ultimately have in common, though, is that they explain the impetus for reforms which serve to 

safeguard the survival and endurance of institutions.  

 

The empirical analysis of the CEE higher education shall thus draw on normative and mimetic 

isomorphism. The aim, however, is not to pin these two approaches against each other to prove 

one or the other wrong, but to accept that they mutually complement and enhance one another. 

Conceiving transnational networking and the Bologna Process as anchors for isomorphic 

processes, it shall assess the powerful forces provoking organizational fields to become more 

similar. At the same time, it seeks to pinpoint the driving forces behind convergence, which 

have yet to be sufficiently discerned in previous work.  

 

While mapping out the concrete implications of isomorphism for HE policies in the CEECs, 

particular attention is given to the nature and depth of higher education networks in the pre-

Bologna and Bologna phases. Following Beerkens (2002) higher education networks are, on 

the one hand, strategic inter-university alliances. Essentially, they constitute loosely-coupled 

systems fragmented across faculties, HE institutions and offices, which facilitate the cross-

border flow of knowledge. Substantially, these networks can be based on both 

complementarity and compatibility. For instance, networks may require partners who are 

similar in terms of research specialization and human capital resources on one dimension and 

different on another. In other words, when vital resources are required, but not available, 
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university institutions seek to establish contacts with other universities with the sought 

resources to ensure accessibility and a system of complementarity of resources (see Beerkens 

2002).   

 

On the other hand, universities are nested within an overarching web of non-governmental, 

international organizations which streamline activities, facilitate mobility, spread information 

and coordinate human resource matters (see Martens et al 2007). These networks, for example, 

may consist of individual academics with similar or complementary research specializations. 

Finally, higher education networks include both state and non-state actors, who may act as 

agents of transfer. For example, Stone (2004: 553) cites the OECD as a transfer agent which 

establishes networks of senior officials, organizes conferences, collective publications, and 

most importantly spreads information and “forward thinking” on standards. Recipients of 

disseminated policies, in turn, span from elected officials, bureaucrats/civil servants, policy 

entrepreneurs and experts, transnational organizations and think tanks onto HE actors at the 

management or faculty level (see Dolowitz / Marsh 2000:10).   

 
However, what is particularly apparent when examining networks of universities around the 

world is their diversity in terms of objectives and values as well as their frequent lack of a 

clearly delineated centre and periphery. Moreover, they distinguish themselves not only by 

their structural heterogeneity, but also with regard to their varying perception of problems. In 

other words, inter-university networks are traditionally spread across a multitude of local, 

national, and international circumstances (Beerkens 2002). Thus, despite being at the core of 

the global information exchange, academia itself is vested in a web of uneven, porous and ever 

changing asymmetric networks. Academia (professors, managerial staff, researchers, students) 

manoeuvres within fragmented linkages across faculties, schools, and offices, and is embedded 

in networks based both on compatibility and compatibility as well as competition. For instance, 

higher education networks may provide competitive advantages to universities, enabling them 

access to resources not available to others (e.g. high-quality research, programs, as well as 

location and language) (Enders / Jeliazkova et al 2003). In other words, by tapping into 

networks, HE institutions are able to increase the heterogeneity of their resources to defend 

their position of national and international viability. By these means, communities of experts 
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and professionals share knowledge and information and develop collective patterns of 

understanding policy. In short, policy partnerships emerge, based on regular interactions and 

sustained communication.  

 

4.1.5 Hypotheses derived from institutional isomorphism 

With regard to the research question, I argue that the exposure to external models, practices 

and regulatory concepts facilitates their cross-border diffusion. To explain the extent of 

convergence, I examine the degree to which CEE academic institutions, scientists and students 

have been integrated into trans-European academic networks between 1989 and present. Here I 

address two dimensions, the integration of the selected countries into international education 

policy networks (via organizations such as the OECD and World Bank ) and their participation 

in international conferences and publishing activities during T2, T3 and T4.  

 

As for phases T2 (1945-1989) and T3 (1989-1998), a high degree of diversity in terms of the 

scope and nature of the policy networks is expected. This assumption is substantiated, on the 

one hand, by the loosely-coupled highly fragmented nature of HE networks addressed above. 

On the other hand, there was no supranational level of higher education in Europe to provide 

mutual coordination and oversight. Despite being transnational agents of policy diffusion, 

organizations such as the OECD and World Bank (see Martens et al 2007) cooperated 

bilaterally with individual countries, while only making unbinding recommendations for HE 

every few years. Thus, transnational institutional interlinkages between university 

management, academics, and state education policy-makers starkly differed with regard to their 

depth, nature and orientation.  

 

Based on these considerations, we arrive at the following hypothesis for the early post-

communist phase:  

 

H1: Higher education policies in CEE countries will develop towards different models 
of governance in the pre-Bologna phase (T3) due to the different degree and nature of 
their transnational interlinkages. 
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Hence, in the aftermath of communism a more uniform European system of accountability, 

guidance and benchmarking was lacking. As for the post-Bologna phase though, it could be 

argued that transnational institutional interlinkages will have the opposite effect – convergence. 

This can be traced, above all, to the greater external homogeneity in Europe created by the 

Bologna Process. With respect to potential policy change, Bologna fulfils three primary 

functions (see Illustration 3): 

 

1) Firstly, it creates a tightly-knit transnational HE regime that facilitates increased 

communication, discourse and interactions, and the elaboration of norms and common 

solutions. Thus it sustains and is likely to enhance the normative isomorphic component in 

academic networks existing before Bologna. For decades, state and non-state HE actors have 

been linked within loose institutional arrangements. However, the Bologna Process provides a 

structured regime driven by norm- and rule-oriented problem-specific coordination aimed at 

policy solutions (see Walter 2005: 112; see Section 2.5.4). In other words, the Bologna Process 

functions as a constitutive, integrative institutional framework (see Vaira 2004). It allows for 

coordinated steering of the overall process by means of cooperative arrangements both at and 

below the ministerial level with the incorporation of non-governmental and international 

organizations into agenda-setting as well (Walter 2006: 113).  

 

2) Secondly, and as a consequence of this, the Bologna regime steers communicative processes 

and bundles the forces of homogenization, at least with regard to higher education discourse 

(see Felt 2003: 7). At the same time, the Bologna platform has become a bourse of interests 

and ideals (see Radaelli 2000: 29), which in turn may trigger the development of common 

policy strategies and the mobilization of resources towards related objectives. In other words, 

the Bologna Process is likely to facilitate the elaboration of innovative policies or the 

promotion of models perceived as successful, in particular the market-oriented model 

dominating discourse. The transnational promotion of policies – not so much rational learning 

– facilitates the active spread of distinctive policies and approaches (Holzinger / Knill 2005: 

22-23). This can stimulate both normative and mimetic isomorphism, as policy norms and 

standards are jointly elaborated and conveyed within transnational networks (normative 



Theory and Hypotheses  

 

78

isomorphism) and then likely to be emulated by domestic actors who do not want to be left 

behind modern trends (mimetic isomorphism).    

 

3) Thirdly, the Bologna Process radiates pressure for national systems to assert their legitimacy 

in an increasingly competitive international environment. Nations are compelled to legitimate 

their policies and approaches in the face of “international scrutiny” (see Holzinger / Knill 

2005). This is facilitated by the Bologna system of benchmarking, according to which joint 

objectives are set based on collectively elaborated benchmarks. Subsequently, comparative 

tools are employed to identify best practice and thus stimulate their diffusion and the spread of 

innovation (European Commission 2006). In turn, interactive scrutiny and performance 

comparison may significantly contribute to learning, and ultimately lesson-drawing from best 

practice (see Tews 2002: 174).  

 
Hence, in view of isomorphism theory, the Bologna Process creates ideal conditions for 

mimetic isomorphism, while also sustaining the conditions for normative isomorphism. In the 

midst of uncertainty with regard to future developments, organizations are prone to model 

themselves according best practice or draw on externally promoted models as a reference for 

national reform. These frequently offer potentially viable solutions at little expense (DiMaggio 

/ Powell 1991: 69). Additionally, in order to avoid looking like a laggard, national HE systems 

are likely to embrace practices and policies regarded as legitimate and successful in the broader 

social environment (DiMaggio / Powell 1991: 70; see Botcheva / Martin 2001: 15). In other 

words, CEE countries perceiving themselves as laggards are highly prone to engage in 

isomorphism to engineer HE policies and strategies based on western European models. At the 

same time, isomorphism, and in particular mimetic isomorphism, is a constraining process, 

compelling organizations to resemble other organizations against the backdrop of the same 

environmental conditions (Hawley 1968 cit. in DiMaggio / Powell 1983: 149). The theory 

assumes that the greater the uniformity of external conditions in HE is, the greater the level of 

convergence of national systems.  

In view of the greater level of external homogeneity created by the Bologna Process I propose 

the following working hypothesis with regard to this phase (T4):  
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H2: HE policies in the CEE countries will converge towards a common model of 
governance during the Bologna phase (T4) due to the increasing homogeneity and 
institutionalization of interlinkages (and the ensuing isomorphic processes).   

 

In view of Europeanization, state and university-based decision-makers anticipate integration 

and expect slow, but steady homogenization. In line with Neave’s “Law of Anticipated 

Results” (1996:30), actors make decisions which do not isolate their countries, ultimately 

triggering greater homogenization. In other words, the developments in the external 

environment (i.e. the promotion of policy models, benchmarking, homogenization of 

discourse) stimulate mimetic processes, whereby organizations imitate the practices, models 

and policies perceived to be successful (see Illustration 3). This is compounded by the situation 

of uncertainty in which central and eastern European political systems, and in particular higher 

education have found themselves since 1990. This is motivated by the simultaneity of radical 

system transformation, decreasing education budgets, the emergence of new technology, and 

the push for the expansion or consolidation of HE systems.  Drawing again on the underlying 

theory, institutions and organizations with substantial uncertainty over future developments are 

highly prone to engage processes of mimetic isomorphism (see DiMaggio / Powell 1983: 151). 

 

Isomorphism theory also bears a component of rationality, as national actors indeed act in a 

calculative and problem-oriented manner (Dolowitz / Marsh 2000: 14; see also Rose 1991). 

The uncertainty over future developments encourages the calculative or rational imitation of 

the predominant policies. Adhering to leading models often serves to legitimize the very 

existence of an institution and secure its long-term survival. In fact, the efficiency of the altered 

policy may not be the main rationale for isomorphism, rather its mere legitimacy in the midst 

of transnational scrutiny (DiMaggio / Powell 1983: 152). Moreover, policy emulation and 

lesson-drawing may also be driven by temporal-rational motives, as it is frequently more 

economic to emulate and imitate solutions than conduct a large-scale, in-depth analysis of the 

costs and benefits of multiple approaches (see Bennett 1991: 223; Tews 2002: 180; see also 

Offe 1993).  

 

However, isomorphism must rest on a ‘micro’ or actor foundation and is essentially contingent 

on the political ‘entrepreneurialism’ of involved actors (see Kingdon 1995; Mintrom / Vergari 
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1996). For isomorphism to take place, national actors must emerge as agents of transfer and 

translate transnational synergies into domestic policy by reshaping domestic institutions and 

path-dependencies. Hence, one must bear in mind that isomorphic processes are not necessarily 

automatic and self-sustaining, even in cases of higher uncertainty. They are, rather, actor-

driven and may be watered down by institutional and historical obstacles, which will the 

addressed in the upcoming segment.  

 

4.2 Institutional path dependencies and legacies  

The markets of ideas emerging at the European level and the free availability of foreign advice 

have clearly promoted the conditions for isomorphic processes. However, isomorphic 

processes and transfer are only one of various options. In fact, programs may instead be 

borrowed from domestic antecedents, as will be demonstrated in the following. Furthermore, if 

imitation takes place, it may be carried out selectively, and in line with national opportunity 

structures. In fact, the uncertainty which triggers isomorphic processes by no means is fully 

alleviated when isomorphic transfer actually takes place. Uncertainty may persist as to what 

elements of a foreign-inspired policy should actually be transferred and what to maintain and 

discard from traditional norms, practices, and beliefs.  

 

Moreover, models are a mere abstraction of a foreign reality. In other words, selective 

borrowing may take place and policy “receivers” may interpret elements of policies differently 

than initially intended by senders. Learning and imitation can be of different depths or orders – 

shallow, tactical, opportunistic or incomplete (Stone 2004: 549) and vary across different 

actors in a policy network. Even when emulated, policies are invariably perceived and 

interpreted in line with national needs and circumstances, thus diminishing the prospects of 

fully-fledged isomorphism. And once processes of transfer and emulation are under way, they 

may face domestic institutional constraints and local realities which may water down the 

initially intended policies.   

 

In view of this, the question now arises whether the increasing interactions triggered by the 

Bologna Process will compel nation states to agree on common HE policies or merely structure 

their interactions more transparently. Are Europeanization processes provoking incremental 
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changes and reforms within continually stable normative frames? Or is this collective strategy 

to modernize, advance, and promote European scholarship shaking, challenging or throwing 

into doubt the foundations of the mission, position, function and objective of the university? 

Despite the momentum that the European dimension has gained, it cannot be taken for granted 

that it will replace the nation state as the referential community for higher education (see 

Neave 2003) and threaten national distinctiveness.   

 

Intensified communication, collaborative platforms and shifting national constellations by no 

means automatically entail the cross-country convergence of policies – regardless whether 

structural issues or patterns of governance are at stake. Although the Bologna Process indeed 

implies the acceptance of internationally propagated principles, this does not automatically 

lead to a levelling of different legal and institutional orders (see Neave 2005; Field 2003). 

National policy-makers may be prone to interpret the declaration or the resulting policies to 

their advantage, while sweeping away whatever weaknesses or complexities might emerge. 

Thus, national policy responses often abruptly distance themselves from what the policy 

initiators originally had in mind. The obstacles to reform and cognitive reframing are further 

compounded by the “bottom-heavy” character of HE, marked by its resistance to change and 

administrative culture, which often appear to be “set in stone” (Neave 2005: 17; see Section 2). 

In other words, it remains highly uncertain whether the soft power (van der Wende / Huisman 

2003) exerted by the Bologna Process will trigger profound changes to the institutional core of 

HE.  

 

Furthermore, the declaration remains vague with regard to notions of university autonomy, 

which – as will be demonstrated – defines patterns of university governance and universities’ 

capacity to reach the defined objectives and confront current socio-economic challenges.   
European higher education institutions, for their part, have accepted the challenge 
and taken up a main role in constructing the European area of higher education, 
also in the wake of the fundamental principles laid down in the Bologna Magna 
Charta Universitatum of 1988. This is of the highest importance, given that 
Universities' independence and autonomy ensure that higher education and 
research systems continuously adapt to changing needs, society's demands and 
advances in scientific knowledge. 

                 (Bologna Declaration 1999) 
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Although the Bologna Process calls on universities to adapt to changing external and internal 

demands, it remains ambiguous with regard to the means and instruments for achieving these 

objectives. In other words, the declaration does not bypass university autonomy and 

governance, but essentially leaves it up to the member states to define their course of action.  

The present higher education ‘landscape’ is marked by an array of plausible visions and ideals 

of the modern university (see Sections 5.1.2-5.1.3) with the potential capacity of impacting the 

direction of debate and reforms. In other words, if the Bologna Process triggers a snowballing 

effect towards a common model, it remains far from certain on what notions it may be based 

and what specific aspects of academic life it may affect. And should one HE model (see 

Section 5.1.2) assert itself, there is still no ready-made recipe to address all current challenges, 

as models require and rethinking and adaptation to modern exigencies.  

 

The fact that the ‘West’ does not offer a uniform response to the demands of globalization, 

places the CEECs, who are often eager to emulate western best practices (see Jacoby 2001), in 

a particular dilemma. Not only does the organizational nature of higher education vary 

significantly from country to country in western Europe, but also severely differs from that in 

CEE. In western Europe reforms are being implemented on the basis of a specific nature of 

organization resting upon a professional and fragmented bureaucracy with diffused decision-

making authority (van Vught 1989 cit. in Goedegebuure / de Boer 2003: 228). The CEECs, on 

the other hand, are marked by an overall lack of formal authority at the central institutional 

level and a lacking tradition of professional institution administrations able to take and 

implement decisions. These competing visions of higher education set against diversified 

national organizational traditions and unequal administrative steering capacity make the 

implications of Europeanization of HE in post-communist Europe anything but certain.  

 

4.2.1 Historical institutionalist approaches 

This section attempts to overcome the weaknesses of isomorphic theory by drawing on the 

insights from historical institutionalism to explain potential distortions or national diversions 

from predominant international models. Studies that challenge the notion of transnational 

policy convergence focus on the diversity of national opportunity structures, institutions as 

well as political and cultural practices, and frequently predict diverging policy development 
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(see Steunenberg / Dimitrova 2000). Thus, one of the main critiques of institutional 

isomorphism is its strong emphasis on the external determination of organizations and frequent 

neglect of embedded historical patterns as well as actors’ capacity for rational action (see 

Perrow 1986). Hence, domestic responses may be fully shaped or mediated by historically 

embedded domestic structures and institutions. In a HE context, international trends viewed as 

legitimate may be ‘downloaded’ differently into existing political and academic frameworks, 

leading to unexpected consequences. In other words, institutional isomorphism bears the 

weakness that it does not sufficiently address the role of actors’ preferences and constraints in 

the implementation of various changes (see Stensaker 2004: 29). 

 

In this vein, theories of historical institutionalism (see Hall / Taylor 1996; Thelen / Steinmo 

1992) strive to explain the distinctiveness of national political outcomes. Regarding institutions 

as procedures, routines, and norms embedded in the organizational structure of political 

economy, historical institutionalists emphasize that the asymmetrical institutional 

configuration of society is a driving force for the operation of a system as a whole. Such 

theories search for reasons why certain preferences are more easily transmitted into policy than 

others (Hall / Taylor 1996: 937) and address how domestic institutional legacies can filter 

effects from the external environment. Historical institutionalism also demonstrates how past 

decision-making patterns are continuously reiterated in present-day situations. Thus, not only 

the content of an issue and the self-seeking motives of the participating actors, but also the 

framework and nature of policy-making have implications for the output. National and local 

politics, economy and culture metabolize, translate, and reshape global trends – e.g. 

marketization and managerialism in HE – in the face of their cultures, histories, needs, 

practices and institutional framework (Vaira 2004: 493). Thus, when national actors do draw 

from an external template, this takes place on the basis of their own interpretation of the 

template, which is then enacted against the background of historically embedded structures. 

Theories of isomorphism may neglect how actors change, discard, reshape and distort parts or 

all of a foreign model, before combining it with the existing cultural and institutional repertoire 

(Vaira 2004: 495). Taking this historical component into account may explain outcomes which 

resemble more half-hearted reforms, semi-reform, or ‘loose reform’ than reforms at the core of 

the system. Going one step further, policy-makers may be keen to adopt the dominant rhetoric 
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conveyed through international networking (e.g. the Bologna Process), but may be far from 

actually translating this into concrete policy reform.   

 

Returning to the Section 2, the university stands out as a historical institution par excellence 

marked by an enduring set of rules and organized practices, and relative continuity amid a 

rapid turnover of individuals. The rules and practices by which universities are governed (i.e. 

historical models of coordination) have a value in themselves, making universities highly 

resilient towards changing external settings. In Olsen’s words (2005: 6), well-embedded 

institutions reflect the historical experience of a community and may prove to be highly 

difficult to radically uproot. Universities remain institutions involved in quasi pact-based long-

term commitments towards society, science and its referential community (Olsen 2005: 6) (i.e. 

HE as a vehicle for national cohesion, Humboldt-based universities and scientific progress). 

This institutional memory of the past may form the bedrock upon which concepts of academic 

autonomy and governance rest (Neave / van Vught 1991: x), in which vested interests and their 

underlying cognitive and normative structures may quickly filter out change. Here, once again, 

the university has a unique legacy as a self-preserving fiduciary system – i.e. “those belonging 

to the university are supposed to be the guardians of its constitutive purposes, principles, and 

processes. They are supposed to define its institutional identity and integrity all the more when 

threatened from outside” (Olsen 2005: 5-6). Hence, with regard to universities, not only 

institutions matter, but also historically embedded legacies.  

 

4.2.2 Hypotheses derived from historical institutionalism   

Historical institutionalist approaches emphasize that institutional path dependencies and 

historical legacies can have significant ramifications for current reform processes. Once 

established, institutions may become path dependent and demonstrate a remarkable degree of 

durability and influence not only on the distribution of power and resources between national 

actors, but also entail values and norms which influence the preferences of actors (Hall / Taylor 

1996). At the same time, actors may cling to existing models with a historical and thus 

rhetorical legitimacy as a point of departure for modernization and associated-reforms (Nohria 

/ Gulati 1994). In contrast to institutional path dependencies, historical legacies are not 

necessary historically continuous. Instead, a more distant historical model perceived as 
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successful, may constitute an anchor point to which actors return to if the model remains a 

source of legitimacy and its reinstatement is permitted by the given opportunity structures. 

Once re-instated, such historical legacies – like path dependencies – may filter out, mediate, 

and inhibit external forces of homogenization.    

 

In the case of the CEECs, this historical legitimacy may be drawn from two different periods of 

time – the pre-communist (T1) and communist phase (T2). This in turn enables us to draw up 

competing hypotheses on the impact of historical arrangements on current HE policy. In the 

former case, I follow Offe (1992: 17) who postulates that the design of new institutions may 

occur through the replication of old ones. Thus, policy-makers may draw inspiration and 

legitimacy from models from the past of their own society – in the case of CEE e.g. 

renaissance nationalism, early nationhood and related institutions. The pre-communist context 

may serve as referential system to cling onto and rejoin, even far beyond the initial aftermath 

of system collapse. A very typical attitude of policy-makers in the CEECs is the return to the 

“continuity of history”, which was disrupted by the imposition of communist rule (Radó 2001: 

14). Thus, pre-communist models of governance may provide a source of inspiration for 

redesigning HE coordination strategies. Provided the given opportunity structures enable them 

to, HE actors may revert back to pre-communist legacies as a legitimate point of reference for 

post-communist HE reform. 

 

H3: The more similar the HE policies of [n] countries were during the pre-communist 
phase (T1), the more their HE policies will develop towards a similar model during the 
post-communist phases (T3, T4). 

 

However, pre-communist legacies are only one side of the coin when it comes to historical 

institutionalism. Path dependencies stemming from the communist phase also cannot be 

neglected. The detachment from centralized control after 1989 does not necessarily entail that 

universities have completely emancipated themselves from the vertical coordination structures 

associated with the communist regime (see Tucker 2000). In other words, changing labels and 

legislation is relatively unproblematic when compared to putting comprehensive change into 

practice (see McLeish 2003). Hence, historically entrenched patterns of action cannot be 

uprooted overnight. As decision-makers have an inherent tendency to cling to existing patterns, 
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significant path dependencies may persist, regardless of the strength of ongoing isomorphic 

processes. 

 

Policy formulation processes at the national level do not take place in a vacuum, and the logic 

and habits assimilated over years may only be gradually uprooted or remain in tact. In this 

context, one might mention not only the high degree of state intervention, but also the 

egalitarian and étatist values of communism (Radó 2001: 15), which were in turn fortified by 

the relative achievements of period. Moreover, different countries demonstrated different 

degrees of centralization. Thus, the institutional fabric established over the communist phase 

may still have a massive impact on the steering and structuring of HE systems in the post-

communist phase (File / Goedegebuure 2003: 218). The distinct forms of autonomy allocation 

and governance existing in the CEECs at the outset of reform may equally shape national 

pathways. At the same time, path dependencies from T2 may directly legitimate and constrain 

actors involved in the endeavour of transforming post-communist HE.  

 

H4: The more similar the HE policies of [n] countries were during the communist phase 
(T2), the more their HE policies will develop towards a similar model during the post-
communist phases (T3, T4). 

 

Hence, the individual forms of higher education governance established in each country during 

communist control may equally shape national pathways during system transition. The 

following illustration depicts the forces of change and inertia at work in CEE higher education  
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Illustration 3: Forces of higher education policy change in CEE in the Bologna phase 

 

 

The upcoming section expands the analytical framework by breaking down the dependent and 

independent variables into empirically observable indicators, enabling us to assess the validity 

of the proposed hypotheses. 
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5. Analytical Framework, Variables, and Methodology 

Against the background mapped out above, the present analysis addresses whether the Bologna 

Process and its broader dimension of facing globalization and the knowledge society have 

triggered policy convergence with regard to higher education governance. Although the notion 

of a ‘European education space’ is paramount to understanding the context in which post-

communist education systems are being re-designed and re-orientated (Scott 2000: 405), little 

is known about the internal dynamics of systems working with or against the homogenizing 

transnational forces. Various observers have indeed assessed the institutional and cultural 

obstacles in the implementation of the Bologna objectives (see Tauch 2004; Welsh 2004) as 

well as the evolving relationships between national and transnational communities (see Trondal 

2002; Neave 2003). However, as demonstrated in the previous chapters, both the Bologna 

Declaration and the existing literature reveal little about whether the Bologna Process and 

Europeanization are driving national systems towards a common model of HE governance.  

 
Hence, what are the precise ramifications of the interplay between the purported 

Europeanization of HE and the socioeconomic transition for the structure of domestic 

institutions and policies? Is there convergence with respect to the means of coordination and 

steering of HE and the relationship between the state and HE in the CEECs? In light of the 

vulnerability and inconsistent development of CEE higher education, the project subsequently 

assesses whether a certain established (western) model is serving as a point of reference for 

redesigning, modernizing and re-regulating national systems. As outlined in the Introduction, 

the project looks at four timeframes: 

T1 = The pre-communist phase before 1945  

T2 = The communist phase 1945 – 1989 

T3 = The post-communist phase 1989 – 1999  

T4 = The Bologna phase 1999 – present 

The main focus will be placed on the post-communist (T3) and Bologna phases (T4). While 

Soviet rule pushed CEE higher education away from the pre-communist constellations34 

                                                 
34 As demonstrated in the empirical country reports, Poland and the Czech Republic shared the experience of 
Humboldtian academic self-rule, while the French model of state dirigisme was more prominent in Romania and 
Bulgaria, before academics began to tap into the Humboldtian tradition in the early 20th century. Bulgarian 
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towards an extreme form of the state-centered model, the Anglo-American notions of market 

governance have come to dominate modern-day discourse (Neave 2003; Niklasson 1995; 

Sporn 2006: 141). However, seldom do related studies rely on systematic empirical data and 

attempt to operationalize notions of marketization or autonomy,35 let alone embed their 

analysis in a theoretically justified comparative perspective.  

 

The empirical analysis shall examine the interplay between dominant policy models conveyed 

through transnational networking and pre-existing HE policy constellations from T1 and T2 

and explore whether the establishment of a European higher education area is dragging CEE 

systems towards a particular model of governance. With respect to the Bologna Process, I shall 

inquire whether the increased level of transnational networking and policy exchange has 

disrupted the continuity of developments in post-socialist systems. In other words: were certain 

countries advancing along a certain reform path before Bologna, only to be rerouted by the 

European convergence process? Building on the previous strands of related research identified 

in Chapter 3, this project then systematically explains convergence and divergence in post-

communist HE systems. And in this context: what is the relationship between endogenous 

reform factors (e.g. domestic institutional constraints, legitimacy of pre-communist or 

communist arrangements) and exogenous influences (the Bologna Process, international 

institutional linkages) in explaining the reforms?  

 

5.1 The dependent variable  

The convergence of HE governance regimes in the new EU member states will be 

conceived as the dependent variable. Convergence is conceptualized as the extent to which the 

policies of a given set of countries have become more similar over time. Following this 

approach, convergence occurs if there is a decrease in variation of policies among the countries 

under consideration (see Heichel et al 2005). However, various interpretations of decreasing 

variation or increasing similarity resurface in the literature. Sigma convergence comes closest 

to the conventional understanding of convergence as the decrease in variation of domestic 

                                                                                                                                                          
universities also demonstrated visible elements of contemporary market-oriented systems in the pre-war phase 
(see Section 8).  
35 For exceptions, see Duczmal (2002); Theisens (2003); Anderson / Johnson (1998); Felt (2003). 
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policies. In its classic form, a decreasing coefficient of variation (also known as dispersion 

index) signifies convergence (see Heichel et al 2005). As a result, sigma convergence is 

prominent in diffusion studies, in which the spread of instruments and organizational patterns 

leads to greater homogeneity (see Kern et al 2000; Tews et al 2003). 

 

However, the analysis of sigma convergence alone only partially covers empirical realities as it 

does not necessarily address whether policy homogenization is synonymous with increasing 

proximity to a dominant policy model. After a high degree of policy convergence towards the 

Soviet model during the communist phase, we potentially expect national systems to converge 

towards a particular HE model conveyed in the context of international networking and the 

Bologna Process. Thus, focus here is placed on delta convergence, which addresses the 

minimization of the distance to an exemplary model, e.g. as promoted by an international 

organization or forerunner regarded as successful (see Heichel et al 2005: 833). In other words, 

have the observed cases moved closer to a certain model between the points in time t0 and t1? 

Empirically, delta and sigma convergence frequently occur simultaneously. However, different 

points of departure can have decisive effects on convergent developments, as policies may 

indeed move in the same direction, but from different points of origin, leading to the 

persistence of national peculiarities (see Bleiklie 2001: 27 for HE policy).36 Or stated 

differently, countries may grow together (sigma convergence), but not necessarily move 

decisively towards a common model (see Heichel et al 2005).   

 

5.1.1 University governance and autonomy  

This analysis seeks to overcome various deficits of previous studies of convergence by 

undertaking a precise concept specification. As Heichel et al lament, “deficits of qualitative 

studies in measuring combined with a biased selection of cases may lead to overrated findings 

                                                 
36 Two additional approaches to studying convergence not addressed here are beta convergence and gamma 
convergence. Beta convergence generally coincides with sigma convergence in terms of countries becoming more 
similar, but focuses on processes of catching up. Frequently used to assess how poorer countries catch up with 
richer countries, beta convergence does not necessarily coincide with sigma convergence. Processes of catching 
up may lead to a weak increase in similarity or may even be “overdone”, leading sometimes to greater 
convergence than before. Gamma convergence, by contrast, looks at the mobility of countries, in particular in rank 
correlations. Changes in rank are not necessarily accompanied by sigma convergence, as they may lead to greater 
differences (Boyle / McCarthy 1997).  
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of convergence” (2005: 832). In other words, the frequent absence of a formal and coherent 

specification of the exact potentially converging policies and their boundaries make it difficult 

to identify patterns of convergence and compare findings.  
 

To overcome these shortcomings, I aim to compile data which best encompasses the phenomon 

of higher education governance. To do so, it is essential to examine the allocation of autonomy 

within CEE universities and vis-à-vis the state, as autonomy is an integral component of 

governance. Seldom clearly defined, university autonomy was initially seen as a guarantor of 

the independence of the university from external forces (Gieysztor 1992: 108; see Section 2). 

Nowadays however, this policy dimension essentially concerns the dynamic and pragmatic 

relationship between the state and HE, and in broader terms the economy and society as a 

whole (McDaniel 1997: 4).37 University autonomy is essentially synonymous with the balance 

of power between the state and universities as well as within universities: the efficient 

channelling of autonomy facilitates the development of new methods of university governance 

to address imminent socio-economic challenges. As a result, patterns of autonomy essentially 

shape university governance, which subsumes the structure and processes by which decisions 

are made in HE institutions (Sporn 2006: 143), having direct ramifications for institutional 

output. A focus on autonomy stands to reason because the concept incorporates not only the 

degree of self-determination granted to institutions, but also other highly salient aspects, which 

define the mode of governance, e.g. decision making structures, organizational principles, 

strategic tasks, institutional structure, and ultimately the value system of universities. 

According to Felt (2003:13), autonomy comprises universities’ ability to:  

- make independent decisions on the limits of institutional commitment 

- define strategic tasks and institutional aims 

- determine links to other fields of society (e.g. politics, economy) 

- set up a value system 

- decide on the criteria of access to institutions for both students and scientists  

- bear responsibility for decisions made and their effects 

 

                                                 
37 For an overview of university autonomy in Hungary, see Felt (2003); for a comprehensive study of university 
autonomy in western Europe, the Americas and Asia, see Anderson / Johnson (1998).  
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Of particular importance is thus the last item that greater autonomy granted to an academic 

institution will imply greater demands for accountability from the state and society. In other 

words, more autonomy is not necessarily equivalent to “less state”, as the state may allot 

greater autonomy, but subsequently call for greater accountability on behalf of the institution 

(see Johnson / Anderson 1998: 17).  

 

The concept is traditionally broken down into three components academic freedom, substantial 

and procedural autonomy (Berdahl 1990), which in turn define how social order in the 

academic sphere is attained, i.e. through centralized management, all-embracing control or 

through the differentiation of spheres of influence vested with self-regulatory powers. 

Academic freedom encompasses individual freedom in research and teaching vested at the level 

of the teaching staff, i.e. the “internationally recognised and unambiguous privilege of 

university teachers” (Ashby 1966: 293). Substantial autonomy comprises the overall 

possibilities for academic institutions to regulate programs without state intervention (see van 

Wageningen 2003). The concept addresses whether decision-making authority over goals, 

programs, the research profile and curriculum is delegated to the level of the universities and/or 

faculties. Do universities have the means to set their own content of curricula and standards for 

granting academic degrees? Substantial autonomy thus comprises the freedom to review and 

eliminate academic programs, control institutional and research activities. Procedural 

autonomy refers to general state-university arrangements, and more broadly the means and 

resources which universities have to put their goals and programs into practice. Thus, can 

university management lay down coordination strategies without the direct influence of 

national governments? Procedural autonomy also comprises personnel and financial matters 

and grasps the authority of institutions to set conditions for staff, e.g. appointments, salaries, 

and even work hours, while financial autonomy or ‘financial governance’ addresses the 

procurement, allocation and management of funds.  

 

This study conceives the allocation of autonomy as triangular. The degree of autonomy 

granted from the state is not only central to understanding university governance, rather the 

balance of forces operating in and around the academic system. The relative thrust of 

autonomy vested between the state, university management, and academic staff, defines modes 
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and patterns of university governance (Felt 2003: 14; see also Białecki 1998: 107-108). The 

necessity for a tripartite distinction of modes of governance shall be exemplified in the 

following.  

 

5.1.2 Ideal-type models 

Building on varying notions of autonomy and drawing on Clark (1983) and Olsen (2005), a 

distinction is made between three ideal-type models, which enable us to pinpoint comparative 

indicators which form the paradigms towards which post-communist HE systems may (re-) 

converge. It shall be noted here that none of these models exists in pure form. Nevertheless, 

they provide a broad, structured framework to track shifts in the balance of power between 

market, academic and state forces with regard to multiple aspects of university governance.  

 

(1) The state-authority model 

Referring to Clark’s classification (1983), this model conceives universities as state-operated 

institutions. The state directly attempts to coordinate all or most aspects of HE, such as 

admission requirements, curricula, exams, nomination of academic personnel, etc. Universities 

are subject to the formal administrative control of the state and granted relatively little 

autonomy. The state plays the role of a “guardian” (see Neave 1996; 2004) and actively 

influences internal matters, most notably quality assurance, efficiency and university-business 

relations (see also Neave / van Vught 1991: xi-xxii). This notion has profoundly shaped higher 

education in France, Spain, Portugal, Sweden and not least, the Soviet Union and its satellites, 

albeit within the bounds of the Marxist-Leninist doctrine (see Section 2.3.1.2).   

 

According to Olsen (2005), for example, the constitutive logic of the HE system is the 

implementation of pre-determined objectives. Universities are understood as rational 

instruments employed to meet state-defined objectives or national priorities. Research and 

education are core national production factors contributing to industrial and technological 

competitiveness. As a consequence, ties between universities and industry and commerce 

should be mediated or filtered though national government (see Neave 2003: 145), while 

external stakeholders provide for additional control over academic activities. 
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Study content is generally state-designed, while finances are allocated by the state in itemized 

fashion. The strong leverage of the state/ministry is reflected in the high degree of hierarchy 

and the fact that administrative staff is appointed, not elected. Uniform legislation in 

combination with nationally standardized procedures – e.g. conditions of access and 

employment, pay scales – bonds universities to the central government. Although not entirely 

buffered from external forces, HE systems tend to change as a result of changing government 

coalitions.  

 

The state-authority model enjoys relative popularity in developing and transitional societies. 

Centralized governance is viewed as instrumental to regimes involved in national-building 

efforts (see Clark: 1983: 153). There, HE not only can serve the formation of national culture 

and consensus, but also to promote industrial and agricultural restructuring. In short, higher 

education is regarded as a tool for the state to tackle practical problems associated with socio-

economic transition.  

 

(2) University as a self-governing community of scholars (the Humboldt model) 

Founded upon Humboldt’s principle of Lern- und Lehrfreiheit, this model has shaped HE in 

Germany and Austria and ultimately been exported to Italy and much of pre-communist central 

Europe (Scott 2002: 140-141; Nybom 2003). Its guiding organizational principle is described 

by some as ‘academic self-governance’ and more sceptical observers ‘academic oligarchy’, 

implying thus weak university management, strong self-regulation, and collegial control by the 

professoriate, in particular as regards study and research profiles (see de Boer / Goedegebuure 

2003: 215). In its ideal form, the model is based on a state-university partnership, governed by 

principles of corporatism and collective agreement. On the one hand, academic “oligarchy” is 

synonymous with the self-regulation and coordination of academic affairs by professors and 

scientists via academic senates at the institutional level in concert with external self-governing 

bodies such as the German or Austrian Hochschulrektorenkonferenz and Wissenschaftsrat 

(Clark 1983: 140). On the other hand, the state remains a potent actor thanks to diverse 

planning and financial laws that limit the scope of self-governance. Thus, the supreme degree 

of autonomy called for by Humboldt is now constricted by universities’ political affiliation 

with and financial dependency on the state, which creates a necessity for collective agreement. 



Analytical Framework, Variables, and Methodology  

 

95

However, this system of both protection and funding from the state enables universities to 

establish normative and constitutive principles and rules of their own without being subject to 

external design (Olsen 2005: 10). 

 

Compared with state-authority models, this understanding of HE is marked by the lack of 

institutional coordination between university strategies and industrial and/or political goals. In 

other words, there is a lack of anything resembling manpower plans, which would streamline 

socio-economic needs into academic activities and student placement. Instead, the purest and 

indeed utopian38 version of the Humboldt model is founded upon free scholarly enquiry and 

the inseparable link between research and teaching. Hence, the self-perception of the university 

is tantamount to the shared commitment to the search for truth through intellectual freedom - 

regardless of utility, applicability, economic benefit or political convenience of scientific 

results (Olsen 2005: 8).  

 

Of paramount importance to the academic self-rule model is the chair system, in which each 

professorial chair functions as a core organizational unit vested with a supreme degree of 

autonomy (see Schimank 2002: 8). Once appointed, the occupants of professorial chairs 

constitute bastions of authority at the micro-level, or as Clark put it “small monopolies in 

thousand parts” (1983: 140). When several chairs act in concert or as a “federation” of chairs 

(Sadlak 1995), they possess a formidable power to block initiatives of the government.39 On 

the one hand, the university still exists in the service of society and science as a whole. On the 

other hand, universities and their specialized sub-systems, the professorial chairs, are 

traditionally more in tune with the dynamics of their scientific disciplines than socio-economic 

pressures. Resulting from this, a system of decentralized collegial organization emerges at the 

faculty and chair level, in which appointments are made on a collegial basis and on the basis of 

scientific merit. Nevertheless, self-governance takes place within state-defined constraints, as 
                                                 
38 See Kiossev (2001: 4) for argument that German university has never achieved unity of teaching and research.  
39 In practical terms, rectors and deans generally cannot override a majority of chairs acting collectively – which 
is most frequently the case as most decisions are reached unanimously among chairs. The frequent informal “non-
aggression pacts” between chairs lead to a situation in which all chair holders can expect there to be no decisions 
which infringe upon their interests. Thus, individual professors are often averse to making uncooperative 
decisions, which would undermine majority positions, as this might lead to later punishment. Hence, there is a 
strong status-quo bias, which in the German case is frequently viewed as the reason for the lacking capacity for 
reform (see Schimank 2002: 8).   
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universities remain under the auspices of the state (or in the German case Länder) and 

professors hold the status of civil servants (Beamte in the German case). 

 

However, the strong emphasis on scientific demands and detachment from socio-economic 

needs is frequently described with catchwords such as the “Republic of Science” or “Ivory 

Towers” (Olsen 2005; Neave 2003a), which are further marked by the frequent lack of 

comprehensive performance-based criteria as regards, for example, the quality of teaching, the 

selection of students, and pay scales.  

 

(3) University as a market-oriented service enterprise  

Instead of Humboldt’s ideals of unfettered scholarly enquiry, academic self-governing models 

have frequently become synonymous with the deterioration of teaching,40 mass 

bureaucratization, and mistrust between the state, universities, and society. In equal measure, a 

broad array of scholars have negatively evaluated the steering capacity of an all-mighty state in 

higher education (see Phillip 2000; Cerych / Sabatier 1986; Tucker 2000). Market-oriented 

models contend that universities function more effectively when operating as economic 

enterprises within and for regional or global markets (see Marginson / Considine 2000), while 

entrepreneurial tactics are regarded as legitimate organizational principles (see Clark 1998). 

Jongbloed (2003a: 113), for instance, defines marketization policies as “policies that are aimed 

at strengthening student choice and liberalizing markets in order to increase quality and variety 

of services offered by the providers of higher education.” In this framework, universities 

compete for students and financial resources. University management sees itself in the role of a 

producer and entrepreneur, which offers academic services to students who assume the role of 

quasi-consumers. The state restricts itself to a minimum degree of regulation or promotes 

academic self-regulation and competition (Phillip 2000: 78). HE marketization may include 

privatization, although this is not invariably the case.  

 

                                                 
40 “Das Fehlen jeglicher ökonomischer Steuerungselemente hat dazu geführt, daß es überhaupt keine Anreize für 
gute Lehre gibt.” (General Secretary of the Spitzenverband für die Deutsche Wissenschaft, Manfred Erhard, in 
Handelsblatt 5 October 1996).  
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Market-based systems41 rest on the conjecture that governance measures encouraging “perfect 

competition” lessen the probability of over- or under- investments in HE as regards the social 

benefits produced or opportunity costs generated (Dill 1997: 168; 172). Accordingly, 

competition among buyers (students) and sellers (HE institutions) is assumed to assure greater 

discipline in institutional decisions regarding expenditures and the ‘education product’. In 

short, governance through competition is viewed to offer incentives to improve teaching, 

research, and other academic services to the benefit of broader society. Subsequently, the 

“entrepreneurial” university has come to dominate current discourse (Clark 1998; Felt 2003 

17-18), as it purportedly facilitates institutional adaptation and innovation. New Public 

Management ideas and techniques from private enterprises (e.g performance-based funding) 

enjoy a high status as governance mechanisms, while the forces of competition are intended to 

enable rapid adaptation to new constraints and opportunities (see Ferlie et al 1996). This is 

reflected, for example, by the alleged capacity to add and subtract fields of knowledge. Thus, 

unlike in Humboldt systems, information and knowledge are not an end in themselves in a 

market-oriented system. Nor are they a public good. HE is instead viewed as a commodity, 

investment and strategic resource for survival (see Olsen 2005: 10).  

 

At the same time, the market-oriented systems42 offer an array of policy instruments to enhance 

competition such as regulations on subsidies and instruments affecting pricing structure and 

enrolment (e.g. competitive admissions, price ceilings). The American system, in particular, is 

known for taxation incentives for families who invest in children’s education or for 

corporations who make donations to HE institutions. Hence, government involvement entails 

regulation and incentives for competition and quality, rather than directives, legislative 

decrees, or manpower-based planning (Olsen 2005: 10; Niklasson 1995). However, institutions 

remain financially dependent on external stakeholders such as private and business donors as 

                                                 
41 More specifically, these are quasi-market schemes. The notion of a pure market is more a theoretical 
construction than empirical reality, as perfect markets would imply sufficient information and a lack of external 
public coordination (see Dill 1997; Goedegebuure et al 1993).   
42 Market based models can be broken down into various sub-types. Niklasson (1996: 8), for example, refers to 
‘market systems by design’ and ‘market systems by interaction’. The former pertains to a system in which a 
government exerts tight regulation and sets parameters to ensure market-like behaviour, while the latter refers to a 
situation in which the government refrains from intervening in the “play” within the rules which it has set up. See 
Felt (2003: 17-18) for a distinction between entrepreneurial and managerial models. Such distinctions will come 
to bear in the subsequent empirical analysis (see Sections 6-9).  
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well as students, the ultimate beneficiaries of HE. As a result, research and teaching are “sold” 

for competitive prices on the market (Marginson / Considine 2000).  

 

Along the same lines, universities are likely to be more susceptible to special interests as they 

find themselves in a delicate position of dual accountability towards the state/public sector and 

market demands. In other words, public authorities penetrate vertically into HE systems to 

assert leverage over the structure and conduct of academic markets, while market forces 

horizontally “inject” consumer demands into the system (see t’Veld et al 1996: 32), leading to 

increased conflict potential. At the same time, “academic capitalism” is often viewed as a 

threat to academic freedom, as research endeavours tend to be geared towards the needs of 

industry and government. Thus there are greater opportunities for technology / engineering 

departments due to this perceived unequal treatment biased towards market needs (see de Boer 

/ Goedegebuure 2003: 213-214).  

 

5.1.3 Operationalization of university governance 

Following these distinctions, modern university systems can be broken down into empirically 

observable dimensions. The classification of patterns of governance and autonomy is aimed at 

integrating key insights and categorizations from previous HE studies, most notably Clark 

(1983), Niklasson (1995), McDaniel (1997), Neave (1994; 1998), and Jongbloed (2003) for 

financial governance. However, it must be first emphasized that all systems mix elements of 

hierarchical state control, market competition and academic self-rule (see Niklasson 1995). 

Therefore none of the ideal types outlined above is likely to be observed in its purest form, 

neither in the OECD countries nor elsewhere. Nevertheless, they bear significant tangible 

differences with respect to the degree and scope autonomy granted to institutions and the 

nature of governance.  

 

5.1.3.1 General higher education arrangements 

The classifications begin by addressing general HE arrangements, which essentially are based 

on the allocation of procedural autonomy (Behrdahl 1990), relations to the state and society as 

well as controlling functions. The classification draws on Clark’s logic (1983) that HE is a 
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“tug-of-war” between the state, market, and academic “oligarchy” (see also Niklasson 1995). 

Thus, it would be faulty to assume that the rejection of state control automatically implies the 

unconditional acceptance of the principles of market regulation. Patterns of mutual peer control 

can compensate for the lack of state authority over quality evaluation, for example. On the 

other hand, the predominance of market principles by no means implies the complete absence 

of the state, as quasi-governmental accreditation or evaluation bodies generally have a stronger 

hand in quality evaluation in teaching and research in market-based constellations (see Johnson 

/ Anderson 1998: 17; Neave 1998; 1999; Dill 1997). Hence, the state can be regarded as a 

stimulator of competition and quality in market-like systems (Dill 1997). 

Table 6: General higher education arrangements 

  State model Market model Academic self-
governance 

 Institutional structures of the university  

Core decision-making 
unit 

State University management Professorial chairs 

Organizational 
structure  

State agency Enterprise (Corporatist) State-university 
partnership 

Dominant 
management approach  

Bureaucratic Entrepreneurial Collegial, Federation of 
Chairs 

 
Patterns of control and quality evaluation 
Who controls/evaluates? Ministry  (state or quasi- 

governmental) 
Accreditation/evaluation 

bodies 

Self-evaluation by university, 
academic peers 

(within broad regulatory 
framework set by the state) 

What is controlled?  Academic processes Quality of academic 
“products” 

Quality of research output, 
publications 

When does evaluation 
take place? 

Ex ante 
 

Ex post 
 

Not systematized; university-
dependent 

Focus of quality 
evaluation 

National/state objectives Local, regional, global 
economic demands; 
efficiency, flexibility 

Meeting scientific/research 
objectives 

Relations to the state and society   
State control instruments Manpower planning 

System design 
Incentives for competition, 

quality improvements  
Financial 

 
Orientation and utility of 
teaching and research  

State defined Market demands Scientific advancement 
 

Function Control Marketing Advice Economic 
and employer 
stakeholders Appointed 

by 
State University management Academia 
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This is best reflected by the distinction between process control inherent to state-based models, 

which concentrates on shaping or regulating the curriculum, disciplinary profile, duration of 

studies, accession conditions, and expended resources, and product control in market-driven 

models which entails the development of a more sophisticated system of evaluation and quality 

surveillance (see Neave / van Vught 1991: 251-252). And while peer review rests on the notion 

that only academic peers are qualified to judge the quality of performance (de Boer / 

Goedegebuure 2003: 216), increased ‘product’ or quality controlling mechanisms imply greater 

engagement by (state or quasi-governmental) evaluation bodies with regard to teaching and 

research output as well as student satisfaction.   

When examining ties to business and industry, clearly different perceptions also become 

evident. In market-based models, business and commerce directly penetrate into higher 

education, frequently manifested by the existence of technology centers, knowledge networks 

with industry/commerce, and other multi-faceted forms of joint cooperation generally 

coordinated by university management. In Humboldt-oriented models, universities are 

relatively insulated from external pressures and business and commerce have only established 

themselves as stakeholders in the course of more recent reforms (see Herrschel 1999; Neave 

2003b; Trow 1990). If consulted at all, external stakeholders (employer, industrial 

representatives) are usually approached by individual academics for the sake of non-binding 

advice and small-scale joint cooperation initiatives.   

 

This pattern is also reflected in the overall orientation and utility of teaching and research. 

Although the provided distinction is admittedly highly generalized, in entrepreneurial models 

there is a stronger orientation towards market needs and professional interests of students – and 

away from the Humboldtian “ivory towers”43. At the same time, stronger market-demand-

driven study programs are actively promoted by international think-tanks (see OECD 1995: 

131 et seq; World Bank 2004: 41 et seq) and arguably within the Bologna Process as well. 

Thus, it is worthwhile to examine whether shifts are taking place in CEE in this regard.  

 

                                                 
43 i.e. in which universities are above all responsible for the cultivation of science and relatively detached from 
socio-economic pressures.  
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5.1.3.2 Higher education funding mechanisms  

According to Berdahl (1990), funding issues also fall under the banner of procedural autonomy 

and have broad ramifications for the overall functioning of institutions.  Funding is, first of all, 

a core component of planning and control cycle and directly impacts matters of quality and 

access. According to Jongbloed (2003), funding has an immediate impact on the quality of 

services offered while the number of student places impacts the opportunities available for 

prospective students. In the same vein, overall quality determines the ability of institutions to 

generate additional funding from non-governmental sources.   

 

The analysis by Jongbloed (2003) is a useful starting point. He makes distinctions between 

centralized (regulated) and decentralized (market) systems and between input and output 

orientation (2003: 123). Input-based systems take a state-centered approach and primarily base 

the extent of funding on norms with respect to indicators such as staff and student numbers. 

Output-based systems pursue a more incentive-oriented approach by adjusting funding 

according to institutional performance, accreditation, and rankings, etc. At the same time, 

marketization is synonymous with the fragmentation of the funding base, in which the 

government’s share of system funding is reduced and funding sources diversified (de Boer / 

Goedegebuure 2003: 212). Systems of academic self-rule generally are state funded, to a large 

extent input-based (e.g. student numbers), but grant universities broader discretion in the 

allocation of funds. In most cases, some funds are for specific purposes, and others are left to 

the discretion of institutions.44  

 

In state-managed systems the state maintains control over funds, and allocates itemized or 

earmarked funding at its discretion. In other words, in state-driven systems institutions have 

little freedom to use funds according to preferences. Funds are used for state-specified objects, 

while in decentralized systems institutions decide for themselves how to finance operations and 

generate desired outcomes (Jongbloed 2003: 122).  

 

                                                 
44 In the German case, this generally consists of input-based overhead funds allocated to professorial chairs 
combined with third-party funds allocated through research proposals by individual chairs or conglomerates of 
chairs.   
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However, Jongbloed’s highly instructive classification does not go as far as to draw 

distinctions with regard to the discretion of funds at the university level, i.e. university 

management and individual professorial chairs. In market models greater discretion over funds 

is vested at the university management level, which allocates funds on the basis of the 

productive output of individual departments. In academic self-control models the professoriate 

often enjoys greater control over allocated resources as well as third-party funds and grants 

allocated directly to individual chairs. As a result, entrepreneurial models are frequently 

resisted by academic staff, as financial autonomy is often shifted towards university 

management (Schimank 2002: 8). 

 

To address change in funding, we thus essentially must ask: who pays, how are funds made 

available (state, tuition, grants, third-party funds), how are funds allocated (itemized / lump 

sum), and who has discretion? And subsequently, to what extent and by what means do 

universities engage in strategic investment in technology and knowledge transfer to expand 

their funding base? 

Table 7: Higher education funding mechanisms 

 State model Market model Academic self-
governance 

Main funding base State budget 
(university budget integral part 

of state budget) 

Diversified 
(tuition/donations/research 
grants/private entities/state)  

State budget  
(with own university 

 budget) 
 

State funding 
approach  

Itemized 
(low budgetary discretion for 

universities) 

Lump sum 
(high budgetary discretion for 

university management) 

Mixed-type 
(high budgetary discretion for 

university) 

Allocation within 
university 

Input-based 
(objectives defined by the 

state) 

Output-based 
(objectives defined by 

university) 

Input-based 
 (objectives defined by the state 

and universities) 

Strategic investments State defined  Multi-faceted  
(undertaken by university 

management, faculties, via spin-
off companies, technology 

centers)  

Occasional, chair-based 
(occasionally undertaken by 

chairs and departments) 

 
Hence, market-based governance would entail a shift in financial autonomy towards the 

managerial level and an increase in output-based criteria. What is also common to both market-

based and to some extent Humboldtian-oriented systems is lump-sum funding. Contrary to 

itemized or earmarked state funding, this increases the budgetary discretion of universities, and 
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in particular the management level in market-oriented systems. Marketization also goes hand in 

hand with less reliance on state funding and thus the diversification of funding. Student tuition 

is only one potential source of funding. Market-based funding also entails the clustering of 

activities with private sector institutions by way of strategic investments, e.g. start-up firms, 

spin-offs based on knowledge transfer (see Sporn 2006: 142). In essence, market-based 

systems integrate entrepreneurial and investment culture into funding measures (see Gumport 

2000; Clark 1998). In Humboldt-based systems and state models, income and expenditures are 

much more the result of incremental annual calculations and state steering measures than 

entrepreneurial activities (see Herrschel 1999; Burnham 1999: 75).45  

 

5.1.3.3 Personnel autonomy 

Personnel autonomy or appointment autonomy grasps the delegation of authority between the 

state and institutions as well as the overall status of rectors, university leadership and academic 

staff and their means and capacity to participate in strategic decision-making processes. In the 

communist phase, state control clearly defined bureaucratic and academic norms, as all 

academic and administrative positions were based on state appointment. This falls in line with 

the original French model in which flexibility in resource management is substantially limited 

by state controls over recruitment, rules, rewards and sanctions (see Burnham 1999: 75). 

Humboldt-oriented models take a more collegial approach, which strongly involves academic 

staff in management and the recruitment of high and lower-level personnel (see Herrschel 

1999: 108), for whom tenure privileges are frequent. This is reflected in the position of the 

rector, who is appointed by the academic electorate, to whom he or she owes his/her loyalty. 

Hence, his/her selection is not based on management skills (World Bank 2005: 7). Market-

oriented approaches see for greater participation of administrative staff in the selection of 

academic and high-level personnel, but also greater autonomy on behalf of university 

management to dismiss academics for reasons of unproductiveness. The strong position of the 

management level can also be bolstered by performance-based remuneration of academic staff 

(see segment on financial governance). The greater leverage of central management in market-
                                                 
45 Differences exist, to a certain degree, between universities and Fachhochschulen (polytechnics), with 
approximately 60 percent of university professors receiving additional external funding for research activities, 
compared to 33 percent of professors at polytechnics (Enders / Teichler 1995). Private-sector funding is more 
prevalent in polytechnics. 
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based systems goes hand and hand with fewer tenure options.46 Targeted recruitment and 

professional hiring by university management are additional indicators of marketization.     

Table 8: Personnel autonomy 

Personnel autonomy State model Market model Academic self-
governance 

Recruitment of high-level academic 
staff  

Appointed by state Elected by 
faculty/university 

management 

Elected by professoriate

Recruitment of high-ranking 
administrative staff 

Appointed by state Elected by university 
management  

Elected by professoriate

University autonomy to  
dismiss high-ranking academics  

No – State 
competence; frequent 

tenure  
(dismissal for 

ideological non-
compliance in 

undemocratic states) 

Yes  
(for lack of productivity;  
limited tenure privileges)

No – frequent tenure 
(dismissal only for severe 

misconduct) 
 

Professional background of rectors / 
deans 

Public administration Management Scholar/Chairholder 

Participation of academic staff in 
administrative management 

Limited Moderate High 

 

5.1.3.4 Substantial autonomy  

Substantial autonomy essentially comprises what should be taught and researched as well as 

the size, core specializations, and accession conditions of the institution (see Berdahl 1990). 

Applied to modern terms, the central question is whether teaching and research should focus on 

what the academic faculty or state deems most important or what students wish to learn and 

what the market demands. Thus, the conceptualization of substantial autonomy also moves 

beyond more elementary classifications, e.g. full state administration vs. market linkages, and 

reflects the tripartite forces tugging over HE. The extent to which institutions are autonomous 

with regard to substantial issues (e.g. orientation of research, teaching) is also directly linked to 

the general HE arrangements addressed above as well as issues of quality control. Changes in 

substance, i.e. setting up new departments/units and areas of knowledge lead to changes in the 

size and shape of the institution, which are in turn directly reflected in the institutional 

framework. Here distinct differences can be identified with regard to the academic self-

governance option prevalent in Germany and areas historically influenced by it. According to 

                                                 
46 For example, in the US in 2001 only one-fourth of newly hired faculty members had the opportunity for tenure 
(see Keller 2006: 230 for the US; Dill 1997 for Great Britain). 
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Trow (1990), aside from the freedom to teach and to learn, the (European) university rarely has 

much authority to manage its own size and shape, its entry or exit requirements, or its broader 

character and functions (see also McDaniel 1997: 82). In other words, in academic self-

governance models, the state functions as a “gatekeeper” (Herrschel 1999: 999) that sets the 

institutional framework conditions (size, institution requirements), often by means of 

negotiations with university management. Decisions over academic matters are, on the other 

hand, entirely left up to the professoriate with little intervention by university management or 

by the state, except for a very broad state framework in some cases. Market-based university 

institutions determine admission requirements, core academic specializations and institutional 

parameters without state intervention, while conducting cost-benefit analyses in devising 

strategic plans (Jongbloed 2003: 114).  

Table 9: Substantial autonomy   

  State Model Market Model Academic self-
governance 

Setting academic profiles / 
curriculum design 

State / Academia University 
management/Academia 

 

Academia 

Setting strategic goals State University management Academia 

Determining the research 
profile   

State / Academia University 
management/Academia 

Academia 

Setting accession 
conditions, size of 
institution, and core 
specializations  

State University management State / University 
(negotiated) 

 
 
Market models, for example, delegate greater autonomy over substance and content away from 

the “academic oligarchy” to university management, which frequently seeks to reduce the gap 

between research and teaching and regional economic demands (de Boer / Goedebeguure 

2003:215).47 Humboldt-inspired arrangements, on the other hand, thrive on heavy faculty 

control and academic freedom, placing greater decision-making weight on senior academic 

staff, e.g. in boards. Collegial self-governance models are seen as granting academics the 
                                                 
47 Market-based academic cultures (e.g. the United States) are often marked by the co-existence of public colleges 
and university with private institutions. In public institutions, the state assumes a greater role in the development 
of higher education policy. Personnel policy and funding are generally set down by the state executive and 
authorized by the legislature. Nevertheless, institutions maintain a considerable degree of substantial, procedural 
and financial autonomy with regard to the allocation of funds (see Horton 1999: 269).  
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highest degree of substantial autonomy, unrestricted by socio-economic pressures (see 

Schimank 2005: 7).48 On the other hand, entrepreneurial market models, which shift some 

substantial autonomy to the managerial level, are generally not welcomed by academics, as 

they tend to chip away at collegial decision-making structures and in some cases academic 

freedom (see de Boer / Goedegebuure 2003: 213; Felt 2003: 18). In the same vein, Olsen 

(2005: 13) cites the overemphasis on individual and disciplinary freedom as a potential 

hindrance to good performance and timely decision-making. 

 

5.2 Independent variables     

Drawing on the theoretical framework above, the independent variables consist of factors 

which potentially ‘push’ or ‘pull’ HE systems towards a certain policy model and thus account 

for the degree of convergence or divergence. A distinction is made between exogenous and 

endogenous reform factors. Exogenous factors comprise developments in the transnational 

institutional environment. Endogenous factors are country-specific and thus vary in different 

national contexts. More specifically, exogenous factors comprise external changes such as 

economic globalization, the rise of knowledge-based economies, 3) developments in 

information and communication technologies, 4) the emergence of the European higher 

education and research area (File / Goedegebuure 2003: 239).   

 

5.2.1 Institutional interlinkages   

The conceptual framework for addressing the influence of the exogenous variable is 

institutional theory, and more specifically institutional isomorphism. Here, I argue that 

communication facilitated through transnational communication at different institutional levels 

can foster policy adoption and convergence without binding rules. Transnational 

communication entails not merely increased interactions per se, rather also an array of sub-

mechanisms emanating from the exchange of information between countries. For example, 

communication and networking provide a framework for lesson-drawing, meaning that 

countries seek to learn from successful problem-solving activities in other countries (see 

                                                 
48 Academic freedom even holds constitutional status in Germany.   
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Section 3.1.2). Epistemic communities also trigger joint-problem solving, which in turn 

variably impacts national policy outcomes.  

 

5.2.1.1 Pre-Bologna institutional interlinkages  

With regard to the concrete nature of the underlying policy networks, two types of institutional 

interlinkages are examined. Firstly, I identify professional academic networks which existed in 

the pre-Bologna phrase (T2, T3), in which the selected countries were networked to different 

degrees with different actors at different institutional levels. The openness or isolation of a 

country during the totalitarian phase (T2) is assumed to have ramifications for the post-

totalitarian phase (T3) with regard to the willingness of academic staff to come into contact 

with international networks and the speed and intensity at which such interlinkages impact 

national policies. With regard to T3, I will look at transnational interlinkages at three levels: 

the ministerial level, the university management level and the professorial level. As a result of 

the post-totalitarian reform course, the World Bank, OECD, UNESCO, and the EU via the 

TEMPUS program (see Rovná 2002) became actively involved at different degrees in our 

countries of study. And as Vaira (2004) argues, these institutions have been politically and 

socially highly legitimated supra-national agencies in constructing and structuring global 

organizational fields for national HE policies and institutions (see also Martens et al 2007). To 

accommodate this exogenous dimension, I will analyze the extent to which these institutions 

have been conveyors of external policy models to the countries with which they were 

respectively linked. As laid down in Hypothesis 1 (see Section 4.1.5), the transnational 

dimension is expected to have a differential impact in T3 due to the varying depth, scope and 

level of international linkages in which the CEECs were involved.  

 

5.2.1.2 Bologna-based institutional interlinkages 

Secondly, I address the transnational environment of pressure and change which has emerged 

or been reinforced within the framework of the Bologna Process (T4). Although not 

necessarily constant for all countries, the Bologna Process is synonymous with a greater degree 

of homogenization of discourse and a common EU platform. Following Holzinger / Knill 

(2005), the Bologna Process as a system of bundled networks and sub-organizations can 
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accelerate and facilitate the transfer and emulation of predominant policy models. With regard 

to CEE higher education, it is likely to increase and to a considerable extent homogenize the 

synergies between western and eastern Europe, enabling the potential infiltration of western 

European trends and successful policy models into CEE. Hence, the Bologna environment as a 

springboard for policy promotion can be conceived as a factor facilitating the convergence of 

European HE systems towards a common model (see Section 4.1.5).  

 

5.2.2 Historical legacies and path dependencies  

Drawing on historical institutionalism (see Section 4.3.1), endogenous variables have been 

identified to address domestic institutions and their role in facilitating or hindering HE policy 

convergence. Within this framework, I examine the impact of pre-communist legacies and 

communist path dependencies on the direction of policy drift in the changed domestic and 

external context. Sadlak (1995: 46) distinguishes in this regard between countries which 

followed the Humboldtian ideal of freedom of the search of knowledge through teaching and 

research (Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia) and professorial/collegial control and those that 

leaned towards the French or Napoleonic concept of state control and coordination (Romania, 

pre-revolutionary Russia) (see Sections 2.3, 5.1.3). Bulgaria can be considered a historically 

mixed-type. After an initial phase of strong control during the early phase of Bulgarian 

statehood, the University of Sofia converged to a moderate extent on the Humboldian model. 

However, it opted for a system of rotating professorial chairs and rectors, while strengthening 

its central management level to fend off state intervention. Hence, in this regard, Bulgaria 

exhibited certain elements reminiscent of contemporary market-oriented systems (Gocheva 

2002: 7; see Section 8).  

 

Pre-communist legacies refer to the different types of HE coordination arrangements that 

existed before the communist era (T1). A widespread, yet perhaps flawed reasoning exists 

among observers that once freed from Marxist ideology and tight state control, CEE 

universities will immediately cling to a western model or trends (i.e. entrepreneurial, market-

oriented universities) (Neave 2003a: 25). Contrary to this, I postulate that pre-communist 

legacies may provide the basis for reform in the immediate aftermath and strong templates for 

contemporary reform, regardless of the international dimension. In other words, instead of 
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‘flattering’ the West, policy-makers may draw on pre-war arrangements to reinvigorate HE as 

it was before Soviet expansion (Drang nach der Vergangenheit). After all, academic freedom 

and autonomy were by no means the exclusive possession of western states, rather were alive 

and well in CEE in and before the interwar period (see Sections 6-9; Scott 2000; 2002).  

 
Communist path dependencies comprise the patterns and degree of formal and informal 

autonomy granted to HE systems under the communist regime (T2). Communism deeply 

impacted the institutional fabric of all societal sub-systems and hence their system of norms, 

values as well as formal and informal rules (de Boer / Goedegebuure 2003). Despite their 

oppressive nature, communist path dependencies may continue to profoundly impact how the 

academic sphere is regulated, structured, and controlled. As a result, differences in patterns of 

communist control and structural parameters may have ramifications for events in the past two 

decades. At the same time, the tradition of heavy state control and centralization may not 

necessarily prove to be an impediment to policy change and reform, but also a facilitating 

factor.  

 
Altogether, the reform pathways are expected to be the result of the interplay between 

exogenous and national factors. These factors may then in turn both reinforce or weaken each 

other, ultimately shaping the course of post-communist policy development and facilitating or 

impeding (delta) convergence towards a common governance paradigm.  

 

5.3 Methodology and case selection 

Not only the research design, but also the choice of methods is aimed at overcoming the 

weaknesses of existing studies. Based on the potentials and constraints of the undertaken 

research endeavour, the method of comparative case study rooted in policy analysis lends itself 

as the most expedient approach to tackle the presented research questions. Case studies bear 

various advantages over statistical methods and formal models. Most importantly, case studies 

allow for the up-close, in-depth examination of empirical realities and the hypothesized causal 

mechanisms. Furthermore, case studies offer a greater degree of openness and flexibility than 

rigid statistical analysis when it comes to addressing causal complexity, while providing space 

for sharp description (see Bennett / George 2005: 19). At the same time, case studies have a 
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strong capacity for generating new hypotheses and incorporating empirical realities often 

overlooked by statistical analyses. However, case studies are also prone to various pitfalls. One 

serious problem can be selection bias. This can occur when cases are self-selected or when 

researchers deliberately choose cases that share a particular outcome based on the dependent 

variable (Bennett / George 2005: 23). Furthermore, the selection also may be influenced by the 

researcher’s previous knowledge of the cases at hand. In the following, I seek to benefit from 

the strengths of case study, while overcoming its weaknesses by pursuing a purposeful case 

selection based on logic of the comparative method.   

 

The comparative method,49 described by Lijphart (1971: 683) as a means of establishing 

empirical relationships between variables, offers social scientists several advantages. Firstly, 

comparative studies provide a solid framework for testing hypotheses and fostering the 

inductive discovery of new hypotheses. This, in turn, can contribute to theory building. 

Although comparison can visibly sharpen our powers of description, comparative methods do 

not bear equal explanatory power to experimental methods (Goedegebuure / van Vught 1996: 

381). However, they do enable us to overcome some of the shortcomings of other research 

approaches such as single case studies or statistical studies (see Lijphart 1971; Ragin 1987). 

Firstly, comparative studies compel us to present and assess the validity of several competing 

explanations. The application of competing explanations to various empirical events then 

enables us to address the broader applicability of such explanations (e.g. transnational 

institutional interlinkages and isomorphism) or even falsify less applicable explanations. 

Secondly, the comparative approach is better suited than statistics or experimental methods 

when systematic description is required to explain previously poorly understood social 

phenomena. As Knill / Bauer (2007: 198) argue, there is an “unjustifiable disdain in 

contemporary social science for the description of political events. While the primary aim of 

social sciences is to uncover causal inference, we should not forget that causal explanations 

have to be based on sufficient and adequate description”. Hence, the comparative and 

systematic description of various elements and facets of HE reforms – across several countries 

                                                 
49 For a detailed account of the comparative method, see also Ragin (1987), Collier (1991), Przeworski / Teune 
(1970). 
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and embedded in a theoretical framework – is the most fruitful approach for revealing the 

dynamics fostering or inhibiting policy change and assessing convergence.  

 

Comparativism is based to a large extent on John Stuart Mill’s canons of experimental inquiry, 

which he outlined in A System of Logic: Ratiocinative and Inductive (1843). Two approaches 

outlined by Mill lay down the framework for contemporary comparative analysis: the “method 

of agreement” and the “indirect method of difference” (Ragin 1987: 36). These two methods 

bear the similarity that they seek to refute alternative explanations by comparing the 

differences and similarities inherent to empirical cases. The “method of agreement”, on the one 

hand, strives to single out competing explanations by pinpointing the one and only causal 

factor that all observed cases under investigation have in common. The “indirect method of 

difference”, on the other hand, focussses primarily on cases that reveal neither the cause nor 

the effect. In doing so, it rejects competing explanations by means of paired comparisons 

(Ragin 1987: 36). Thus, this would put social scientists in the dilemma of trying to identify 

cases that – ideally – agree with regard to just one of the possible explanatory variables.  

 
As Scharpf asserts, the objective of social science inquiry is to draw lessons from cases under 

investigation and “produce law-like generalizations with empirical validity” (1997: 19). 

However, a major obstacle to doing so in line with Mill’s approach lies in the myriad of 

explanations, alternative explanations and cases for analysis. In other words, why should the 

pathway of higher education not be attributable to other factors (e.g. economic development, 

party politics)? This problem of multiple explanatory variables is compounded by the limited 

number of adequate cases for research, which Lijphart subsumes as the so-called “small N, 

many variables” problem (Lijphart 1971). In view of this difficulty and the sheer complexity of 

contemporary social phenomena, a well substantiated case selection is of crucial importance 

for comparative analyses (King et al 1994). A case “selection […] done in an intentional 

fashion, consistent with our research objectives and strategy can serve to alleviate some of the 

problems associated with the small N, many variables problem” (King et al 1994: 139). For 

example, Lijphart has provided several suggestions to social scientists wishing to overcome 

this dilemma, while deriving generalizable results to the greatest possible extent: (1) increase 

the number of cases; (2) limit the scope of the explanations by consolidating two or more 
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variables that express a similar underlying characteristic into a single variable; and most 

importantly for the present study (3) focus the analysis on “comparable” cases, i.e. those which 

are similar in a broad range of important features treated as constants, but differ with regard to 

the variables which one wishes to relate to one another (Lijphart 1971: 686). This in turn 

corresponds with Mill’s method of difference.  

 
The strategy proposed by Lijphart has come to be known as the “most similar design system” 

(see Przeworski / Teune 1970: 32) and hence aims to identify units of analysis demonstrating 

similarities across a broad array of variables, and differences with regard to the crucial 

variables under scrutiny. However, despite its efforts at singling out the significant explanatory 

variables while holding similarities between units of analysis constant, this method has also 

attracted criticism. Przeworski and Teune, for example, point to the limited applicability of the 

findings (1970: 37), which essentially only pertain to those cases which share the features 

common to the chosen “most similar” cases. Such research designs indeed do assume that the 

findings can be tested and also confirmed in other different cases. However, if they are not 

confirmed, “we are back where we started” (1970: 38). Przeworski and Teune also criticize the 

“overdetermination” (1970: 34) of the most similar cases approach, asserting that seldom can 

systems be so similar that they diverge in only one factor. After all, other features not included 

into the study may account for the observed outcome. If the impact of an explanatory variable 

cannot be ascertained in cases diverging in one or more factors held constant by the “most 

similar systems” design, there is likely to be an underlying causal relationship which is 

dependent on another undefined variable.  

 
In reaction to these weaknesses, Przeworski and Teune (1970) have elaborated on an opposing 

research design. Known as “most different systems design”, it aims to trace similar outcomes 

in a set of cases as diverse as possible. The underlying logic is that system-inherent 

explanations with regard to particular cases can be eliminated as explanatory factors if we 

observe similar processes of change across a diverse array of investigated cases. In other words 

“irrelevant systemic factors” are filtered out when a common outcome is observed in very 

different cases (Przeworski / Teune 1970: 35). Hence the features in which the cases differ 

cannot account for the similar outcome.  
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The present study seeks to purposefully combine the strengths of both approaches and, in 

doing so, also follows the logic of Collier. Collier (1991) stresses the advantages of a case 

selection, in which cases are approximately matched along a series of variables, whose 

influence is in turn controlled for. This enables us to hold these factors constant. Against this 

background one can then highlight the differences between the cases with regard to the central 

explanatory variables, while not neglecting any other potentially decisive factors. In a second 

step, I seek to identify countries which differ with regard to the independent variables under 

study (institutional interlinkages and historical path dependencies and legacies). In other 

words, I first follow Lijpharts’s approach and focus on comparable cases (CEE transformation 

countries, new EU members, former communist countries). Then I adopt Przeworski / Teune’s 

(1970) strategy for most different cases and thus pinpoint four countries which exhibit a large 

degree of variation with regard to the analyzed variables. This enables us to trace similar 

outcomes in a set of comparable cases bearing the greatest possible diversity in terms of the 

explanatory variables. Hence, the rationale is as follows: if a certain outcome is observed in 

very different cases, the factors in which the cases differ are not responsible for the observed 

outcome.  

 
Bearing this in mind, the present research strategy seeks to combine the two approaches and 

thus compile a sample of cases which are roughly matched in terms of their starting position 

and held constant (transformation states, new EU members, Bologna Process participants). The 

challenge is then to identify the most different cases with regard to the analyzed variables from 

this set of some 10 countries. It is these very criteria which the four selected countries – 

Poland, the Czech Republic, Romania and Bulgaria – meet.  

 

5.3.1 Case selection 

The analysis is conceived as an explorative theory-driven small-N-analysis of four CEE 

transition countries. These cases demonstrate a high degree of diversity with respect to their 

pre-communist and communist education models as well as their degree of transnational 

interlinkages before the onset of the Bologna Process. Limiting the number of countries 

enables us to generate a base of knowledge of greater depth and detail. It also facilitates 
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process tracing (see Section 5.3.3) and accommodates the need for thick description (Knill / 

Bauer 2007: 198) and intense ‘dialogue’ between theory and data.  

 

With a population of 39 million and 123 public universities, Poland can be regarded as the 

largest central European transformation state. In light of frequently shifting historical and 

political alignments, the Polish HE system has been subject to formidable German, Soviet, and 

most recently Anglo-American influences. Pre-war Polish universities were marked by a high 

degree of academic autonomy and resistance towards state influence and hence were in line 

with the Humboldtian model (see van Beek 1995). The aftermath of the Second World War, 

however, can be regarded as the end of relative scientific, ideological and institutional 

flexibility, as Soviet domination crushed hopes for realignment with the national historical HE 

model of academic autonomy (van Beek 1995: 259). The academic landscape was highly 

centralized and compartmentalized into universities, the Polish Academy of Sciences and a 

research and development sector, all of which were incorporated into the coercion-based 

planned economy. In the late 1950’s science and education were released from the confines of 

Stalinist orthodoxy, although HE continually remained a tool for the realization of the goals of 

the party (van Beek 1995: 260). Despite the subordination of HE to ideology, the Polish 

scientific community enjoyed relative freedom to travel overseas to work, attend conferences 

and workshops. Thus, unlike neighbouring countries, scientists and universities were to some 

extent incorporated into international professional networks through an array of bilateral 

agreements (van Beek 1995: 290; Hendrichová 1998: 76; 81).   

 

The system of HE in the Czech Republic (until 1992 Czechoslovakia) was also historically 

closely aligned with the Humboldt tradition. However, these two systems differ significantly 

with regard to their degree of institutional interlinkages in the communist phase and thus a core 

independent variable of the present study. The Czech system was exposed not only to rigid 

restrictions with contacts with western academics, but also to more rigid and formal control 

after its absorption into the Soviet model. As of 1948, Czechoslovak HE was artificially 

customized to state control and central planning and to a greater extent than Hungary and 

Poland, Czechoslovak HE was closed from the outside world (see Tucker 2000: 94; Rozenberg 

2002: 4; Provazník 1995; Hendrichová 1998: 76; 81). Foreign publications and academic 
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contacts with colleagues abroad were prohibited. There were altogether 23 HE institutions in 

the Czech Republic, all of which relatively uniform in terms of curricula and structure. Despite 

the ideological pressure and the extrapolation of the Soviet model, the Czechoslovak 

institutions of HE were among the most successful and productive within the Eastern Block 

due to the oversized quantitative growth of the research basis (Provazník et al 1995).  

 

The case of Romania differs from its central European counterparts in several important 

aspects, each of relevance for the examined independent variables. Firstly, Romanian HE in the 

pre-communist phase was historically aligned with the French model of state authority (Scott 

2002: 140-141). 50 This implied, even in the pre-socialist phase, the disproportionate role of the 

national government in coordinating most aspects of HE and its de facto integration into the 

state apparatus. During the communist phase, the remaining traces of academic self-

management and university autonomy were abolished. Unlike in Poland and Czechoslovakia, 

independent research activities came to a complete halt and attempts were made to transform 

universities into labour-force breeding units in conformance with communist norms 

(Mihailescu / Vlasceanu 76: 1994). Thus, the ultimate effect of communist rule was the 

pervasive ideologization of HE and the further entrenchment of the command system. For 

example, nearly all academics were required to be members of the communist party and 

discouraged from collaborating with other researchers abroad (Mihailescu / Vlasceanu 76: 

1994). However, Romanian academics were partially permitted to engage in technology 

transfer and international cooperation as a part of Ceauşescu’s efforts to procure western 

technology (Sadlak 1990). 

 

The Bulgarian case demonstrates the difficulties associated with finding the ‘perfect’ case 

selection with all three historical models (Humboldt, state-centered, market model) being 

represented in the pre-communist phase. Originally in line with the state-centered model, the 

course of development in pre-war Bulgaria was later marked by the academic community’s 

quest for autonomy. By the 1920’s academics were increasingly tapping into German, i.e. 

Humboldtian influences, which resulted in the incorporation of free scholarly inquiry into the 

                                                 
50 Some observers also identify traces of “Humboldtian” academic self-management in pre-communist Romanian 
education as well (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006).   
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university. In the pre-war phase Bulgaria also demonstrated various features typical of the 

Anglo-American prototype, for university management in particular. By the onset of World 

War II, faculties had great independence and their own procedures for granting degrees and 

appointing staff (Gorcheva 2002). Despite a high degree of academic self-management, the 

Bulgarian university did not cling to the Humboldtian notion of the university as an 

autonomous realm of the truth. According to Kiossev (2001), the Bulgarian university 

remained a patriotic organization without the philosophical horizons associated with the 

Humboldt tradition. In other words, the “Bulgarian university did not tread the path of the 

German one, which was an “institution delivered by an idea” (Kiossev 2001: 19). Hence, in 

view of its varied historical development, Bulgarian HE can be described as a mixed system 

which has drawn on or resembled all three three ideal-type models in various phases.  

 

Under Soviet control, however, the Bulgarian HE system became a hybrid of the Soviet model, 

albeit less politicized and centralized than the Romanian system. Unlike in Romania, for 

example, research and education were declared to be one the main priorities of Bulgarian 

society, albeit within the framework of state socialism. The result of this was a dramatic 

increase of student numbers and funding (Simeonova et al 1995: 1052-1053). Nevertheless, the 

university organism remained subdued to the central government administration, and 

restrictions were placed on academics’ capacity for networking.  

 

Thus the institutional models and forms of HE governance remained, even in the communist 

phase, largely contingent on the nature of the regime itself and fluctuated with political and 

social developments during the communist reign (Prague Spring, Polish uprisings in 1968 and 

1981). Nevertheless, historical data do allow us to draw conclusions on the predominant HE 

model in the examined countries in T1 and T2. Table 10 depicts how the logic of Lijphart 

(1971) and Przeworski / Teune (1970) has influenced the case selection. The analysis 

accordingly focuses on comparable cases, which are similar in a large range of important 

characteristics (new EU members, Bologna Process participants, transition countries), yet 

different with regard to the variables which we are analyzing in relation to one another.  
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Table 10: Selection of countries 

 Poland Czech 
Republic 

Bulgaria  Romania 

Pre-communist 
pathway 

Humboldt model Humboldt model Mixed type State authority 
 

 
Communist pathway  
 

 
Moderate state 

control 

 
Tight state 

control 

 
Tight state 

control 

 
Extreme 

state control 
Networking with (non-
communist) countries 
before 1989  
 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
No 

 
Yes, after 1965 

 

5.3.2 Focus on public universities  

The analysis also limits itself to public HE institutions in the chosen countries. The reasons for 

this are manifold. Firstly and foremost, long-lasting institutional and historical legacies are 

important variables in addressing the scope and direction of convergence in the post-

communist and/or Bologna phase. Due to tight state regulation and control, privately operating 

institutions did not exist in the pre-transformation phase. Secondly, public universities are the 

primary target of the state’s overall HE policy and find themselves in an ongoing negotiation 

process over funding, admissions and general legislative parameters. In other words, 

transformations in education are most frequently carried out by the state and realized through 

public university policies. Public universities also generally have a much larger operational 

apparatus, including more faculties, research specializations, and administrative bureaucracy. 

Finally, public institutions generally enjoy a higher level of prestige among students, 

academics and employers (see Vlk 2006: 154; Gorga 2004: 8), while private institutions often 

restrict themselves to one or two disciplines (e.g. business management), frequently employ 

staff from public universities seeking additional income, and admit students who otherwise did 

not pass entry examinations to public institutions. 

   

Indeed, the emergence of private institutions can be an indicator for HE marketization, but this 

is not invariably the case (see Duczmal 2006a: 64). The mere existence of private education-

providing institutions in itself does not create a competitive HE market (Geiger 1988). In 

certain countries, such as the Netherlands and Belgium, private (sectarian) institutions have 
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existed for years, but are funded much like public institutions and thus have few incentives to 

be innovative (Dill 1997: 176). Private HE may exist elsewhere, but does not necessarily 

operate according to market-oriented principles and is in some cases even subject to more 

restrictive regulations (e.g. in teaching and research) than public sector institutions. And of 

course, the reverse situation frequently emerges that state universities operate in line with 

market-based principles. Historically, this situation is perhaps best represented by American 

‘state universities’,51 which despite partial state funding and public status generally operate 

completely in line with the market-oriented principles outlined in Section 5.1.3.  

 

However, it would be unwise to completely neglect the privatization aspect in the comparative 

analysis of HE policy. Firstly, privatization may be a direct component of a government’s HE 

strategy. At the same time, the existence of successfully operating private institutions may 

increase the degree of problem pressure and uncertainty for public institutions. This may 

compel them to search for and implement more innovative steering mechanisms. These in turn 

may be isomorphically emulated from the private institutions themselves or from 

supranationally promoted or conveyed models and ideas. In other words, the existence of 

private institutions may inject more competition into national HE systems, and subsequently 

trigger synergy effects (see Levy 2006), leading to increased policy borrowing and mutual 

emulation from the domestic and international arena.  

 

5.3.3 Collection of data  

In order to fortify the linkages between theory and practice, I draw heavily on the technique of 

process tracing (see Bennett / George 2005; Checkel 2005). As defined by Bennett / George 

(2005: 206-207) the process tracing method aims to identify the “intervening causal process – 

the causal chain and causal mechanism – between an independent variable (or variables) and 

the outcome with regard to the depending variable”, in our case HE policy convergence. 

Hence, process tracing is ideally suited to identify causal mechanisms at action in a given 

situation (Bennett / George 2005: 23). This strategy of tracking events as they unfold has the 

                                                 
51 Newly founded private institutions supported by western governments and non-governmental organizations will 
not be considered because they do not allow for the assessment of university autonomy. Examples of this are the 
“American University in Bulgaria” and the “Central European University”.  
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advantage that researches are forced to examine and weigh alternative explanations along the 

way. Moreover, policy processes are traced in a theoretically informed way, enabling us to 

assess whether policy processes and their subsequent outcomes match up with previous 

theoretical assumptions – with particular regard to mechanisms of policy change/inertia 

(Checkel 2005: 5-6). With its strong focus on how things actually occurred and interactions 

which facilitated them, process tracing helps researchers overcome the tendency to interpret the 

data through the lens of preferred theories. Checkel also points to additional advantages 

stemming from the step-wise approach, in which various stages of policy development – in our 

case HE policy from T1 to T4 – are examined progressively. The researcher is compelled to 

reflect on the theoretically expected patterns and actual conclusions drawn from data and thus 

finds him/herself in a continual process of interpretation (Checkel 2005: 15). Thus there is a 

strong and continuous interplay between theory and what goes on in reality.  

 

The data to be gathered in order to explore and analyze the direction and degree of HE 

convergence is based on various sources. These include official governmental documents and 

other documentary material from public and private organisations as well as universities 

themselves. Secondary literature (books, volumes, articles, specific journals, internet 

publications, conference papers, and newspaper articles) will also be drawn on. These will also 

include publications in Czech, Polish, Bulgarian and Romanian, as it is assumed that material 

written in western languages does not fully comprise all important arguments and aspects of 

the discourse on HE reform. The document analysis will be supplemented by an ongoing 

correspondence with national centers for higher education research in CEE.52 

 

However, written material alone is not sufficient, in particular due to the lack of research on 

the ongoing changes in HE policy. Thus, expert interviews are employed to probe more deeply 

into the policy processes of the studied countries. Since most information is not available in 

systematic written form, expert interviews can offer the most comprehensive insights on the 
                                                 
52 Czech Republic: Centrum pro studium vysokého školství / Center for Higher Education Research, Poland, 
Centrum Badań Polityki Naukowej i Szkolnictwa Wyższego / Center for Research on Science Policy and Higher 
Education, Romania: UNESCO-CEPES – Centre européen pour l’enseignement supérieur / UNESCO-CEPES 
European Centre for Higher Education 
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state of change and reform (see Esser 1999; Martens / Brüggemann 2006). Most importantly, 

interviews are arguably the only data collection instrument that can provide a deeper 

understanding of our explanatory variables, the impact of transnational institutional 

interlinkages and historical legacies, as well as the convergence process. In other words, it is 

not only crucial to examine the concrete legislative reforms, but also to address the underlying 

philosophy of involved policy-makers, thus how policy is conceptualized and leads to 

outcomes. The in-depth knowledge generated through interviews will put us in a position to 

probe the validity of the hypotheses and systematize our understanding of policy 

developments.  

 

Interviews – despite the advantages they bear in obtaining specific expert knowledge – are a 

social situation in which individual perceptions and personal orientations pose an obstacle to 

collecting reliable and useful data. For this reason, I have opted to conduct interviews with the 

widest possible array of policy-makers. To guarantee the most comprehensive perspective on 

policy-making, HE actors have been consulted on the basis of their privileged access to 

knowledge, their participation in the policy-making process, and their ‘embeddedness’ in HE 

networks. The 35 interviewed experts can generally be categorized in five different groups, 

although a large part of the experts have held positions in two or more areas:  

 

1) High-ranking (current and former) members of government or ministerial 
departments directly responsible for and actively involved in the formulation 
of higher education policy;   

 
2) Members of national teams for promotion and/or coordination of the Bologna 

Process;  
 

3) Members of university staff and management, who are involved in the 
formulation and implementation of policy reforms (rectors, vice-rectors, 
heads of strategic departments); ideally, these included representatives from 
larger and smaller public institutions;  

 
4) Intermediate level representatives, including members of rectors’ 

conferences and higher education advisory boards / task forces;  
 
5) Other national consultants or policy experts, in particular researching 

academics with a social science background who can present a neutral 
perspective on the course of reforms.   
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Thus, the interviews were constructed so that at least two, and mostly three or more, opinions, 

were given. The conducted interviews can best be described as “flexibly standardized 

interviews” based on theory-guided questionnaires. Similar to what Schnell et al (2005) label 

as “semi-structured interviews”, this form of social science inquiry has the advantage that it 

guarantees a substantial level of comparability between the obtained results (see Schnell et al 

2005).  On the one hand, the interviews were standardized on the basis of prepared and pre-

worded questions on HE processes and outcomes as well as the relevant forces of change. On 

the other hand, instead of meticulously sticking to the pre-formulated questions and sequence, I 

opted for a more open and hence semi-standardized approach, which enabled me to change the 

sequence and insert additional questions to retrieve new, often unexpected insights. The 

interview questionnaire was divided into five blocks of questions and two to four blocks were 

discussed with each interview partner depending on his/her area of expertise, background, and 

time constraints (for the entire questionnaire, see Appendix). The question guidelines consisted 

of a strategically reflected mixture of “open” and “closed questions” (Schnell et al 2005: 330-

331), or in some cases closed questions were initially asked to identify broader policy 

developments. They were then followed by a prompt for the interviewee to explain the relevant 

forces of change. For example:   

How has the role of the national government/ ministry in setting higher education policy 
changed in the past ca. 15 years? (forces of change – since when?) 
 
State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

- Manpower planning 
- Systems design 
- Buffer from external 
interests 

-Facilitator of competition, 
market-like behaviour 

 -Financer; 
- facilitator of free  
scholarly inquiry 
 

 

Since yes-no questions often trigger a tendency for interviewees to answer in the affirmative 

(Schnell et al 2005: 339), several multiple-choice or “forced choice” questions were also 

employed, e.g.:   

The Bologna Process has: 
1) accelerated developments already in progress 
2) interrupted or ‘re-routed’ the path of development  
3) has had no impact on governance 
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A preference towards open questions was given with regard to the impact of historical legacies 

and institutional interlinkages. For example:    

 
To what extent has Bulgaria searched for policy solution to higher education problems 
abroad? Both before and after the Bologna Process?  
 
Hence, despite their standardized structure, all interview questions retain a degree of openness, 

in order to enable an expansion of the range of responses and accommodate the framework of 

reference and perspectives of the respective interviewees. Such an approach thus allows for 

both comparable data as well as more detailed insights into each interviewee’s experiences.  

 
The collection of data is marked by the parallel use of different qualitative data collection 

instruments, so that various solutions can be drawn up for the comparison of results. This 

approach coincides with the notion of triangulation (Schnell et al 2001), which is based on the 

combination of forms of analysis and the parallel use of different qualitative empirical data 

gathering mechanisms. The objective is not to reach total congruency of the data, rather to 

compare the results stemming from the different perspectives with each other. This enables us 

to compensate for the weaknesses of the respective analytical strategies by exposing a theory to 

a maximum number of empirical tests (secondary literature, numerous interviews from 

different perspectives, legislative outcomes) in order to reduce the inaccuracies and 

shortcomings of the individual data gathering procedures. For example, secondary analyses, 

document analyses and interviews can be constructively combined with one another to 

minimize both the subjectivity of interviews as well as biases resulting from the standpoint of 

secondary texts (Martens / Brüggemann 2006: 3). Combining methods thus enables the 

researcher to gain a more balanced and well-grounded understanding of events.  

 

5.3.4 Presentation of results  

The upcoming four empirical sections systematically address developments in CEE higher 

education between 1990 and present. The first report begins with the Czech Republic and 

draws on a series of interviews conducted with diverse high-ranking Czech policy-makers and 

HE experts as well as various legislative and policy documents. In view of the established 

research framework, several aspects will be paramount. Firstly, shifts in governance and 
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coordination patterns shall be traced on the basis of the three models of governance drawn up 

in Section 5.1.2. Although the empirical analyses shall primarily remain within the bounds of 

the proposed research structure and focus on the outlined indicators of policy change, it will 

not neglect other variables and context-related factors affecting the direction of Czech, Polish, 

Bulgarian and Romanian HE.  

 

Substantial attention is dedicated to the impact of isomorphic processes against the background 

of embedded practices. In other words, has transnational communication contributed to the 

transfer of foreign models and practices to HE policy? And if so, in what timeframe, through 

what channels, at what level, and with what impact? I simultaneously examine the impact of 

historical legacies from the pre-communist phase (T1) and path dependencies from the 

communist phase (T2). 
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6. Higher Education Reform in the Czech Republic   

The present section on the Czech Republic offers clear evidence of the impact of historical 

legacies from decades ago on current policy-making. The course of events over the past 15-20 

years has been characterized by the “long shadow of Humboldt”, which to a large extent has 

outflanked external isomorphic forces as well as domestic pressures for reform – at least with 

regard to governance. Despite active networking, committed cooperation and rapid market 

liberalization, the academic community has succeeded in asserting its interests vis-à-vis the 

state and maintaining many fundamental components of the academic self-rule model. 

Nevertheless, transnational communication has exerted a strong impact in the Czech Republic 

with regard to expanding tertiary education, leading to the creation of a new sector of 

vocational institutions. The Bologna platform, in particular, has also generated a greater sense 

of problem pressure among academic policy-makers, leading to the slow introduction of more 

managerial and market-oriented approaches to governance. The following segment highlights 

the course of events over four time periods viewed from the prism of institutional interlinkages, 

historical path dependencies and legacies.  

 

6.1 The pre-communist phase – T1  

Of the four countries examined, Czech higher education has the longest history. The Charles 

University of Prague was founded in 1348 by the Czech King and Roman Emperor Charles IV 

(see www.cuni.cz). Even the University of Olomouc in Moravia was founded already in 1573, 

only to be closed in 1860 before its reopening in 1946. The closing of the University of 

Olomouc triggered demands for a second larger Czech institution in Moravia to compete with 

the Charles University of Prague. This resulted in the establishment of the Masaryk University 

in Brno in 1919, which coincided with the creation of an independent Czechoslovak state. 

Even technical education dates back to the 18th century with the founding of an engineering 

institute in Prague (1707) and the establishment of the Czech-German Technical Institute in 

Brno in 1857.  

 



Empirical Findings: The Czech Republic  

 

125

Despite increasing Czech influence after the mid-19th century, the Charles University of Prague 

remained an entirely German university until the middle of the 19th century,53 with structures 

and traditions largely of German, i.e. Humboldtian, inspiration (Scott 2000: 340). These 

included, above all, the entrenched rights of professors and students to freedom of teaching and 

scholarship as well as an inseparable link between teaching and research. Core features of the 

pre-war system at the institutional level were a high degree of university autonomy, a weak 

central (management) level as well as the so-called “federation of professorial chairs” (see 

Sadlak 1995: 46) with formidable blocking power. Thus, although clearly in a different 

timeframe and context, we find a clear correspondence between Czech universities and our 

ideal type of the university as a “self-governing community of scholars”. This was reinforced 

by the elitist character of Czech HE in T1, but also continued efforts to increase university 

autonomy and thereby make HE relatively impermeable to influences from the social sphere 

(Kotásek 1996: 44). 

 

6.2 The communist phase – T2  

The phase after the communist takeover of Czechoslovakia was essentially synonymous with 

the ‘de-Humboltization’ of Czech(-oslovak) universities. Thus, the sequence of events in the 

Czech Republic followed the same storyline as neighbouring countries under Soviet influence. 

This entailed the complete abolition of university autonomy, a rapid shift towards the state 

control model, and rigid ideology-based policy. All decisions concerning HE were made 

unilaterally by the state, mediated through national ministries and implemented by means of 

rigid top-down hierarchy (Hendrichová / Šebková 1995: 105). At the same time, institutions 

became fully dependent on state funding, while central manpower plans provided the basis for 

student enrolment and graduate employment. As the ‘designer’ of Marxist-Leninist education, 

the state gained control over content and academic appointments, while strictly suppressing 

academic freedom and using universities as a vehicle for indoctrination of monistic ideology.    

 

Thus, with regard to dimensions of governance, we find the Czech(-oslovak) system clearly 

lodged in the state control model between ca. 1950 and 1989, which is manifested by state 

                                                 
53 The Charles University was divided into a Czech and German section in 1882 (Kotásek 1996: 41).   
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control over institutional structures, procedural autonomy, substantial autonomy, funding, and 

personnel autonomy (see Kotásek 1996). At the same time, research activities were to a great 

extent removed from universities and transferred to science academies, while universities were 

chiefly teaching institutions. As a result, HE contacts with the sphere of research and 

development remained vague. One specific aspect of the Czech(-oslovak) system – in contrast 

to the Polish system – was the stringent and forcefully limited restrictions on contacts, 

scientists, academics and professionals in the more developed countries (Hendrichová / 

Šebková 1995: 106). However and despite the overall suppression of free scholarly 

endeavours, the form and scope of the totalitarian project did indeed change within the course 

of one-party control. Faced with rapid growth in the education sector, the communist 

authorities passed a new Higher Education Law in 1966. Besides loosening the system 

constraints in favour of somewhat more academic freedom and better communication 

structures, the law also partially enabled the re-integration of research into universities 

(Kotásek 1996: 67-68).  

 

The overall climate of the Prague Spring of 1968 was to a large extent the result of the activism 

of highly politicized student bodies and intelligentsia, who were instrumental in promoting 

measures aimed at democratization and freedom, i.e. democratic socialism. The reform-

oriented activists even were able to seize key staffing positions at universities, e.g. chairs for 

Leninism-Marxism (Kotásek 1996: 74). At the same time, various university lecturers 

previously barred from researching and teaching were rehabilitated. However, the invasion of 

the Warsaw Pact Armies in August 1968 soon led to the re-establishment of totalitarian 

control. After reform-oriented academics had ‘infiltrated’ management structures and teaching 

staff, personnel autonomy was completely returned to the responsible Minister. This resulted 

not only in the rigid bureaucratization of the HE system, but also the largest wave of 

emigration from Czechoslovakia since World War II, consisting to a large extent of highly 

qualified academics (Kotásek 1996: 78). Unlike the slight loosening of control in Poland, the 

state pursued even stricter centralization and unification of HE in the ensuing two decades. The 

regime infiltrated universities with totalitarian ideology, frequently requiring staff to participate 

in party activities. And once again in contrast to Poland, plans for a mild decentralization – 

entailing the partial return of decision-making authority to university management – were 
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never fully implemented in the 1980s, leading to a situation of stagnation and over-

bureaucratization. The next section shall outline how the Czech system transformed from an 

internationally isolated supporting pillar of the totalitarian regime into a driving force for the 

erosion of Marxism-Leninism and democratization of society.  

 

6.3 Establishment of a new system of governance and 

legislation –T3 

From the beginning of the transformation phase, utmost importance was attached to  higher 

education and the transformation to democracy triggered unprecedented changes of 

quantitative and qualitative nature in Czech HE (Vlk 2006: 151). Once the façade of 

totalitarian control was lifted, the higher education community was suddenly free to embark on 

a new process of institution-building, putting the Czech Republic on a pathway of change with 

a still uncertain outcome. In order to understand the newly created policy-making arena, it is 

crucial to examine changes at three levels of governance: the ministerial/governmental level, 

the university level, and an in-between level, which includes intermediary bodies and external 

stakeholders.  

 

The course of events in the Czech Republic was by no means incremental, rather swift and 

dramatic. Practically overnight, ‘democratic’ governance and management structures were 

introduced to HE, as the academic community rapidly mobilized and consolidated to protect, 

isolate and distance itself from the state. The thrust of control shifted from the Education 

Ministry54 to the academic community. This drive towards mass deregulation was indeed 

facilitated by a newly found spirit of freedom and confidence (Interview St’astná 26 September 

2006) in the Czech HE community. There existed a broad consensus that the communist 

method of state management had been a failure and that a complete systemic overhaul was the 

most adequate remedy (Interview Vlk 9 September 2006; see also Provazník et al 1995: 726). 

Instead of initially seeking a more pragmatic relationship with the state, policy-makers, i.e. 

academics themselves, placed faith in the self-healing capacity of HE institutions for re-

organization and reform. This view was supported by the right-wing government and 
                                                 
54 Known as the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports (Ministerstvo školství, mládeže a tělovýchovy) since 
1969.   
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parliamentary majority, who posed no obstacle to the total state withdrawal from HE and fully-

fledged autonomy.  

 

Subsequently, policy-makers sought to reinstate the idea of the liberal Humboldtian university, 

bolstered by internal democratic structures and external buffer organizations. Clearly, the 

efforts to establish “free” universities, much like free parliaments and courts (Scott 1993), were 

not only aimed at eradicating formal hierarchies, but also inherently linked to efforts to 

enhance democracy in society at large (see Habermas 1967). This allowed for the wide-spread 

participation of students in the transformation process and enabled students as “revolutionary 

actors” to capture a strong role in the representative bodies created in the aftermath (Pabian 

2006: 7; Interview Kohoutek 26 September 2006). 

 

In terms of power relations, decision-making authority was entirely given back to the 

universities. The pre-war chair system was also re-established, while research and free 

scholarly inquiry were reincorporated into the university profile and the notion of universities 

as purely teaching institutions abandoned (Interview Šebková 9 September 2006). This quickly 

transformed the once hierarchical system into a highly fragmented one, in which autonomy 

over substantial, procedural, and personnel affairs was fragmented down to the lowest level of 

authority – the professorial chairs and faculties. The mass deregulation and abolishment of 

state power was reflected in the initial legislation, the Higher Education Act of July 1, 1990, 

which essentially provided a legal basis for institutional autonomy, academic freedom, and 

self-management. Thus universities regained autonomy over leadership positions, all internal 

structural decisions, including student admission criteria and student numbers. In terms of 

admission criteria and institutional size, the autonomy of Czech universities even surpassed 

that of most other continental European systems. With regard to personnel autonomy, for 

example, the newly established system represented a rather extreme form of academic self-

governance. High- and low-level academic staff was elected solely by other high-ranking 

faculty staff, without state review. This equally pertains to the appointment of rectors, who 

generally were chosen by fellow high-ranking academics and shared governance authority with 

other academic staff. The autonomy of the professoriate was further bolstered by tenure 

privileges and the fact that university management did not hold the authority to dismiss ‘bad’ 
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professors (Interview Pabian 19 September 2006). The extreme shift of authority towards the 

senior academics also comprised the substantial dimension of autonomy. For example, all 

teaching and research programs emanated from the professorial chairs, while neither university 

management nor the state had the authority to introduce study courses (Interview Nemec 25 

September 2006; Interview Svatoň 19 September 2007). 
 
The Czechoslovak Higher Education Act of 1990 – the first HE law after the fall of 

communism – contained several additional significant features for understanding the newly 

emerged system of governance. First of all, the Higher Education Act weakened executive 

control at various levels. Essentially, anything indicative of central supervision was banished 

(see Cerych 2001). In fact de Boer and Goedegebuure (2003: 219) go as far as to speak of the 

“abolition of government” in Czech HE. Yet this diminishment of executive control and 

steering capacity applied not only to the rollback of the state, but also to the powers of rectors, 

whose autonomy was constricted by an array of buffer organizations established in the early 

state of reform. With this, the Czech(-oslovak) HE institution-building process also brought an 

additional new feature, which distinguished it from those of its CEE counterparts – the decisive 

role of representative bodies. The most prominent of these buffer organizations at the 

university level was and still is the Academic Senate, which is a ‘democratically elected’ body 

consisting of elected academics and between 30 % and 50 % students. The core task of the 

institution is to oversee academic self-management between academics and students. Rectors, 

who are direct representatives of the academic community, are elected by the Academic 

Senate, which in turn limits their executive steering capacity (Interview Šebková 18 September 

2006). However, one possible remaining fragment of state control is that rectors still had to be 

formally appointed by the President of the Czech Republic. Nevertheless, this marked a clear 

contrast to the previous system, in which rectors were political appointees, and increased 

pressure for the reconciliation of interests between various members of the academic 

community.  

 

Essentially, the rector requires the consent of his/her respective academic senate for all 

decisions concerning the management of the institution. This also includes the budget, which 

must be coordinated not only upon consultation of the respective institution’s academic senate, 
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but also the Council of Higher Education Institutions (Rada Vysokých Škol) (see de Boer / 

Goedegebuure 2003: 219-220). The Council is yet another buffer institution representing the 

senates of HE institutions and their faculties, hence consisting of members of the institutional 

and individual faculty senates (Interview Šťastná 26 September 2006). The primary function of 

the Council is to provide a link between academia and the Ministry in all political decisions of 

legislative and economic nature as well as to facilitate networking activities between various 

Czech HE institutions.55   

 

One additional intermediary body, which the Ministry must consult, is the Czech Rectors’ 

Conference, which was established out of the Club of Czech and Slovak Rectors and is 

formally the responsible party for international contacts (Hendrichová / Šebková 1995: 107). 

Notable with regard to both the Rectors’ Conference and the Council of Higher Education 

Institutions in T3 is the non-representation of external stakeholders. However, one area in 

which the Ministry retained limited power in T3 is accreditation. The members of the 

Accreditation Body are directly appointed by the government and consist of prominent experts 

from HE, science and research, who in turn provide advice to government authorities on 

establishing, dividing or abolishing HE institutions (Hendrichová / Šebková 1995: 107). Once 

again however, the Accreditation Body had no means of directly influencing or altering the 

established system of governance – in particular because it consists of academics themselves, 

who have an inherent interest in protecting their capacity for internal control. As a result, the 

focus of accreditation was primarily placed on advancements in science and research 

(Interview Vlk 24 September 2006; Interview Nemec 25 September 2006).   

 

To use the terminology of Neave / van Vught (1991: 251-252), the state relinquished both 

product and process control in Czech HE. It lost its capacity not only to shape the content of 

teaching and research, influence matters of strategic orientation of institutions, and mingle in 

personnel decisions, but also had few instruments at hand to assess, promote, and sanction 

quality or the lack of in teaching and research. In fact, the only means for the state to shape the 

regulatory framework of Czech HE was by creating financial framework conditions. The 

                                                 
55 The website of the Council of Higher Education Institutions (www.radavs.cz) provides no information on 
international networking activities  
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Czech system – much like the German system – remained heavily subsidized by the state in 

T3, which in turn allocated itemized or earmarked funds to institutions. Instead of opting for a 

market-oriented solution, which would hypothetically entail student tuition and contract-based 

cooperation with the private sector, the Ministry of Education continued to fund HE in full. In 

the initial stages, the level of institutional funding remained incremental and essentially 

dependent on the outcome of negotiations between institutions and the Ministry (Interview 

Šebková 18 September 2006). Since 1992 though, the autonomy of universities was enhanced 

with the switch to lump-sum funding according to the formula (number of students x cost of 

study) (Pabian 2006; Jongbloed 2003: 128). However, performance-based criteria were not yet 

considered as the cost of study was calculated exclusively on the basis of historical levels and 

demands of individual faculties. Lump-sum funding did indeed increase the financial 

autonomy of the management level vis-à-vis the professoriate though, as the distribution of the 

funds was left up to the management, before trickling down to the professorial level. Thus with 

respect to funding altogether, the Czech system initially remained in line with the Humboldt 

ideal-type, in which the state generally creates financial framework conditions for institutions 

on a relatively non-competitive basis. This dependence on the state was reinforced by the lack 

of culture of “soliciting” private donations and sponsorship from the business community (see 

Hendrichová / Šebková 1995). 

 

6.3.1 The impact of transnational interlinkages and historical 

institutions – T3  

Bearing the specific features of the Czech context in mind, it appears that a drastic drift 

towards Humboldt-oriented governance took place in T3. This is manifested by the restriction 

of the role of the state to that of a financer of universities, which were insulated by a multitude 

of buffer organizations that guaranteed their intellectual independence and self-governance 

capacity. Furthermore, we find few manifestations of market-oriented mechanisms in the 

Czech system in T3. State funding remained the main source of income, while links between 

industry and universities remained underdeveloped.  

 

The powers and entrepreneurial instruments of rectors and university management remained 
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weak vis-à-vis the highly fragmented sub-structure, while peer review prevailed as the main 

mode of quality assurance. The state remained absent with regard to matters of substantial and 

procedural autonomy and did not strive to instil more competition into the system, but 

nevertheless remained the primary source of funding.   

 

As regards the sequence of reform, it appears that the Czech system was borne out of the 

exigency for the restoration of the integrity of the university and the collective effort to insulate 

the university from direct government intervention. However, what was the impact of the 

external dimension? Did transnational interlinkages play a role in shaping the reform course in 

the Czech Republic via isomorphism or policy transfer? And what has been the impact of 

previous legacies from T1 and T2 on developments in T3? In other words, to what extent were 

Czech policy-makers ‘inward-looking’ or ‘outward-looking’ in designing post-communist HE 

policy?  

 

I argue that the international and in particular European dimension profoundly affected Czech 

HE. However, these effects were primarily restricted to quantitative and structural aspects. In 

other words, the system of governance has only been affected to a limited extent by the policy 

models conveyed through institutional interlinkages and transnational policy networks. As will 

be shown, the Humboldt-oriented path selected after 1989 was reinforced by a unique mixture 

of three primary motivations: the drive for democracy, the impact of pre-communist traditions, 

and indeed linkages with western countries, Germany and Austria in particular.  

 

Initially, the bottom-heavy system of academic self-management was widely perceived as a 

radical alternative to the Soviet model of hierarchical control. Thus, after 1989, academia 

immediately rallied around the notion that the university should be resurrected in line with 

Humboldtian ethics (Neave 2003a: 26). The Humboldt model – with strong emphasis on fully-

fledged freedom in scholarly inquiry – was regarded by policy-makers as a key characteristic 

of an open and democratic society, and hence the most promising means of protection from 

ideological monopoly. Instead of aligning themselves with the emerging western trend towards 

“entrepreneurial universities” (see Clark 1998; Sporn 2006), Czech academia opted for the 

institutional fragmentation into a “federation of chairs”, buffered off by intermediate bodies 
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consisting nearly exclusively of academics, including students. This best ensured the protection 

of their internal collegial interests. A system of academic self-control was regarded as the form 

of governance which best represented democracy, and in essence was a gesture of both 

radicalism and conservatism (Neave 2003a: 27). On the one hand, the established policies drew 

heavily on the system of chairs existing in particular during the Austria-Hungary Empire 

(Interview Vlk 24 September 2006). Hence, in one sense, the return to the pre-communist 

situation was a natural, inevitable effort to conserve pre-war constellations and re-establish the 

continuity of history (Cerych 2001: 112). On the other hand, policy-makers sought to concoct a 

novel system of quasi-parliamentary governance and cautious checks-and-balances, relatively 

unknown to other HE systems (Pabian 2006: 8). This “overdemocratization” of Czech HE 

(Hendrichová 1995: 65) was clearly motivated by the oversensitivity of the academic 

community towards any kind of external intervention, which was widely perceived as an 

affront to the integrity of the university (see Hendrichová / Šebková 1995: 110; Vlk 2006: 

151). Hence, state intervention, no matter how benign (e.g. to stimulate competition and 

quality in research and teaching), was regarded in T3 as a step backwards to the communist 

phase.  

6.3.1.1 The external dimension 

The process of institution-building was not entirely “inward-looking”. After successfully 

sidelining the Ministry, the relatively consensus-oriented and well-consolidated Czech 

academic community became involved in various pan-European and international undertakings 

to stimulate HE reforms. The international attention given to Czech(-oslovak) higher education 

generated previously non-existent institutional interlinkages at various levels – between 

individual academics, between university managers, and indeed via the Ministry in its capacity 

for organization and implementation of European mobility programs (see Stastna 2001: 478).56 

At the same time, transnational actors also attempted to stamp their vision of HE on the Czech 

system, making the post-communist situation an ideal platform for policy change via 

transnational communication and mechanisms of isomorphism. Accordingly, in the period 

subsequent to the passing of the first Czech(-oslovak) Higher Education Act in T3, western 

                                                 
56 Czech surnames are rendered as they appear in the respective publications, e.g. Vĕra Št’ast’na in Czech-
language publications and Vera Stastna in English-language publications or Petr Mateju as in English-language 
contexts and Petr Matĕjů as used in Czech-language contexts.  
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governmental and non-governmental organizations as well as other international organizations 

emerged in the HE policy arena. Their primary aim was to provide expertise, funding, and 

services to aid transforming countries, while promoting academic and student mobility. Some 

western organizations went as far as to fund projects specifically aimed at policy transfer and 

emulation (Pabian 2006).  

 

Despite the relatively introverted nature of the Czech academic community in T2 and early T3, 

the initial parliamentary debate in the run-up to the first HE law was in fact firmly framed 

around the notions of “returning to Europe” and “entering Europe and the world” (Pabian 

2006)57. Yet how did this “return to Europe” play out in concrete terms – in particular in view 

of the perplexing diversity of European HE systems and practices?   

 

6.3.1.1.1 Cooperation with the OECD 

The case of the cooperation between the Czech Republic and the OECD is particularly 

revealing how the external dimension can impact the domestic policy-making framework and 

stimulate isomorphic processes. However, this case also lays bare how this may take place in 

an inconsistent and in selective fashion, often mediated by vested interests in sustaining the 

status quo. The OECD involvement in Czech HE was aimed at creating a common perception 

of pressure and problems among transnational and Czech experts, leading to the formation of 

norms and shared beliefs on the future direction of system. The collective strategy formulated 

on the basis of experience was to flow into the Ministry’s reform concept and eventually be 

incorporated into the new Higher Education Law. In line with theories of normative 

isomorphism (see DiMaggio / Powell 1983), the aim of the collaboration was to generate 

networking dynamics between Czech policy-makers and international experts, which would 

lead to the shared understanding of problematic aspects of the system and the creation of 

benchmarks towards which the Czech system should strive through the mobilization of 

national and OECD resources.   

 

                                                 
57 See http://www.psp.cz/cgi-bin/eng/eknih/1990fs for official proceedings from the Czechoslovak Federal 
Parliament.  
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In 1992 a group of external examiners mandated by the OECD – including Czech experts – 

formulated six broad recommendations for Czech (and Slovak) HE. This provided, so-to-

speak, a ‘golden opportunity’ for the HE community to draw inspiration from foreign practice 

in order to adapt to the demands of socio-economic transformation and promote re-integration 

into the international economy.  

Table 11: Higher education in the Czech and Slovak Republics – six concluding OECD 
recommendations 

Recommendation 1 Developing an instrument for setting overall policy, long-term 
strategy and priorities in higher education 

Recommendation 2  Towards an enlarged and diversified system of higher education 

Recommendation 3 Towards more efficient internal structure of higher education 
institutions 

Recommendation 4 Enhancing the quality and relevance of research and its relation 
to teaching 

Recommendation 5 Renewal of academic staff and modernization of studies 

Recommendation 6 Towards more flexible and diversified funding of higher 
education 

            (Source OECD 1992) 

Three of the recommendations (1, 3, 6) were related directly to reforms of the governance 

system established after 1989, while the remaining three recommendations addressed the 

expansion of and overall quality improvement in HE. For example, Recommendation 2 

contained an important provision that at least 20 % of enrolments should be in non-university 

institutions. At this point in time, policy-makers were already in the process of establishing 

‘non-university’ short-cycle professional HE (vyšší odborné školy) and new institutional types 

such as Open Universities or institutions for advanced continuing education. The opening of 

the non-university sector was initially based on the exchange of expertise via institutional 

networking between Dutch and Czech specialists. Following up on the OECD 

recommendation, the Dutch HBO-Raad (Netherlands Association of Universities of Applied 

Sciences) allocated funding for the creation of non-university professional HE, as existed in the 

Netherlands (Hoger Beroepsonderwijs) or Great Britain (Polytechnics) (see Hendrichová et al 

1998; Zelený 1994). Eventually, British and Canadian specialists also became involved in 

setting up such non-research institutions with short-cycle study programs. Thus, while 

traditional Czech universities were drawing inspiration from German and Austrian research-
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based institutions, these institutions explicitly refrained from building up research capacity. 

Instead, they emulated the British and Dutch system of professional post-secondary education 

as a means of expanding access to Czech HE (see Zelený 1994).   

 

Recommendation 5 was another area in which external pressures are likely to have contributed 

to reform. The OECD proposal concerned the replacement of over-aged personnel by younger 

academics, greater staff mobility, increases in academic salaries, as well as curriculum 

innovations was also visibly translated into policy. However the Ministry, which was the direct 

recipient of the recommendations, was hardy able to undertake any measures in this regard, as 

the fully-fledged autonomy over personnel and curricular affairs had long been transferred to 

the institutions. Thus, it was at the discretion of the institutions – and in particular individual 

faculties – whether to act on this recommendation or not. A similar observation applies to 

quality assurance. Self-evaluation among individual academics (peer review) remained the 

initial trend, partly encouraged by the lack of any tradition to facilitate a more structured 

approach. While the Ministry hesitated to intervene by drawing up clear standards 

(Hendrichová / Sebková 1995: 111), individual universities did unilaterally engage in 

processes of policy transfer. Such is the case with the Czech Agricultural University, which 

developed its accreditation system on the basis of that of the University of Wageningen (the 

Netherlands).58  

6.3.1.1.2 The academic lobby as a veto player  

What is striking in this context is that the recommendations on changes in system governance 

went more or less unanswered in T3. The most urgent recommendation (Recommendation 1) 

was for the creation of instruments or mechanisms for setting overall long-term strategies, 

priorities, and policies. The OECD proposed the establishment of an independent high-level 

group to assess HE challenges, with particular regard to competitiveness, technological 

progress, and the exigencies of transformation. It was envisioned as an independent advisory 

think-tank with experts from higher education and its interfaces to society. Hence, it was to 

                                                 
58 Initially, the Czech Agricultural University was even externally evaluated by the University of Wageningen 
with regard to the quality of teaching and research programs (see Sebková / Hendrichová 1995: 111; Interview 
Kovař 25 September 2006). Eventually, the Czech Agricultural University implemented a blueprint of the 
Wageningen system.  
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represent not just the Ministry of Education, but other institutions affected by education such as 

employers, trade-unions and other ministries (OECD 1992; see Cerych 2002: 117).59  

 

However, this recommendation never materialized into concrete policy. Only the ineffective 

Council for Education Policy (Rada pro vzdělávací politiku) was created (Cerych 2002: 117). 

It is not clear whether the Ministry felt uncommitted to the recommendation or whether it 

simply lacked the leverage over the academic community to stir up support. In either case, the 

creation of such a task force for HE would have – at least symbolically – represented the shift 

of executive authority to a more central steering body. Instead, the OECD’s appeal for more 

strategic management was shrugged off by the academic lobby, which feared the imposition of 

a master plan by the state (see Cerych 2002; Interview Pabian 19 September 2006). A similar 

scenario also applies to Recommendation 3, which concerns more efficient internal structures 

within HE institutions themselves. Despite the broad scope for interpretation, the OECD 

recommended strengthening the common interests of entire institutions, and thus decreasing 

the dependency on the consensus of individual faculties (OECD 1992: 129-130). This thus 

would mean the strengthening and consolidation of power of university management and the 

rector and the creation of larger more interdisciplinary faculties or departments. Essentially, 

this entails a move away from the fragmented chair model and a shift of agenda-setting powers 

to the rector or dean within the Academic Senate.  

 

However, as will be demonstrated in the upcoming section, university management remains 

constricted to broad trans-faculty consensus, which can only come about by means of 

collective negotiation with individual faculties and chairs. Or, as one expert put it, “there has 

been no diminishment in power of professors as a result of increased executive power of the 

rector” (Interview Nemec 25 September 2006). Thus, OECD Recommendation 3 was never 

effectively put into practice in T3, as collegial governance remained the mode of decision-

making between individual chairholders and university management, which continually relied 

                                                 
59 In concrete terms, the policy-setting forum was to include approximately 15 members, one-fourth of them from 
the Ministry of Education, one fourth from the Council of Higher Education Institutions, one-fourth from the 
Academy of Sciences, and one-fourth from a related federal authority (e.g. Ministry of Finance or Economy). 
Also the proposal was not supposed to be concerned with individual HE institutions, but with the system as a 
whole. 
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on the agreement of the senate and individual faculties for all strategic manners (Interview 

Kohoutek 26 September 2007).     

 

Recommendation 6 is also an example of non-transfer despite ideal conditions for learning 

from the external dimension. The OECD advised the Czech Republic to move towards a 

broader mix of public and private funding, with up to 15 to 20 percent of funds derived from 

students through tuition and industry, commerce, and non-government sources. Such a 

development would bring Czech HE in line with current trends in the OECD (OECD 1992: 

139). A broader funding base would entail a shift towards market-oriented governance in more 

than one way. Besides diversification, multi-source funding would also increase the 

responsiveness and ultimately accountability of HE towards external stakeholders, including 

above all students and enterprises. This would explicitly encourage institutions to adapt 

programs and offerings to respond to needs that emerge in the transition to a market economy 

(OECD 1992: 141). However, such funding reforms were only pursued fragmentarily. For 

example, a group of Czech economists and policy-makers drafted a proposal for reforming 

university financing based on the Australian Higher Education Contribution Scheme, which 

received strong support from the Parliamentary Committee for Education and Science (Matĕjů 

/ Simonová 2003: 7). However, even before becoming a bill, the proposal was “shot down” due 

to the persistent lobbying of university rectors who feared the disengagement of the state from 

HE funding and unreasonably high tuition fees (ibid. 2003: 7).   

 

However, in advance to the other examined CEE countries, the Czech Republic did indeed 

move from input to output-based, lump-sum funding (Interview Št’astná 26 September 2006; 

Čermáková /Holda /Urbánek 1994). As part of the overall surge towards greater autonomy, 

financial autonomy was also increased, giving universities complete control over funding 

received from the state. However, universities remained fully dependent on the state as a 

funding source, while attempts to introduce multi-source funding – in particular student tuition 

– have failed in T3 and beyond. This time, it once again appears to be the academic community 

(i.e. rectors, high representatives and students) who rejects deeper reform of tertiary education 

financing (Matĕjů 2004).   
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Particularly noteworthy was the sense of resignation of the Ministry with regard to the 

implementation of the OECD recommendations. The Ministry contended that some of the 

recommendations were not applicable to Czech context and lamented that the corresponding 

reforms would not be implementable (Cerych 2002: 119). Essentially, the government was able 

to generate support and consensus for the diversification of HE, but recommendations affecting 

the system of governance were not consistently undertaken. The Ministry, initially consisting 

of members from outside the academic world, is likely to have felt powerless vis-à-vis the 

emboldened academic community, which rejected not only external intervention, but also 

greater societal opening. Moreover, the Ministry had yet to adapt a market-oriented perspective 

on higher education, in which the state generally assumes the role of a facilitator of 

competition between institutions (see Section 5.1.3.1). In this regard, it is remarkable how the 

Ministry accepted its role as a financer without demanding greater accountability from 

institutions. As one observed put it, the Ministry simply “just funded and trusted universities” 

(Interview Vlk 24 September 2006). The Czech academic community, on the other hand, had 

come to master the “art of freedom” and use its autonomy to block reform efforts – in 

particular those that would lead to greater accountability from university managers and greater 

efforts to procure non-state funding (Matĕjů 2004). Instead of directing attention to all six 

recommendations individually, the Ministry only acted on those recommendations which were 

not directly under the control of the “academic oligarchy”. Thus, to an extent, it appeased the 

OECD by tackling reforms with regard to expansion and curricula reform, while pursuing a 

sluggish strategy of restraint with regard to governance matters. Hence, the expansion and 

diversification of Czech HE was indeed based on the transfer of foreign models, while the 

system of governance remained immune to the transnational promotion of policy models.  

 

6.3.1.1.3 The TEMPUS Program and the Czech Republic    

An institutional springboard for the ‘return to Europe’ was provided by the TEMPUS program 

(Trans-European Cooperation Scheme for Higher Education) at the initiative of the European 

Commission. Czechoslovakia joined TEMPUS already in 1990, the very first year of existence 

of the program.60 TEMPUS aimed to contribute to the future development of the systems of 

                                                 
60 See Socrates Office Prague, http://web.socrates.cz/tempus/tempusincz/info.html 
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higher education in central and eastern Europe by means of mutual cooperation with the 

European Union. Priority was given to those activities with a strong multiplication effect and a 

relationship with industry, education (in particular languages) or the further specialist 

development of teachers (see Czech Socrates website 2004). Like the cooperation with the 

OECD, the TEMPUS program also created ideal conditions for isomorphism. By re-

establishing ties between Czech and western European universities, it promoted the mobility of 

teachers, institutional linkages with western academics, and thereby facilitated the spread of 

best practice by means of collectively coordinated higher education activities at the university 

and ministerial level. Besides establishing institutional interlinkages, TEMPUS also had 

concrete aims including the support of distance education, the development of more innovative 

curricula, as well as the development of contacts between HE and industry (Stastna 2001: 476). 

Similar to previous bi-lateral efforts, TEMPUS also focussed on system expansion with the 

creation of non-university business schools and MBA programs, as well as the development of 

regional universities.  

 

Increased mobility may contribute to the exchange of experiences, lesson-drawing and 

ultimately isomorphism (Interview Št’ast’na 26 September 2007). However, this does not 

unconditionally imply that isomorphism or policy change via related mechanisms (e.g. lesson-

drawing) will actually take place against the bedrock of national regulatory practices, even 

those recently established and unstable. In the Czech case, it is safe to say that the external 

dimension and the contacts established with the EU had no impact on governance. In view of 

the considerations above, one might claim that the Czech Republic remained immune to 

western European trends towards marketization, as greater emphasis was placed on 

democratic-decision making than the incorporation of market forces (Goedegebuure / File 

2003: 226). The interlinkages with the EU primarily remained restricted to the level of 

“capacity building”, which entailed, for example, the establishment of international relations 

departments and continuing education centers (Šťastná 2001: 476; Pabian 2006). In this 

context, it is noteworthy that even departments for international relations usually remained 

decentralized (at department/faculty level) (Šťastná 2001: 477), which once again is 

symptomatic of the lack of executive steering in the Czech system. Thus, even international 



Empirical Findings: The Czech Republic  

 

141

coordination activities essentially remained dependent on the will and consensus of separate 

faculties.  

6.3.2 Conclusions – T3  

Foreign models and assistance substantially contributed to the diversification and expansion of 

Czech higher education, but the system of governance remained relatively untouched (Pabian 

2006). The academic community used its fully-fledged autonomy as a buffer against the well-

reflected and comprehensible recommendations from the OECD. This pertains, above all, to 

those collectively elaborated reform proposals that would have affected the Humboldtian 

orientation of Czech universities. Instead of greater societal opening and a more pragmatic 

relationship with the state, the consolidated Czech academic community opted to institutionally 

insulate itself by setting up various veto points to state activism in the form of representative 

bodies. Despite broad efforts at expansion and diversification, few of the reforms undertaken 

were indicative of the western European trend towards market-oriented universities (see Clark 

1998; Sporn 2006), which are guided by managerial principles and accountability towards the 

state and society. Altogether, the Czech system remained relatively unaffected by international 

rhetoric and the diffusion of entrepreneurial solutions (Pabian 2006), despite the ideal 

conditions for this due to the professional collaboration with the OECD, in particular.  

 

However, it would be oversimplified to state that there was nothing symptomatic of the 

replication of institutions and processes of western countries. In its quest to secure the 

independence of universities as democratic institutions, policy-makers not only sought to 

revive institutions from the pre-war phase (T1) (Cerych 2001: 112), but also demonstrated a 

strong orientation towards the German and Austrian models of governance. The German and 

Austrian research-based institutions clearly provided a point of reference for Czech universities 

when reincorporating research and a broader range of disciplines. Networking with Germany 

and Austria did not provide a sheer blueprint for reform, but did add substantiation to model of 

governance regarded as untimely in much of western Europe. In fact, one observer went as far 

as to claim that even subsequent market-oriented trends in T4 have penetrated the Czech 

system via Germany and Austria (Interview Svatoň 19 September 2006). However, instead of 

fully-fledged isomorphic processes, in which norms and policies broadly viewed as legitimate 
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are spread, policy-makers demonstrated a more or less selective orientation towards foreign 

models in drafting Czech HE legislation (Interview Nantl 20 September 2006).  

 

Indeed, the Czech path is marked by many genuinely Czech features. These include the almost 

utopian level of autonomy vested in the individual faculties as well as the system of multiple 

representative bodies among the academic community. Thus instead of the sheer emulation of 

a foreign model or a swift shift back to the pre-war model, the Czech path in T3 was shaped by 

the interests of domestic actors in shielding themselves from the state or anything evocative of 

executive authority and any reform endeavours infringing upon the purest idea of the university 

as a self-governing community of scholars. Interestingly, emulation took place in a different 

manner. The Czech HE community sought to replicate the institutions of parliamentary 

democracy. Not a foreign system of institutional governance, rather the system of 

parliamentary checks and balances (without actively incorporating the government) proved to 

be a more influential model for Czech HE governance (Pabian 2006: 8-9; Interview Vlk 24 

September 2006). This is manifested, for example, by the power of Academic Senates to veto 

strategic initiatives of rectors (Šebková / Hendrichová 1995: 111; Interview Nantl 20 

September 2006) and the state’s total dependency on the consent of the Rectors’ Conference 

and Council of Higher Education Institutions. According to de Boer / Goedegebuure (2002: 

219), it would not have been necessary to completely overhaul the governance system: a 

simple replacement of the totalitarian state with the western-style “benevolent state” (de Boer / 

Goedegebuure 2003: 219) could have transformed Czech HE into a system similar to the 

French HE model. Instead policy-makers opted for internally fragmented and self-governing 

‘ivory towers’ with nearly monopolistic power to knock down any endeavours aimed at 

reforming the governance system.   

 

6.4 Changes in governance patterns – T4   

The fourth period of investigation addresses developments after 1999 with particular regard to 

the dimensions of governance and autonomy drawn up in the previous segments. The phase is 

marked by rapidly changing internal and external dynamics in Czech and European higher 

education, which initially culminated in the passing of a new Higher Education Law in 1998. 

Simultaneously, efforts at Europeanizing HE also reached their initial climax with the 
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Sorbonne Declaration (1998) and the onset of the Bologna Process (1999) (see Section 2.5). As 

addressed above, the importance and scope of the Bologna Process exceeds that of any other 

undertaking in European HE, in that it provides a collective platform for policy exchange and 

creates a normative environment of pressure and change. Moreover, the Bologna Process does 

not come from a vacuum; it is a collective reaction to the perceived loss of attractiveness of 

European universities and a joint strategy to reinvigorate European HE. Hence, transnational 

networking would clearly exist without Bologna, but Bologna is likely to have a greater 

homogenizing effect than previous efforts (see Section 2.5.4). In view of this, Czech higher 

education policy finds itself at a crossroads. Either it may further consolidate its state-funded 

collegial system of fragmented internal control or it may engage in processes of inspiration and 

change via the European platform.  

 

6.4.1 New legislation 

A useful starting point for understanding the dynamics of Czech HE governance is the new 

Higher Education Act of 1998. The end product constitutes a watered down version of a bill 

initially submitted in 1995, which faced rigid opposition from students and rectors due to the 

introduction of tuition fees and the perceived limitation of autonomy (Vlk 2006: 157). Firstly, 

the Act paved the path for the creation of private universities, which have only been officially 

allowed to operate since 1999 and still only enrol a small share of the student body. Secondly 

and more importantly from a governance standpoint, the Act of 1998 was passed with the 

objective of establishing a more stable relationship between the state and university, by giving 

the state more leverage over “product control” (Interview Vlk 24 Septenber 2006). This 

entailed the creation of a more extensive system of state accreditation comprising all study 

programs, not exclusively institutions. The body with 31 members appointed by the 

government handles applications for the accreditation of study programs. The accreditation 

system represents a mixture of state and academic control, as it on the one hand replaces the 

previously existing and weakly institutionalized system of peer review with broader unified 

state criteria. Nevertheless, the accreditation body consists exclusively of academics without 

external stakeholder participation. Thus, it represents a form of institutionalized peer review 

still dominated by academics on the centralized state platform (Interview Pabian 18 September 

2006). What is also particular important in this regard is the ex ante nature of accreditation, 
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which – at least in the initial phase – was based on input, i.e. the content of a proposed program 

and the ability of the institution to deliver it, and not on annual ex post performance-based 

criteria (Vlk 2006: 155).  

 

Despite this partial shift of monitoring authority back to the state, the Higher Education Act of 

1998 essentially legally fortified the situation of fully-fledged autonomy and academic 

dominance which emerged in the early transition phase. However, counter to the western 

European trend, the legislation did not strengthen the fiscal autonomy of universities by 

enabling them to procure new private sources of funding (Matějů / Simonová 2003: 12). In 

fact, Matějů and Simonová lament that despite their newly granted status as “public legal 

entities” with property rights, the legislation denied universities the autonomy to use this 

property in generating revenues, e.g. by means of creating spin-off companies (ibid 2003). 

Furthermore – and again running contrary to the western European trend – the Act erected new 

legal obstacles for universities to collect tuition from full-time students in accredited programs, 

instead only permitting tuition for students in non-accredited life-long learning programs. 

Hence, despite the supreme degree of substantial and procedural autonomy granted to 

universities and faculties, the new Act increased their bonds to the state by means of 

centralized accreditation and ongoing financial dependence.   

 
6.4.2 The impact of transnational interlinkages and historical 

institutions – T4   

In the theoretical section, it was emphasized that the Bologna Process may provoke changes in 

problem perceptions at the national level and offer ready-made solutions for reforms of 

national coordination regimes. This applies all the more to HE systems in situations of crisis 

and uncertainty, which create optimum conditions for isomorphism to take place. Such was 

also the case with the Czech Republic, which was plagued by strikes among faculty, students 

and staff in 2000-2001, when the government failed to meet is promise of increasing the HE 

budget (see Matějů / Simonová 2003; Matějů 2004). Hence, we must investigate whether the 

Bologna dimension has had the substance and impact to ‘crack’ the system of academic self-

rule and overdependence on state funding established in T3. 
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Besides the spread of Bachelor and life-long learning programs, which partially had been 

introduced long before Bologna (see Svatoň/Vlk 2003; Van der Wende / Westerheijden 2003: 

188), the Bologna platform has indeed triggered a series of novelties, which arguably are 

paving a rather rocky path towards the ‘semi-marketization’ of Czech HE. Parallel to the full 

implementation of the Bologna degree structure, the Bologna Process is being used in the 

Czech context as a discourse argument to bolster a more far-reaching ‘neo-liberal’ agenda, but 

at a very moderate level. In this regard, Pabian’s (2006) illustration of events and conflicting 

interests is particularly instructive. To overcome some of the institutional rigidities and 

obstacles to multi-source funding created by the 1998 Higher Education Act, a group of right-

wing parliamentarians not only aimed to make the two-tier degree structure universal in order 

to facilitate access, but also sought to institutionalize HE investments into knowledge-related 

enterprises as well as the dual-track funding of students (free and fee-based). At the same time, 

they appealed for greater transparency and competitiveness in admission procedures (see 

Pabian 2006; Matějů et al 2000; Matějů 2001) to strengthen the market orientation. While the 

social-democratic faction rejected the entire law package, the Rectors’ Conference adopted a 

mid-range position by favouring an opening up to greater synergies between higher education 

and business as well as the Bologna-based two-tier degree structure, but rejected the 

introduction of tuition fees (Pabian 2006).    

 

The subsequent course of events is symbolic of the gradual shift in the dynamics of Czech HE 

policy-making, which can at least partially be attributed to the Bologna Process. With the 

support of Council of Higher Education Institutions, whose position differed from that of the 

Rectors’ Conference and thus supported the motion, the cabinet was able to push through the 

amendment in more or less unchanged form (see Pabian 2006). Hence, this represents an 

atypical case in which the government was able to override the Rectors’ Conference. The 

evidence gathered (Interview Št’astná 26 September 2006; Pabian 2006) indicates that the 

Bologna Process has increased the centralization tendency in Czech HE governance, as the 

implementation of the Bologna structure requires an activist stance by a central executive 

body, i.e. the Ministry.  
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6.4.2.1 Relaunching funding reform  

It is safe to say that the European dimension and concerns over the viability and 

competitiveness of Czech HE have stimulated new momentum with regard to funding. Inspired 

by parallel reforms in other continental European systems, the Bill of Financing Higher 

Education of 2002 aimed to institutionalize tuition and market-oriented mechanisms, but also 

simultaneously sought to accommodate concerns over inequality and the overzealous 

marketization of HE financing. For instance, the Bill sought to introduce universal tuition 

based on the “market price of diplomas” (Matějů / Simonová 2002: 26). In other words, tuition 

fees were to be pegged to projected salaries after graduation, with more lucrative subjects such 

as economy and management being subject to higher fees than e.g. humanities subjects. At the 

same time, the Bill aimed to strengthen economic considerations on study selection, length and 

location. An additional aim of the Bill was to diversify study funding by means of greater 

synergies with the private sector to eliminate debt in the education sector. However, the 

proposal did not completely depart from the previous state-centred funding approach. It sought 

to alleviate inequalities in the system by establishing a system of loans and financial assistance 

in cases of tuition as well as allowances for students from low-income families (ibid 2002: 26). 

Hence, the equality-oriented clauses are highly reminiscent of the American funding system. 

However, the envisioned Czech system starkly differed from American practice as the state 

was to maintain its previous role as the primary financer of HE. The introduced tuition fees 

were, instead, viewed as one component among many others in a broader systemic shift 

towards multi-source funding to sustain and rationalize HE massification.  

 

However, despite the broader justification of such an approach in view of relatively successful 

soft market-oriented and tuition-based reform approaches in western Europe, the Bill was not 

passed in Parliament. Fearing greater inequalities in the system for lower social strata and a 

long-term decrease in state funding, left-wing factions were joined by Christian Democrats and 

most university rectors in their opposition to the proposal (Matějů / Simonová 2003). Hence it 

clearly appears that historically anchored perceptions of HE as a public good and the state as 

the sole or primary financer of otherwise autonomous higher education institutions have 

thwarted off a reform package, which would have brought the Czech system more in line with 

market demands and diversified its one-sided funding basis.  
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6.5 Cumulative results – The Czech Republic  

Although not synonymous with marketization, the Bologna Process does appear to have 

contributed to dragging the Czech system away from the most extreme form of academic self-

rule. This is manifested not only by the gradual change in the funding system (see below), but 

also the centralization tendency in HE governance due to the focus on implementation of the 

Bologna objectives (Pabian 2006). On the other hand, scattered political and academic actors 

have used Bologna as a discourse argument to bolster a stronger, but still comparatively 

moderate neo-liberal agenda. For example, amendments to the Higher Education Act have led 

to stronger synergies between HE providers and knowledge-related enterprises as well as dual-

funding (free and fee-based) and greater transparency in admissions (Matějů 2001; Pabian 

2006). Thus, the Bologna dimension has clearly been instrumental in instilling more 

competition and incentive-based instruments to HE, e.g. in student admission and the 

procurement of research grants. This is reinforced by a visible shift in the mode of 

accreditation from non-systematized peer review to more ex post performance criteria. 

Arguably more significant however is the array of aspects that have not changed post-1999 

despite the more integrative and homogenous supranational framework. These include heavy 

subsidization, a set and stable legislative framework and governance through consensus and 

consultation (Interview Šebková 18 September 2006). At the institutional level this is reflected 

by the power of the professoriate and the strong degree of collegial control, and lacking 

entrepreneurialism in management structures (Sebkova / Benes 2003; Interview Šebková 18 

September 2006).  

 

This sluggish change between T3 and T4 is depicted in the following overview of general 

arrangements across four time periods. The data have been compiled on the basis of the three 

models of governance presented in Section 5.1.3. The results for each indicator will be 

classified according to the ideal-type model which they best reflect. ‘H’ symbolizes the ideal-

type of academic self-governance or Humboldt-oriented systems, ‘M’ represents the feature 

typical of market-oriented systems, while an ‘S’ is indicative of state-centered governance 

models. The table depicts the time period, direction, and degree of momentum of policy 

change. For certain indicators, however, it is not logically feasible to draw a distinction 

between all three models. Such cases, which frequently refer to power-sharing arrangements, 
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will be classified as mixed-types, e.g. H/S for a mixture of state control and academic self-rule. 

The concluding chapter presents overall calculations of congruence for all areas of governance. 

Table 12: General higher education arrangements in the Czech Republic – cumulative 
results 

  T1 T2 T3 T4 

 University structures 
Core decision-making unit   Professorial Chairs 

H 
State 

S 
Professorial chairs / 
Academic Senate 

H 

Professorial chairs / 
Academic Senate  

H 
Organizational structure of  
university 

(Corporatist) state 
university 
partnership 

H 

State agency 
S 

(Corporatist) state 
university 
partnership 

H 

(Corporatist) state 
university 

partnership 
H 

Dominant management 
approach  

Collegial, 
Federation of 

Chairs 
H 

Bureaucratic 
S 

Collegial, 
Federation of 

Chairs 
H 

Collegial, 
Federation of Chairs

H 

Patterns of control and quality evaluation 

Who controls/evaluates? Academic peers 
H 

Ministry 
S 

Self-evaluation by 
academic peers 

H 

State accreditation 
body  

(consisting of 
academic peers) 

H/M 
What is controlled? Quality of research 

output 
H 

Academic 
processes 

S 

Quality of research 
output  

H 

Quality of research 
output > Academic 

“products” 
H >M 

When does evaluation take 
place? 

Not systematized, 
university 
dependent  

H 

Ex ante 
S 
 

Not systematized, 
university 
dependent  

H 

Ex post 
M 
 

Relations to the state and society  
State control instruments Financial 

H 
Manpower 
planning 

System design 
S 

Financial 
H 
 

Financial 
Quality control 

H/M 

Orientation and utility of 
teaching and research 

Scientific 
advancement 

H 

State defined 
S 
 

Scientific 
advancement 

H 

Scientific 
advancement > 

Market demands 
H > M 

Function n.a. Control 
S 

Advice 
H 

Advice > Marketing
H > M 

Economic 
and employer 
stakeholders Appointed 

by 
n.a. State 

S 
Academia 

H 
Academia 

H 
* ‘→’ represents a strong or swift trend in the 
given direction, ‘>’ represents a moderate 
trend in the given direction within a specific 
timeframe.  
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The analysis has revealed moderate change with regard to state intervention into HE. Firstly, 

the Ministry is gradually assuming the role of a facilitator of competition through the strategic 

performance-based allocation of funding on the basis of its long-term plan. It is also in the 

process of balancing the high degree of substantial autonomy which universities still enjoy 

with greater demands for societal accountability by means of accreditation. This is reflected by 

the increasing incorporation of socio-economic and labour market considerations into teaching 

profiles as well as a shift towards ex post, i.e. performance-based, accreditation (Interview 

Šebková 18 September) to replace the inefficient peer review measures which emerged in T3. 

Hence, the Czech Republic is gradually falling in line with what Neave (1998) deemed as the 

evaluative state, in which the state draws on various steering instruments to guarantee quality 

and competition.   

 

6.5.1 Funding mechanisms 

Despite standstill with regard to tuition policy (see 6.3.2.1), the Bologna Process has 

purportedly flanked various other changes in terms of funding. Firstly, it has contributed to the 

view that the Humboldt model of state funding and supreme academic autonomy is not 

adequate for the future (Interview Št’ast’na 26 September 2006). Although lump-sum global 

funding was introduced early, the output basis for the allocation of funds is only now 

increasing. In other words, teaching and research performance is increasingly impacting the 

amount allocated to each institution. In this regard, the British system, which integrates lump-

sum funding, competition, and a high level of freedom for universities to manage the budget, 

has provided a point of orientation for the Czech Republic (Interview Št’ast’na 26 September 

2006). Since 2004, the Ministry has attempted to peg the amount of funding granted to 

individual institutions to the “level of correspondence between the development plan of the 

institution and the long-term plan of the Ministry” (ibid; Jongbloed 2003: 129). Not only is the 

quality of teaching and research considered here, but also the level of future investments 

undertaken by university institutions. This shift towards output-based funding is hence also 

accompanied by growing investments by the government to socio-economically relevant 

programs based on labour market considerations. Universities are in turn increasingly 

integrating socio-economic considerations into their research profile (Interview Kohoutek 26 

September 2006).  
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This goes hand in hand with a moderate diversification of funding by means of strategic 

investments (e.g. “incubators”, technology centers) and various forms of cooperation with the 

private sector, which are directly promoted by the government and HE advisors (Interview 

Svatoň 19 September 2006). This has the effect that studies are increasingly being designed 

according to demands of local enterprises, who have gained moderate influence over decision-

making, although not taken seriously by the professoriate (Interview Kohoutek 26 September 

2006). Nevertheless, and in stark contrast to the Romanian case, seldom do universities receive 

more than 30 percent of their funding base from non-public sources. With the share of private 

funding to university budgets at approximately 14 % in 2003, the Czech Republic still 

significantly lags behind the OECD average of 21% (Matějů / Simonová 2002).  

Table 13 : Higher education funding mechanisms in the Czech Republic – cumulative 
results61 

 T2 T3 T4 

Main funding base State budget  
(university budget integral 

part of state budget) 
S 

State budget  
(with own university 

 budget) 
H 

State budget  
(with own university 

 budget) 
H 

State funding 
approach  

Itemized 
(low budgetary discretion for 

universities) 
S 

Lump-sum 
(high discretion for university 

management) 
M 

Lump-sum 
(high discretion for university 

management) 
M 

Allocation within 
university  

Input-based 
(objectives defined by the 

state) 
S 

Input-based 
(objectives defined by state and 

universities) 
H 

Input-based > Output-
based 
H > M 

Strategic 
investments 

State defined  
S 

Occasional, chair-based 
(occasionally undertaken by chairs 

and departments) 
H  

Occasional, chair-based > 
Multi-faceted  

H > M 

* ‘→’ represents a strong or swift trend   in 
the given direction, ‘>’ represents a 
moderate trend in the given direction.  

 

What is evident here is the introduction of performance-based allocation, which initially began 

within universities in the late 1990’s and is now being increasingly adopted by the Ministry. 

                                                 
61 Due to lacking data and in some instances lacking relevance, e.g. strategic investments, no data on funding in 
the pre-communist phase will be provided. Although it can be assumed that all four countries were, by and large, 
state funded, there are no specific data with regard to external funding sources and, above all, the mode of 
allocation of funds.  
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Altogether, with regard to funding the Czech Republic is clearly moving somewhat closer to 

the market-based paradigm (see also Jongbloed 2003: 129). Yet what the table only partially 

depicts is the rather sluggish rate of change and the fact that the Czech Republic remains a 

laggard in what is arguably the most important funding indicator – the funding base. This 

remains highly state-centered and is only supplemented by an average of approx. 15 % non-

public sources.  

 

With regard to university-society relations (see also Table 12) we also detect moderate 

momentum towards market-oriented models, which is manifested above all by increasing ties 

with industries and external stakeholders. Contrary to this is however the almost exclusively 

academic representation in governing bodies and academic senates, as well as the lacking 

entrepreneurial character of university management structures. For example, while contracting 

possibilities with the private sector exist, they are most often realized at the chair level without 

the strategic leverage of the rector or university management (Interview Nemec 25 September 

2006). 

 

6.5.2 Personnel autonomy  

This strong Humboldt-orientation predominant in T1 and T3 has clearly been maintained with 

regard to personnel autonomy, which appears to be the area least affected by western trends 

towards managerialism and is reinforced by the lacking distinction between academic and 

institutional management. Rectors continue to be leading academics whose authority is 

constricted by Academic Senates. Acting in tandem with the Conference of Rectors, they 

function as a buffer against the state and preserve the corporatist negotiation structures 

inherited from T1 and T3. The Czech system also clings to features such as tenure and collegial 

appointment procedures instead of a more entrepreneurial and performance-oriented approach.   
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Table 14: Personnel autonomy in Czech higher education – cumulative results 

 T1 T2  T3 T4 

Recruitment of 
high-level 
academic staff  

Elected by 
professoriate 

H 

Appointed by state 
S 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate) 
H 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate)
H 

Recruitment of 
high-ranking 
administrative 
staff 

Elected by 
professoriate 

H 
 

Appointed by state 
S 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate) 
H 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate)
H 

University 
autonomy to  
dismiss high-
ranking academics  

No  
(tenure) 

H 

No   
(State competence; 

dismissal for ideological 
grounds)  

S 

No 
(tenure) 

H 

No 
(tenure) 

H 

Professional 
background of 
rectors / deans 

Scholar/Chairholder
H 

Public administration
S 

Scholar/Chairholder 
H 

 

Scholar/Chairholder
H 

Participation of 
academic staff in 
administrative 
management 

High 
H 

Limited 
S 

High 
H 

High 
H 

 

6.5.3 Substantial autonomy 

With regard to substantial autonomy, we also find a high degree of congruence between T1, 

T3, and T4. In other words, academic and research profiles still tend to be bottom-heavy, i.e. 

set at the chair level without means of strategic intervention by university management. Hence, 

unlike systems of a more entrepreneurial character, university management still has little 

authority to strategically design and market study programs without the total consent of the 

academic chairs. Only the expansion of the accreditation system has led to a moderate shift in 

authority back to the state-run accreditation committee, which remains dominated by 

academics, though. Nonetheless, Czech universities were granted one component of autonomy, 

which universities from the Humboldtian tradition (e.g. Germany) as well as various 

transformation countries (e.g. Bulgaria, Poland) have traditionally been denied: the right to set 

their own conditions of accession and institutional size. In the early stages of transformation 

the Czech Republic went one step further than other Humboldt-oriented systems, as the right to 

set accession conditions and the size of the institution was immediately returned to university 

management.   
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Table 15: Substantial autonomy in Czech higher education – cumulative results  

  T1 T2 T3 T4 

Setting academic 
profiles / curriculum 
design 

Academia 
H 

State 
S 

Academia 
H 

Academia 
(+ Accreditation) 

H/M 
Setting strategic goals Academia 

H 
State 

S 
Academia 

H 
Academia 

H 
Determining the 
research profile   

Academia 
H 

State 
S 

Academia 
H 

Academia 
H 

Setting accession 
conditions, size of 
institution, and core 
specializations 

State / University 
(negotiated) 

H 

State 
S 

State / University 
(negotiated) 

H 

State / University 
(negotiated) 

H 

 

6.6 Conclusions – The Czech Republic  

Altogether, by adding multi-level reference points, the Bologna Process has indeed changed 

the politics of Czech HE, but only incrementally underlying policy and governance patterns 

(Pabian 2006). The supreme degree of autonomous self-governance granted to universities in 

early T3 and the academic oligarchy bolstered by an array of buffer institutions explain to a 

great extent the watered down effects of the Bologna Process and the infeasibility of various 

reform endeavours. Above all, the fragmented and relatively isolated system of governance 

that emerged post-1989 appears to be slow in meeting needs for flexibility and societal 

accountability and demonstrates a lack of executive leadership and trans-faculty coordination. 

This can be explained in part by the relatively inward-looking nature of the Czech academic 

community (Interview Pabian 19 September 2006) – perhaps a late consequence of the closed 

nature of Czech HE in the communist phase. The impact of these constraints has been not so 

much the insufficient flow of foreign advice into the Czech HE policy arena, rather the 

insufficient strategic influence and leverage of the Ministry over the well-consolidated 

academic community, and of university management vis-à-vis omnipotent academic senates 

and fragmented faculties.  

 

Nonetheless, the Bologna platform has not only led to an overall opening of universities to the 

exchange of ideas, but also provoked Czech academic policy-makers to partake in 

“unconscious inspiration” by foreign trends (Interview Kohoutek 26 September 2006). This 

has led at least to a greater sense of problem pressure in the face of heightened competition and 
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in various other instances to the sluggish introduction of market-oriented and managerial 

instruments. As one high-ranking ministerial employee asserted, the Czech Republic is 

following western trends attentively, but very selectively in order to find solutions tailor-made 

to Czech needs (Interview Št’ast’na 26 September 2006). Accordingly, the Bologna Process 

clearly promotes learning processes. In the Czech situation, however, it is not a matter of 

legitimacy in the face of competition, rather selecting and borrowing best practice to serve not 

only socio-economic needs, but also to cater to sensitivities which derive from historical 

legacies. These include the wide-spread conviction that the state bears primary responsibility 

for funding (see Nantl / Matĕjů / Vitásková 2006). This resistance towards non-state funding 

sources is likely to have been inherited from egalitarian notions from T2, during which 

educational inequalities were regulated by an egalitarian social policy (see Simonová / 

Antonowicz 2006: 518), but also the strong incorporation of students in decision-making 

processes throughout T3 and T4, who together with the social democratic parliamentary faction 

resist the introduction of tuition fees.        

 

Hence, the preponderance of foreign evidence is followed by a very cumbersome coalition-

building process, which is generally dependent on the approval of the broad array of veto- 

players from the academic community. This explains the very restrained stance of the Ministry, 

which must operate with great caution and reserve within the established corporatist structures. 

This lack of coordinated activism is even reflected in the language used by the Ministry, which 

prefers terms such as “encourage”, “suggest”, “recommend”, and “facilitate”, leaving broad 

room for interpretation as to policy content (Vlk 2006: 152). Moreover, the Ministry’s reform 

strategy over T4 still tends to shy away from governance matters. For example, the so-called 

White Paper on Tertiary Education in the Czech Republic (2001)62 argues for an increased 

focus on education as a prerequisite for socio-economic development and addresses 

quantitative and structural issues, e.g. expansion of vocational education and study cycles. Yet 

it refrains from putting forward any concrete recommendations with regard to governance and 

only seeks to reinforce the already initiated changes. For example, its subsequent Higher 

Education Reform Policy63 recommends more output-based funding and collaboration with the 

                                                 
62 See http://www.csvs.cz/_en/ 
63 See http://www.csvs.cz/_en/ 
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private sector. However, the Ministry states no intention of introducing tuition fees (Ministry 

of Education, Youth and Sport 2005: 24).64  Nor does it call for any concrete modifications to 

the governance system, e.g. entrepreneurial management, disempowerment of professorial 

chairs. Instead, the Ministry emphasizes lifelong learning, stronger ties between research and 

vocational institutions, as well as increased mobility and access.     

 

Thus, besides a shift to output-based funding, ‘product control’ via accreditation, and greater 

synergies with the business world, the Humboldt-oriented chair system has been upheld to a 

great extent. The relative lack of change can be attributed to the restrained stance of the 

Ministry, the high number of veto points, and lack of executive steering (Interview Pabian 19 

September 2006). The impact of this is that individual faculties and academics are devising 

their own individual strategies to adapt to globalization and Europeanization. Hence even an 

entrepreneurial academic oligarchy or management-savvy rectors can be a driving force for 

market-oriented reforms (Interview Svatoň 19 September 2006). However, the institutional 

constellations still bear a ‘status quo bias’ as the reform forces come from within the HE 

system and frequently have an interest in safeguarding their own decision-making authority.  

 

Thus from a theoretical standpoint, the events in the Czech Republic lend support to the 

argument that policy-makers may draw legitimacy from past models of their own society (see 

Section 4.2.2 and Hypothesis 3). The recourse to the academic self-rule model also 

demonstrates that existing institutions can be quickly uprooted when perceived as oppressive 

and lacking legitimacy. The communist institutions of higher education coordination suffered 

precisely this fate and were quickly swept away in T3. In fact, the institutions of academic self-

governance reinstalled in the early communist period have had a path-dependent effect in their 

own right. The steadfastness of the Humboldtian paradigm has served to filter isomorphic 

pressures both in T3 and T4 and thus outflanked various internal and external pressures for 

greater marketization in Czech higher education, e.g. the OECD recommendations on 

governance and various appeals for greater financial diversity.65 Despite strong transnational 

interlinkages, Czech higher education is marked more frequently than not by cases of non-
                                                 
64 “It is clear that the government does not plan to introduce school tuition fees or charges other than with respect 
to the above-noted exceptions” (Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport 2005: 24).  
65 See Section 10 “Comparative Conclusions” for a more thorough comparative analysis of the hypotheses.  
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isomorphism or non-transfer of foreign models widely perceived as successful. This hence 

sheds doubt about the universal applicability of institutional isomorphism in an environment of 

uncertainty and increasing external homogeneity (see Section 4.1.5), as fully-fledged change 

has not taken place despite favourable conditions for isomorphism.   

 

Nevertheless, transnational interactivity has been a lever for very moderate modifications to the 

Czech system of HE governance, leading to a very sluggish shift towards market-oriented 

governance. However, due to lacking executive leadership vested within the Ministry and 

university management, the system of academic self-rule has yet to be cracked, and for the 

moment only has been supplemented with scattered market-oriented and performance-related 

mechanisms. And in the coming years, it appears that the self-governance model – marked by 

highly consensual decision-making and a change-resistant academic lobby – will continue to 

function as a buffer against comprehensive isomorphism-driven reform. 
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7. Higher Education Reform in Romania 

To a greater extent than its counterparts, the Romanian case illustrates how learning and 

flexible adaptation inspired by transnational interlinkages and networking can provide a strong 

impetus for paradigmatic change. This section will highlight that factors such as policy 

entrepreneurialism and executive guidance are crucial for the success and impact of 

institutional isomorphism. At the same time, the Romanian example shows that the strong 

tradition of étatism in higher education may have some merits over the chair-based 

Humboldtian model, at least when it comes to devising and implementing overarching system 

change. Unlike the Czech case, the Ministry was able to uproot historically entrenched policy-

making legacies by drawing up and implementing a broad array of performance-based 

incentives to empower individual institutions and bring Romania in line with British and 

American methods of higher education management. The Bologna Process has in turn fed into 

this institutional overhaul and become a strong force for the emulation of western policies, 

which span far beyond the actual demands laid down in the Bologna Declaration.    

 

7.1 The pre-communist phase – T1  

Although various forms of higher learning existed previously in Romania, the history of 

Romanian universities essentially began with the creation of the University in Iaşi (Jassy) in 

1860.66 The first Romanian-language university was essentially a spin-off of the nation-

building process, which was in full swing in the mid-1800s. The founding decree of the 

university, the Decretul Domnesc, was issued directly by Prince Alexandru Ion Cuza, the 

founder of the new state of the Union of Romanian Principalities (Sadlak 1990: 4). The 

creation of a Romanian university was viewed as an important stepping stone in the 

consolidation of Romanian statehood and identity. In fact, Sadlak (1995: 46) goes as far as to 

say that the first Romanian university established in 1860 in Iaşi (Jassy) was an expression of 

the power acquired by the newly formed “Union of the Romanian Principalities” and a 

“catalyst for the rise of the Romania spirit” (University of Iaşi 2006). The University of 

Bucharest was equally established by state decree four years later. 

 
                                                 
66 For the University of Cluj as a Hungarian language university, see the university website www.ubbcluj.ro. 
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Thus, unlike in the Czech case, the ties to statehood were highly visible from the early stages 

of development. This was reinforced by the fact that the ‘founding fathers’ of Romanian 

universities were frequently educated in France. Hence, the Romanian system was to a great 

extent modelled after the state-centered French system, which is also due to the linguistic and 

cultural affinity of the two nations (Scott 2002: 140-141; Sadlak 1990: 7). Consequently, not 

only were substantial matters presided over by the state, but also personnel issues, as high-

ranking academics held the status of state officials. The proximity to the French model, and in 

particular the Grandes Ecoles, was also reflected in the elitist nature of Romanian HE, whose 

traditional role was to train elites for high-level positions in state bureaucracy.     

 

However, the interwar period brought about various changes, which make Romania’s 

purported historical legacy as state-dominated (Scott 2002: 140-141) no longer as trivial as it 

may seem. In concrete terms, the Romanian system moved somewhat closer to the Humboldt 

ideal (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006; Reisz 2004: 185). This was symbolized by the 

law on the organization of the university of 1932 (Legea pentru organizarea invǎţǎmĭntului), 

which granted universities the status of “autonomous state institutions” and also devolved 

power downwards by giving the faculties themselves legal status (Sadlak 1990: 15). 

Furthermore, the law institutionalized substantial autonomy and academic freedom in teaching 

and research, while strengthening the rights of chairholders (catedra) and academic senates. 

The late 1930s and early 1940s were subsequently marked by disputes between those who 

viewed the university’s main responsibility to be the cultivation of science and those who 

viewed it as an instrument for professional training and national economic development (see 

Sadlak 1990: 16). Nevertheless, despite a decrease in state supervision in the interwar period 

and the strengthening of academic self-governance, Romania remains the country in this study 

which was most heavily characterized by state coordination and control in T1.67 

 

7.2 The communist phase – T2    

During the communist phase, the remaining traces of academic self-management and 

autonomy were abolished. The re-organization of Romanian HE was driven by the conviction 
                                                 
67 For a more detailed overview of developments in Romanian higher education during World War II, see Sadlak 
(1990). 
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that education is to be state-provided, secular and based on Marxism-Leninism (Sadlak 1990: 

23). This rapidly resulted in an integrated, centralized system of manpower planning with a 

high degree of political supervision over instructors, researchers and students. This was 

reflected foremost in the newly emerged system of governance, as decisions were made by 

political bodies and then vertically implemented by an executive bureau (Biroul Executive), 

which was able to sidestep both the academic senate as well as chairholders. As an additional 

manifestation of state power, the education minister had the authority to dismiss university 

rectors at any time. Despite its state-centered nature and the magnitude of the ideologically 

driven reforms, Romanian institutions did maintain two peculiarities, which starkly 

distinguished them from those of other Soviet satellites. Firstly, tuition fees, which had been 

common practice even in T1, continued to be levied until 1962. At the same time and likely as 

a legacy of the increased Humboldt orientation in late T2, a rigid separation of teaching and 

research was not pursued in Romania (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006).    

 

Despite the prevalence of the market-oriented mechanism of tuition fees, Romanian 

universities had essentially evolved into extremely centralized units governed by ideological 

norms by the mid-1960s (Mihailescu / Vlasceanu 76: 1994; Nicolescu 2002: 91). Their key 

function was to breed an adequately trained labour force for nationalized industries, a side-

effect being the forced cooperation between universities and industry (Interview Popa 2 

February 2007). Unlike various other CEE higher education systems which witnessed a steady 

expansion in T2, the Romanian path of development was erratic, marked by an exaggerated 

expansion in the 1950s and then a contraction quickly after, only to gradually expand again in 

the 1960s and 1970s (Sadlak 1994: 14). Nevertheless, the system – like in T1 – essentially 

remained an elitist breeding factory for high-ranking functionaries in the communist 

nomenklatura and industry.   

 

7.2.1 The Ceauşescu period  

Viewed in this context, the subsequent opening of Romanian HE towards the non-socialist 

world is all the more surprising. After his election to Secretary General of the Romanian 

Communist Party, Nicolae Ceauşescu initiated various changes in higher education whose 

impact on the post-communist phase is not to be underestimated. Despite overall policies 
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associated with political repression, administrative hierarchy, nepotism and his personal cult, 

the Ceauşescu era was initially marked by the moderate decentralization and opening of the 

system. By initiating by the 1968 Higher Education Law (Legea privind invǎţǎmĭntul in 

Republica Socialist România), Ceauşescu sought to intensify contacts with western science, in 

particular in technical subjects. This was motivated by his efforts at economic ‘modernization’ 

through a form of economic autarky based on less dependence on the Soviet Union and 

increasing technological cooperation with the West. The West, in turn, welcomed Romania’s 

efforts to distance itself from the Soviet Union and was willing to share e.g. computing, 

automotive, and aviation technology. With regard to HE, this increased cooperation was 

manifested by a drastic reduction of joint activities with COMECON’s science and research 

organizations and the intensification of interlinkages with the west at various levels. These 

spanned from Fulbright Scholarships, programmes with the British Council, the organization 

of conferences of the United Nations in Bucharest as well as the establishment of the UNESCO 

European Center for Higher Education in Bucharest (CEPES) (Interview Popa 2 February 

2007; Sadlak 1990: 39-40). Thus much in contrast to their Czech and Bulgarian counterparts, 

Romanian scholars became relatively well integrated into international academic activities, 

while the Romanian government sought to increase the number of foreign scholars at 

Romanian institutions.  

 

However, the rapid increase in cooperation with the West after Ceauşescu’s ‘divorce’ from 

Moscow did not bring about increased autonomy for Romanian HE. This in fact essentially 

resulted in the opposite due to poorly reflected and haphazard policy. In concrete terms, 

Ceauşescu pursued a form of over-bureaucratization and simultaneously ‘pseudo-

democratization’ of Romanian HE. Contrary to the decentralization trend of the 1960s, the 

1970s were marked by tighter party control over academic work. This entailed more rigid 

controls – not only over academic appointments and even academic work hours and work-load. 

Under the banner of “direct socialist democracy”, Ceauşescu introduced two artificially 

‘democratic’ bodies, the Congress on Education and Instruction and the Higher Council for 

Education and Instruction, whose core task was to better implement and oversee the decisions 

of the party and government (Sadlak 1990: 51). Nevertheless, the late stages of Romanian HE 

in T2 were marked by rapid deterioration and lack of orientation due to high-handed structural 
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modifications initiated by Ceauşescu. In concrete terms, he vested complete authority over HE 

in the hands of his wife Elena, who not only chaired the National Committee for Scientists and 

Peace, but also the newly created National Council of Education and Science (Consiliul 

Naţional al Educaţiei si Stiinţei), which was to become a sort of super-ministry governing all 

aspects of education. This enabled Elena Ceauşescu to completely control all vital HE matters 

and hence severely limit academic freedom and autonomy (see Sadlak 1990: 54-55). This also 

had negative ramifications for the interlinkages with the west. Not only the number of 

incoming students to Romania decreased, but the freedom of Romanian scholars to become 

internationally active increasingly became a privilege of the party elite.  

 

Hence, in late T2, the Romanian HE had become a state-monopolized system of hierarchical 

oversight, which was fully at the mercy of the erratic and incoherent ideologically motivated 

visions of the Ceauşescu family and its cronies. In fact it is safe to say that higher education 

was more rigid and state dominated than in other CEE countries. This can be attributed to its 

instrumental role as a labour breeding force for the planned economy and the very weak 

traditions of institutional autonomy both in T2 and T1. Indeed, Romania is characterized by a 

weak tradition of academic freedom and autonomy. This explains the relatively submissive 

nature of Romanian academics towards totalitarian policy (see Sadlak 1990: 66).  

 

7.3 Establishment of a new system of governance and 

legislation – T3  

After the dismantling of the totalitarian regime, Romanian HE underwent an enormous 

expansion, leading to an increase in student numbers of 250 % between 1990 and 1999 

(Statistical Yearbook of Romania 2002). Parallel to this, the number of institutions also 

skyrocketed from 42 in the communist phase to 111 in 1999 (OECD 2000: 125; 129). Yet how 

did the system of governance accommodate these changed parameters? In the initial aftermath 

of the collapse of the totalitarian system, Romanian academia and lawmakers immediately took 

measures to depoliticize universities and abolish their ideological underpinnings, which were 

reflected in the suspension of the communist Higher Education Law of 1978 in May 1990. 

However, in terms of state-university relations, the reform course proved to be more sluggish 

than in the Czech Republic, as academic policy-makers had no other tradition to fall back on 
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other than state-dominated governance. The reforms began with the discontinuation of the 

political indoctrination and tight political control. However, despite the granting of de jure 

autonomy to university institutions, no extensive reforms aimed at uprooting the logic of the 

system and driving back the state were pursued immediately after 1989 (Nicolescu 2002: 92-

93). For example, there existed a consensus that greater institutional autonomy was an 

objective, but this could not be implemented because no legal regulations stated exactly what 

universities were allowed to do and what competencies were vested in the Ministry. The 

autonomy granted to universities was hence limited, inconsistent, and like a “pendulum” in the 

initial phase (Interview Sadlak 8 December 2006). For example, substantial autonomy e.g. over 

curricula and study courses was formally granted, before the state again restricted it in 1992-

1993 (Reisz 2004: 194), while institutional parameters (e.g. admissions) also remained the 

prerogative of the state.  

 

Hence, unlike the Czech case, Romanian HE did not slip into the bottom-heavy chair system, 

nor did it detach itself from the state, which continued to establish, goals, strategies and an 

overarching framework (Interviews Marga 7 December 2006; Vlasceanu 8 December 2006, 

Constantinescu 8 December 2006). In view of the extremely weak tradition of academic self-

management, the state demonstrated great uncertainty and reluctance with regard to granting 

universities greater autonomy over funding and procedural matters. In fact, one observer spoke 

of a situation of panic among bureaucrats after HE institutions were bestowed partial autonomy 

(Reisz 2004: 200). At the same time, the academic community – accustomed to acting with 

restraint vis-à-vis an omnipotent state – was unable to mobilize and push for more extensive 

self-management powers. Unlike in the Czech case, Romanian academia was unable to 

institutionally shield itself from the state with buffer organizations such as a conference of 

rectors. Thus, with regard to state-university relations a mixture of state planning and 

university autonomy prevailed, although the state clearly continued to set the tone in HE 

policy.    

 

The lack of self-management at Romanian institutions was particularly reflected in how 

funding matters were handled. As in T2, the state budget remained the main source of funds, 

which were then allocated within universities on a formula basis (input-oriented funding). In 
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fact, the financial role of the state was quickly anchored in the Constitution, which stipulated 

that public education in Romania is free (Romanian Constitution, Article 32, Para. 4), although 

universities were later granted the right to collect tuition from students who failed to meet the 

numerus clausus requirements. With regard to general HE arrangements, the main thrust of 

decision-making authority remained vested within the Ministry. In fact, its grip on HE 

governance even extended into matters of procedural autonomy, as the Ministry was 

empowered by law to set plans, a direction, and global strategy for higher education (Art. 12, 

Romanian Higher Education Law). However, in the early phase of transition, the Ministry’s 

global design did not bear elements of what one would expect of a market-based system, nor 

did it resemble the academic laissez-faire approach pursued in the Czech Republic. Instead, its 

approach to governance clearly remained based on bureaucratic and process control. At the 

same time, the Ministry did not aim to build up the entrepreneurial ability of university 

management or create greater synergies between labour market and student demands and 

university programs.  

 

Although the main thrust of decision-making autonomy remained vested within the Ministry, 

the mode of negotiation became somewhat more corporatist while Prof. Dr. Liviu Maior held 

the position of Minister of Education (1992-1996). This development was enhanced by what 

various observers defined as the emergence of a Romanian “academic oligarchy” in the mid-

1990s (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006; Reisz 2004: 195), which collectively pushed 

for increased university autonomy. However, the stronger negotiation position of Romanian 

academics only led to a half-hearted expansion of their autonomy. In concrete terms, while 

faculties gained greater discretion over substantial issues, the core curricula were still set by the 

Ministry. Personnel autonomy was also partially granted to Romanian universities, as 

personnel decisions no longer were contingent on the approval of the Ministry of Education. 

However, the appointment of lecturers and professors remained subject to the consent of a so-

called National Council for Academic Titles (see Reisz 2004: 195). Even at this early stage, 

however, the Ministry attempted to shift its thrust of authority from process control to product 

control by no longer designing study courses, rather subjecting them to an accreditation 

procedure. At the same time, the Ministry also began to pull back from its constitutionally 

defined task of setting the global parameters and goals for the system. As a result, it granted 
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institutions greater autonomy with regard to management structures and defining their own 

operating principles.   

 

7.3.1 The impact of transnational interlinkages and historical 

institutions – T3  

Upon preponderance of the evidence, it appears that Romania remained most closely aligned 

with the state-centred model in T3. By the mid-1990s Romanian public higher education was 

still fully dependent on state subsidies, while – despite partial alleviations – the Ministry 

continued to partially restrict the personnel, substantial, and procedural autonomy of 

universities. At the same time, in a HE system which functioned under the pressure of 

corruption (Marga 1998; 2000) radical market mechanisms and greater institutional 

competition were not yet viewed as expedient approaches.  

 

With regard to governance and state-university relations, the period between 1990 and 1996 

can be regarded as one of low dynamics. What explanations do the social sciences offer to 

explain why the Romanian course differed so starkly from that of the Czech Republic? The 

initial developments in Romania appear to be a classical case of path dependency, in which 

existing normative structures continued to shape and mediate change. In clear contrast to the 

Czech case, the asymmetry of power to the favour of the state remained reflected in the 

Ministry’s role in setting institutional parameters for HE. This tradition of direct state 

intervention into most aspects of society can be traced back to the late 19th century and was 

rigidly reinforced under the particularly despotic communist system (see Sadlak 1994: 13). 

Hence, early T3 developments were visibly marked by the reiteration of past decision patterns, 

i.e. state planning, which inhibited a radical break with T2 institutions, as happened in the 

Czech Republic.    

 

Although state regulation and design continued to impact the steering and structure of the early 

post-communist system, this does not go to say that Romanian academia remained fully 

passive and restrained towards an overly powerful state. In fact, the academic community – 

much like their Czech colleagues – also sought to revive a trend which the communist takeover 
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put an abrupt end to: Humboldtism. In other words, more “progressive” Romanian academics 

strategically drew on the trend towards academic self-rule, which had reached its climax 

between 1930 and 1945 (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006). In doing so, they not only 

aimed to secure greater institutional autonomy, but also to devolve power down to the 

professorial chairs (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006) while reinstating the 

academic senate as an institution of academic self- governance (see Sadlak 1990: 18).  

 

Hence, T1 legacies lent legitimacy to both the state in its coordination role as well as the 

gradually snowballing ‘academic oligarchy’. However, in the early transformation phase, it 

appears that the severe restrictions to self-management and autonomy filtered out far-reaching 

collective change, preventing a fully-fledged shift towards academic self-rule or a more 

entrepreneurial approach. This can equally be attributed to the culture of restraint and 

passiveness of Romanian academics, whose intellectual role in T2 consisted above all in 

glorifying the despotic regime (see Sadlak 1995: 13), conveying communist ideology, and 

breeding a qualified workforce – and had little in common with a “shared commitment to the 

search for truth through free inquiry and intellectual freedom” (Olsen 2005: 8).  

 

Besides specific national and historical factors, this study is driven by the conjecture that 

developments in the transnational institutional and normative environment can have a profound 

impact on national policy-making and ultimately reshape existing patterns of governance. In 

view of the partial openness and networking with western countries in T2, the Romanian 

system was by no means entirely secluded from the exogenous environment at the onset of the 

transition. However, the exogenous dimension had a more differential impact in the course of 

T3. For the present analysis, it is worthwhile to divide T3 into two phases, an initial period of 

endogenous reinforcement (1990 – approx. 1996) and a period of exogenously driven change 

(approx. 1996 until and during the Bologna Process).    

 

More specifically, the evidence reveals that the contacts maintained between Romanian and 

western scientists initially served more to reinforce the emerging system of state-control with a 

touch of Humboldtism than to change it. This has to do with the fact that transnational 

interlinkages were, for the most part, restricted to ministerial contacts with France (Interview 
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Oprea 12 February 2007) as well as the exchange of scholars between Romania, Germany and 

France. The burgeoning contacts with the French Ministry as well as the increasing exchange 

of scholars explain in part the initial consolidation of the ‘Napoleonic’ tradition. This was 

manifested in particular with regard to funding and accounting matters as well as the restriction 

of substantial autonomy, as the Ministry continued to take influence on the everyday function 

of HE institutions, i.e. process control (Interview Oprea 12 February 2007). At the same time, 

during T2 and until the coming into effect of the TEMPUS program Germany was the main 

host country for Romanian professionals and scholarship holders (Universitea Babeş-Bolyai, 

Cluj 2007).68 By no means did these professional interlinkages with a Humboldt-oriented 

system radically transform Romanian HE. However, the evidence suggests that these 

interlinkages created a platform for moderate normative isomorphism. In other words, 

Romanian scholars were exposed to and frequently absorbed Humboldtian norms of Lern- and 

Lehrfreiheit, i.e. the freedom to scientific inquiry without state intervention. Subsequently, 

German practice was regarded not only as the state-of-the-art, but also provided a normative 

framework for Romanian academic to press for domestic reform for greater intellectual 

freedom, academic participation in management, and a push-back of state control. Hence, the 

exposure to Humboldtian norms encouraged and motivated Romanian teaching and scientific 

staff in their drive for greater institutional and academic autonomy in the mid-1990s (Interview 

Vlasceanu 8 December 2007).    

 

Instead of direct policy transfer or the emulation of foreign models, the scattered networking in 

early T3 reinforced developments already in progress in Romania. Hence, the Ministry was 

initially more concerned with putting the system on stable footing in the midst of post-

totalitarian disarray than studying and implementing a foreign blueprint, despite the 

tremendous level of uncertainty over future developments. Academia, on the other hand, was 

unable to secure itself sufficient leverage to impose its own interests on the policy-making 

process. Hence, by the mid-1990s public HE was still state managed (or mismanaged), 

underfunded and had yet to play a key role in the transformation process, while the number of 

student places and funding were based on available workforce, rather than students’ and 

societies’ needs (Nicolescu 2002: 95).  
                                                 
68 See Babeş-Bolyai University, Cluj, http://www.ubbcluj.ro/ge/despre/prasident.html 
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7.4 Pre-Bologna Reforms – Tapping into the European 

dimension 

Unlike the Czech system, in which the core features established in the aftermath of system 

collapse remained in tact, the situation of state (mis-)management juxtaposed with increasingly 

consolidated academic interests in Romania in the mid-1990s was a relatively short 

intermezzo. It was at this point that drastic changes were triggered in Romania as a result of 

domestic problem pressure, lesson-drawing from the European platform and ministerial 

activism. In fact, the Romanian case reads like a storybook for those convinced of the broad 

applicability of isomorphism and in particular mimetic isomorphism at the European level.  

 

The starting point for the consistent shift towards market-oriented governance was the 

increasing consensus on the inefficiency of the system. Faced with uncertainties fed by 

underfunding, rising student numbers, antiquated teaching methods, and lacking research 

dynamics (Interview Popa 2 February 2007; Marga 2002: 124), the Romanian Ministry of 

Education sought to tap into international communication and networks as an instrument and 

impulse for internal reform. This was manifested as early as 1995 in the reform preparation 

process under the leadership of Liviu Maior, who aimed to incorporate university rectors into 

the ministerial decision-making process and bring about a change in mentality in favour of 

more entrepreneurial methods (Interview Popa 2 February). However, it was the term in office 

of Prof. Andrei Marga, during which the tables began to turn in Romanian HE.  

 

7.4.1 The role of Andrei Marga as a policy entrepreneur 

As indicated in the theoretical section, policy entrepreneurs are key actors who emerge in 

situations of opportunity, identify unfulfilled needs, and suggest innovative means to fulfil 

them. In order to effectuate policy change, they strive to assemble and coordinate networks of 

individuals (see Mintrom/Vergari 1996: 422; Kindgon 1995). At the risk of becoming tied up 

in biographical details, it is worthwhile to offer a brief description of the most influential actor 

in Romanian higher education to date – Prof. Andrei Marga –  in order to understand the 

isomorphic processes and dynamics which propelled policy change in late T3 and T4. It is not 

to say that Prof. Marga was solely responsible for the comprehensive reform package. 
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However, the evidence reveals that without his foresighted entrepreneurial leadership and 

capacity to create synergies between the international level and national reform, the Ministry 

and university management, and industry, the broad reform course would likely not have 

gained the momentum which it did. Prof. Marga can perhaps best be described as a life-long 

academic ‘global player’ with unparalleled exposure to foreign practice, but at the same time 

an unmatched commitment to reform in Romania from the very beginning of T3. His profound 

exposure to western practice dates back to various stays at German universities as a PhD 

candidate as well as his long-term position as a DAAD fellow at the Universities of Erlangen, 

Münster, Frankfurt am Main, as well as the Max Planck Institute. At the same time, Marga 

held fellowship positions at the Woodrow Wilson Center and national Endowment for 

Democracy (Washington, D.C.), while maintaining key positions at the international level as 

Vice-President of the UNESCO World Conference on Higher Education in 1998, Member of 

the Committee of Higher Education and Research of the Council of Europe in 1995-2001 and 

Vice-Chair of CEPES-UNESCO Board since 1998. Marga became increasingly active in the 

internationalization of Romanian HE, which is best reflected by his key role as Dean (1990-

1992) and Vice-Rector (1992-1993) of Babeş-Bolyai University in Cluj-Napoca. A multi-

lingual institution69 – Romanian, Hungarian, German – , Babeş-Bolyai University quickly 

became the most comprehensive HE institution in Romania and part of an international 

network of universities.70     

 

It goes without saying that by the time he became Minister of Education in 1997 Marga was 

not only intensely embedded in a web of transnational networking and communication, but had 

actively participated in the elaboration of policy suggestions and strategies internationally and 

at his home university (Interview Marga 7 December 2006). Due to his tight links with 

Germany, the USA, France as well as broader overarching platforms for policy exchange 

(UNESCO-CEPES) he was exposed to a multitude of foreign approaches to HE. The gathered 

evidence suggests, in fact, that isomorphic effects already came to bear in Romania before the 

onset of the Bologna Process. With the imminent prospect of intensified cooperation with the 

                                                 
69 with studies in Romanian (89 degree offering sections), Hungarian (51 degree offering sections), and German 
(13 degree offering sections) in 20 Faculties and 18 University Colleges. 
70 Including the European University Association, International Association of Universities, Agence Universitaire 
de la Francophonie, Association of Carpathian Region Universities. 
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EU in the late 1990s academic policy-makers overtly feared looking like a laggard and 

continually referred to international trends during reform negotiations, while engaging in a 

carefully deliberated selection process over which foreign approaches would be most expedient 

for the Romanian case (Interview Popa 1 February 2007; Interview Marga 7 December 2006). 

To this end, the Ministry and experts from UNESCO-CEPES carefully scrutinized information 

supplied by this institution on the development of European HE systems in order to pinpoint 

the most valuable solutions for the Romanian situation (Marga 2002: 125). Hence, the 

transnational communication in which Marga and his colleagues were embedded provided a 

platform for policy promotion, lesson-drawing, and emulation. The inspiration provided by 

western Europe, the US and various international organizations was in turn clearly reflected in 

Marga’s multi-faceted reform package to invigorate Romanian higher education and safeguard 

the survival of Romanian HE providers (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006; Interview 

Marga 7 December 2006).   

 
Devised as a strategy to “remove the last vestiges of communist heritage” (Marga 2002: 123), 

the Ministry’s reform package not only aimed to put an end to the transition phase and bring 

the education system more in tune with socio-economic needs, but also to bring Romania 

closer to western European points of reference (Marga 2002: 122). This entailed a direct 

overhaul of the system of governance and allocation of autonomy at various levels, including 

the role of the Ministry, finances, university society relations, university management and 

issues of substantial autonomy. Instead of initially demanding changes from universities, the 

Ministry sought to transfigure itself from within in order to boost its own institutional capacity. 

As a first pillar of reform, the Ministry was restructured according to management methods. 

More specifically, employees were selected on a competitive basis taking into consideration 

their ability to communicate in foreign languages and undertake far-reaching reforms (Marga 

2002: 130). For the first time in Romania, ministerial decisions were made public. At the same 

time, Marga again drew on western practice in his efforts to decentralize the, until then, highly 

centralized Ministry of Education into various relatively autonomously operating sub-units.71 

The most poignant example of this was the establishment of the National Service for 

Evaluation and Examination (Serviciul Naţional de Evaluare şi Examinare), which served to 
                                                 
71 e.g. National Office of Grants for Studies Abroad, National Centre for Diploma Recognition and Equivalence, 
National Center for the Development of Technical Higher Education (see Marga 2002: 130-131).  
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promote new teaching methods and performance-based criteria. In the past, evaluation had 

been under the control of the Romanian Parliament (Interview Oprea 12 February 2007). Not 

only did the independently operating evaluation committee directly seek to incorporate 

western, i.e. primarily British performance criteria, but it even actively arranged for the 

involvement of international assessors in the evaluation process – a phenomenon which would 

have been inconceivable in the Czech case.  

 

7.4.2 Funding reform 

The reforms undertaken in the funding system likely represent the most blatant example of 

transnationally conveyed policy solutions leading to domestic reforms. In devising its reform 

strategy, the Ministry not only relied on the financial assistance and policy recommendations 

of the World Bank, but also deliberately sought to involve the OECD and the European Union, 

which provided supplemental assistance via the Tempus programme, PHARE as well as the 

Leonardo and Socrates programs (see Marga 2002: 125; OECD 2000: 55). By directly 

involving international organizations, the Ministry aimed not only to broaden its repertoire of 

policy options, but also to bolster its leverage in the implementation process. Although the 

World Bank had already began implementing projects in the 1970’s and was active as a lender 

in Romania since 1991, its activities in HE intensified during the Marga reform period by 

funding its so-called Reform of Higher Education and Research Project. Besides a grant 

amounting to 84 Million USD for increasing management, research and structural capacity,72 

the World Bank essentially promoted the privatization, marketization and commercialization of 

its HE system. In concrete terms, it encouraged Romania to a) increase student expenditure in 

public and private HE, b) increase the private share of HE enrolment, and c) increase private 

sources of funding (to at least 30 % by 1999) (Terano 2005: 231). The position of the World 

Bank was subsequently seconded by the European Commission during early accession 

negotiations, which supported a substantial increase in government-allocated funding and an 

increase in ministerial reform capacity (European Commission 2000: 52).   

 

                                                 
72 The project was divided into three funding components 1) Management Capacity Improvement – $ 14.3 
Million, II) Undergraduate and Continuing Education Programs – $ 27.6 Million, III) Postgraduate Education 
Programs and Research Centers - $ 42.1 Million) .  
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Unlike their Czech colleagues who opted for a more watered down version of the OECD’s 

reform recommendations (see Section 6), Marga and allied policy entrepreneurs viewed the 

international support as a window of opportunity for a concerted reform effort, which would in 

turn substantially reshape the system of governance. Essentially, the Romanian academic 

policy-makers were marked by a greater willingness to depart from pre-existing constellations 

and pursue a more thorough overhaul of the system – which in part surpassed the expectations 

of the ‘international policy promoters’. The openly worded reform strategy promoted by the 

World Bank stimulated processes of thorough evaluation of Western funding systems, from 

which policy-makers attempted to draw lessons for reshaping the Romanian system.  

 

Based on the evidence and the actual policy outcome, it appears that core elements of the 

British and American (in particular state college) funding models proved to be most expedient 

for the Romanian case (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006; Interview Curaj 16 February 

2006). According to Ministerial Order No. 3132 from 19 January, 1998, HE funding was 

divided into ‘core’ and ‘complementary’ funding. The ‘core’ funds were conceived as global 

financing allocated by the state (Interview Curaj 16 February 2006; Marga 2002: 129) and 

were to be complemented by funds procured from non-state sources, including donations, 

sponsorships, self-generated income and service income. Despite the emergence of multi-

source funding – which bears resemblance to market-oriented approaches – the mode of 

allocation of ‘core’ state funds initially remained in line with the state-centred approach, as 

funding was still determined on a formula basis (net unit cost per equivalent student) and to be 

used for staff and material expenditure. ‘Complementary’ funding was to be allocated on a 

competitive merit basis upon the submission of proposals to the Ministry drawn up in 

cooperation with its consulting councils (OECD 2000: 135). Instead of granting universities 

fully-fledged financial autonomy, the Ministry prescribed that such complementary funds be 

used for investments in new buildings, repairs, modernization measures, equipment, and social 

expenditure for students. Hence, the financial guidelines imposed on universities entailed a 

forced modernization by requiring universities to invest in the upgrading of facilities. 

Nevertheless, two other key changes were clearly indicative of a shift towards market-oriented 

funding. Firstly, the Ministry authorized the introduction of tuition fees for all students 

(Ministerial Decision No. 54, 1998-99), while it also explicitly encouraged providers to attract 
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additional funds from the private sector (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006). At the 

same time the Ministry introduced a competitive research grants system, which favoured 

research relevant to current socio-economic developments in Romania. Hence, even before the 

Bologna Process, Romania deliberately drew on ‘best practice’ from market-models to 

transfigure its stagnating system of funding, the result being lump-sum funding with strong 

incentives to attract additional external funds (Interview Popa 2 February 2007; Ministerul 

Educaţiei Naţionale 2002).  
 

7.4.3 Changing university-state-society relations  

When comparing patterns of HE development in the Czech Republic and Romania in the post-

communist phase, a striking difference catches the eye. Based on the gathered evidence, it 

appears that HE in the Czech Republic remains the least ‘marketized’ societal segment despite 

its highly deregulated market economy. In other words, Czech HE stands out as a laggard with 

regard to marketization and hence remains relatively shielded from socio-economic pressures 

(Interview Vlk 24 September 2006; see Section 6). With market reforms stagnating and only 

scrappily implemented by the mid-1990s, Romania essentially pursued the opposite strategy 

under Marga’s leadership. In other words, the Romanian reforms of education were intended to 

be monumental and have far-reaching societal repercussions. Education reform was supposed 

to become a driving force for the democratization and marketization of society, on the one 

hand by creating a “civic culture of opinions” (Marga 2002: 132). On the other hand, market 

competitiveness in education was intended to spill over into other segments of society and 

hence generate the capacity for other sectors (e.g. health, transportation) to reform themselves 

in line with market principles. Along these lines, the reform was based on four ambitious 

pillars for Romanian education:  

1. the accommodation of the contents and organisation of education within a society based on a market 
economy, the rule of law and the proclamation of individual freedom; 

2. the solution, as soon as possible, of problems arising from the delayed modernisation of the country 
through qualifications provided by education, scientific research and educational policy; 

3. changing schools, high schools and universities into sources of moral, cognitive and technological 
innovation for the country; 

4. making school organisation, operation and achievement compatible with European standards 
 
            (Marga 1997; OECD 2000: 55) 
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What is apparent here is that Romanian policy-makers were already tapping into the normative 

environment and rhetoric on entrepreneurial universities, New Public Management and 

performance-based governance in the run-up to the Bologna Process. Drawing on this, the 

Ministry stimulated in incremental steps a shift from the state-centred to the market-oriented 

paradigm. Unlike the Czech case, the Ministry did not relinquish power, rather its role 

increasingly became one of facilitation and institutional coordination, rather than overt control 

and detailed planning (see OECD 2000: 133). As the core entrepreneur of change, the state 

continued to seek inspiration from market-based systems with the aim of instilling more 

competitiveness and entrepreneurialism in Romanian universities. This was reflected, for 

example, in the abolition of the anachronistic state salary system and complete allocation of 

autonomy over personnel and salaries to university management, which in turn was able to 

draw on external non-state funds to adjust salaries to performance-related criteria (see Marga 

2002: 129).        

  

Marga also attempted to standardize Anglo-Saxon practice in Romania with regard to the 

institutional parameters of HE providers. The most outstanding example of this is the 

authorization of private institutions (see Sadlak 1994). With regard to changing governance 

patterns in public institutions, Romanian universities were granted autonomy over admission 

matters and hence their size for the first time. In addition to state budget-funded study places, 

universities were given the autonomy to admit tuition-paying students. The Ministry’s grand 

strategy with regard to matters of substance also paved the path for more far-reaching 

curricular changes in T3 and T4. The new Romanian approach to HE emphasizing market 

relevance, competition over resources and entrepreneurial efforts was reflected in more 

market-based curricula. In concrete terms, a shift from the reproduction of knowledge to more 

problem-solving could be observed, while the Ministry sought to stimulate more innovative 

interactions between universities and their economic and administrative environment 

(Ministerul Educaţiei Naţionale 2002). By means of decentralization, the Ministry encouraged 

an active partnership between the academic and business sphere, which in turn would deliver 

incentives for university institutions to produce graduates with skills compatible with the 

demands of the changing labour market (Nicolescu / Sapatoru 2003: 5). At the same time, 

Marga was able to put into practice the Education Law of 1995, which stipulated that curricula 



Empirical Findings: Romania  

 

174

and programs are designed at the department level and then subject to the approval of the 

Academic Senate and ultimately the National Council for Academic Evaluation and 

Accreditation. While delegating significantly greater substantial autonomy to the department 

level (and not directly to the chairs as in Humboldt systems), the Ministry sought to maintain 

its steering capacity by once again by tapping into a western trend: it actively strived to replace 

ministerial process control with ex post product control via evaluation and accreditation. 

Hence, the state expanded the autonomy and means for university self-governance (see 

Nicolescu 2002: 95). Yet it simultaneously began to borrow and implement an elaborate 

catalogue of accountability and quality assurance mechanisms to ensure that study programs 

are more aligned with the demands of the developing market economy.  
 

7.4.4 Conclusions – T3  

As reflected later in the aggregate results, T3 was marked by an initial period of stagnation and 

clinging to a state-centered approach to governance. This was clearly motivated by the T1 

legacy of education as a vehicle for nation-building and its later function in T2 as a producer of 

an ideologically indoctrinated qualified workforce. This was compounded not least by the 

tradition of all-embracing state control and the absence of a culture of autonomous self-

management in T2 (see Reisz 2002: 200). Despite the partial mobilization of academics 

attempting to tap into Humboldtian traditions from the interwar periods and via contacts with 

Germany in T3, it appears that historical legacies were more easily outflanked during the 

Romanian surge towards the market than in the Czech case. Several factors were crucial here. 

Firstly, the Romanian Ministry of Education enjoyed extensive leverage over the relatively 

tamed academic community due to the weak role of buffer organizations (e.g. Rectors’ 

conference) (Interview Sadlak 8 December 2006). The Ministry, and in particular Marga and 

his collaborators, in turn immersed themselves in a dynamic transnational environment through 

which most promising policy approaches, trends and mechanisms were conveyed. In a 

situation of stagnating economic and political reform, the Ministry sought to exploit this 

window of opportunity to identify the most expedient approaches for the ‘catch-up 

modernization’ processes, which was ‘sweetened’ by financial assistance from the World Bank 

and EU mobility funds. In doing so, the Ministry strategically built up its own institutional 

capacity through a system of incentives, the most important instrument being complementary 
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funding and competitive research grants allocated by the state, which were to be invested into 

the modernization of universities themselves. Hence, unlike more Humboldt-oriented systems, 

in which the ministry/state must engage in tedious and delicate negotiations with an often well-

consolidated academic community, the Romanian Ministry was able to ‘lure’ universities to 

support its reform course with the promise of greater autonomy and an expanded array of 

financial sources (e.g. tuition, complementary funding and research grants).   

 

7.5 Changes in governance patterns – T4   

The final period of investigation looks at developments between 1999 and present in Romania 

– a period marked by the intensification and culmination of the Europeanization of HE through 

the Bologna Process. In view of the profound impact in late T3 of the very mechanisms, which 

we would particularly expect in the course of the Bologna Process (i.e. international policy 

promotion, isomorphism, policy transfer), one might wonder whether the Bologna Process is of 

any relevance at all to the Romanian system of governance. Indeed, it is not expedient to fully 

demarcate T3 and T4, as isomorphic processes were already in full swing when Romania 

joined the Bologna Process. However, based on the gathered evidence, this analysis takes the 

stance that – after brief setbacks – the Bologna Process has accelerated and institutionalized the 

‘spirit of reform’ initiated during Marga’s term in office.  

 

After the Social Democratic takeover in late 2000, the reinvigorated Romanian HE system was 

essentially left to itself, as the new government did not prioritize or announce a strategy for 

education policy (Nicolescu / Sapatoru 2003: 5). Hence, the reform course initiated in 1997 

remained the legislative status quo. However, after newly appointed ministerial officials had 

settled in their positions, there was a renewed interest in HE, triggered above all by the 

Bologna Process (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006; Interview Curaj 19 February 

2007).  
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7.5.1 The impact of transnational interlinkages and historical 

institutions – T4  

The next section shall map out how the Bologna Process has had side-effects on various 

aspects of Romanian HE governance and ultimately been a driving force for the continuation 

and intensification of the market-oriented reforms. As policy-makers have come to view the 

Bologna Process in a broader context as a means of changing the functioning of the university 

and bringing Romanian HE in line with the demands of globalization and the knowledge 

economy (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006), it has spilled over to a broad range of 

governance-related issues. While the reforms in the pre-Bologna phase have been concentrated, 

above all, on the system level (i.e. state-university relations), the reforms since approximately 

2000 have primarily left their mark on the institutional level (i.e. internal university 

governance). The strengthening of the management level at Romanian institutions can be 

traced back to the way in which autonomy was delegated to universities during T3. Unlike the 

Czech case, where the thrust of autonomy was immediately passed down to the chair level (the 

Humboldt model) – thus weakening university management and the rector–, autonomy in 

Romania was delegated foremost to university management. The strengthening of the 

management level was an inevitable consequence of the Ministry’s delegation of autonomy 

over academic decisions concerning programs, admissions, curricula, but above all through the 

transfer of financial autonomy to public universities (Nicolescu 2002: 95-96). Forced by the 

Ministry to attract external funding and compete for complementary state funding, universities 

were compelled to build up the managerial abilities of their governing bodies in order to secure 

and manage adequate funding for sustaining and expanding operations (see OECD 2002: 138). 

To reinforce this development, the Ministry has deemed the universities the most important 

actors within the Bologna Process and actively promoted universities to embrace 

entrepreneurial tactics (Interview Marga 7 December 2006). Hence, the Bologna Process is 

understood as a bottom-up process in which university management assumes the responsibility 

for organization, performance, and competitiveness, while engaging in tight interlinkages with 

national and international academic and industrial enterprises (see Marga 2000: 252).  

 

In this regard, we can pinpoint an additional new feature of Romanian HE indicative of a shift 

towards the market-oriented paradigm: the active incorporation of external stakeholders. The 
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arguably two most successful Romanian universities, Babeş-Bolyai University of Cluj-Napoca 

and the University of Iaşi, involve employers’ representatives in the design of the strategic 

university plans, which take anticipated economic and administrative developments in 

Romanian society into account (Interview Popa 2 February 2006; Marga 2000: 252). The 

transnational dimension and the emulation of British/American practice have facilitated the 

incorporation of external stakeholders into the planning process, a trend reinforced by the 

Ministry’s taxation incentives granted for industries collaborating with HE institutions. 

However, it also must be noted that university-industry cooperation and coordination actually 

dates back to the Ceauşescu phase, when the vision of universities as industrial breeding 

grounds was put into practice. As a result, universities and industries were forced to closely 

coordinate activities and synchronize economic needs with university programs (Interview 

Popa 1 February 2007), a practice which has been revived in late T3 and T4, albeit on the basis 

of market principles.  

 

7.5.1.1 Changes in university-level governance 

In view of the new coordination tasks entrusted to university management, the Bologna phase 

is marked above all by the ‘coming into their own’ of Romanian rectors and underlying 

management structures. Although the chair model has indeed been reinstated in some 

Romanian universities, many institutions have also been relatively successful in establishing 

effective management structures to counterbalance the burgeoning professorial lobby and 

provide strategic leadership amid fragmented faculty interests. Interestingly, the strengthening 

of the management level is also the result of isomorphic processes at various levels. At the 

exogenous level, the Bologna Process has particularly contributed to the reinforcement of 

institutional interlinkages between university managers themselves, and not exclusively 

ministerial and academic staff. One frequently cited example of this is the Danube Rectors’ 

Conference (Interview Marga 7 December 2006). Initially established in 1983, the conference 

promotes the exchange of information on substantial and procedural issues of common interest, 

while coordinating activities aimed at the improvement of governance structures and study 

programs (see website Danube Rectors’ Conference)73. This strong involvement in 

                                                 
73  http://drc.uni-mb.si/main.asp and http://drc.uni-mb.si/main.asp?Opt=about&tab=H 
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transnational activities has once again strengthened Romanian rectors in their position as 

policy entrepreneurs, which has in turn been manifested in university management’s leverage 

over academic staff in the design and structure of study programs. Although academic interests 

are never ignored, Romanian rectors are more at ease in negotiations with chairholders than 

e.g. their Czech colleagues, for example when it comes to the introduction of new ‘innovative’ 

study programs (e.g. environmental studies, Middle Eastern studies). At the same time 

isomorphic synergies are at work within Romania as well. The increasingly perceived 

competition between Romanian HE providers, which can be attributed not least to the Bologna 

Process (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006), has prompted Romanian universities to 

emulate the practice of the two institutions broadly regarded as most successful in procuring 

external funding, profiting from international networking, and with regard to research output – 

the University of Babeş-Bolyai in Cluj-Napoca and University Alexandru Ioan Cuza in Iaşi 

(Interview Marga 7 December 2006). 74   

 

7.5.1.2 Changes in the quality assurance system  

The reform course consolidated under the banner of Bologna has been defined as a springboard 

to move Romania closer to Europe, and – to some extent – lend legitimacy to its HE system, 

when scrutinized on the basis of common European benchmarks. The pressure to join the EU – 

combined with the normative environment of Bologna – has thus prompted the Ministry and 

higher education community to increasingly focus on institutional performance and output 

(Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006; see Bill for Higher Education Law 12 October 

2006).75 This has also had structural implications as the Bologna Process is used as a premise 

for the consolidation and merger of universities for the sake of efficiency. Moreover, a new 

system of accreditation inspired by guidelines and templates conveyed through the Bologna 

Process has been established in 2006. Here once again, observers emphasize the exemplary 

function of the British system in devising the Romanian HE accreditation strategy (Interview 

Oprea 12 February 2007). The elaborate set of quality indicators drawn up in the past two to 
                                                 
74 The University of Iaşi procures 48 % of its funds from non-state sources (tuition, cooperation with private 

sector) (Interview Marga 7 December 2006); the Romanian average is approx. 40 % (Interview Constantinescu 8 
December 2006).   

75 In Romanian: Proiect - Legea învăţământului Superior, 12 Octobrie, 2006, see 
http://phys.ubbcluj.ro/administrative/Legea%20invatamantului%20superior%20V2%20fara%20finantare%20juri
d.pdf  
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three years indeed bears striking resemblance to British practice,76 which focuses on external 

evaluation and self-evaluation of teaching and communication methods, teaching and research 

quality, and student opinions (Sterian 1992: 22). Romania has emulated core features of the 

British model (Interview Oprea 12 February 2007; Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006) 

with regard to the methodology and performance indicators used in its new accreditation 

procedures. Compared with other quality assurance systems in CEE and above all in more 

Humboldt-oriented European systems, the Romanian system stands out with its impressive 

catalogue of performance indicators, including a combination of self-evaluation, external 

assessment, peer review as well as student evaluations. The accreditation process takes place 

every five years, beginning with a self-evaluation report which provides the basis for 

evaluation by the ARACIS (Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education). 

The external accreditation procedure is divided into an evaluation of institutional capacity, 

quality management – including student evaluations, and educational efficiency, which focuses 

on the relevance of study programs for the labour market, as well as research quality and 

financial efficiency (see ARACIS - Methodology for External Evaluation). 

Table 16: Synthesis of areas, criteria, standards and performance indicators for quality 
assurance and accreditation in Romania 
Areas 
 

Criteria 
 

Standards 
 

Performance Indicators 

PI.A.1.1.1. Mission and objectives 
PI.A.1.1.2. Academic integrity 
PI.A.1.1.3. Responsibility and public 
accountability 

A.1 – Institutional, 
administrative and 
managerial structures 
 

S.A.1.1 Mission, objectives and 
academic integrity 
S.A.1.2 Management and 
administration 
 

PI.A.1.2.1 Management system 
PI.A.1.2.2. Strategic management 
PI.A.1.2.3 Effective administration 
 

A. Institutional 
Capacity 
 
 
 

A.2 –Material 
resources 
 

S.A.2.1 Property, equipment, 
and allocated financial 
resources 
 

PI.A.2.1.1 Facilities for teaching, research and 
other activities 
PI.A.2.1.2 Equipment 
PI.A.2.1.3 Financial resources 
PI.A.2.1.4 System of scholarships allocation 
and other forms of financial aid for students  
PI.B.1.1.1 Principles of recruitment and 
admission’s policy 
 

B.1 – Content of study 
programmes 
 

S.B.1.1. Student admissions 
 
 
S.B.1.2 Structure and range of 
study programmes 
 

PI.B.1.1.2 Admission practices 
 

B. Educational 
Effectiveness 
 
 
 
 B.2 – Learning 

outcomes 
 

S.B.2.1 Validation of academic 
qualifications 
 

PI.B.1.2.1. Structure of study programmes 
PI.B.1.2.2. Differentiation in the 
implementation of study programmes 
PI.B.1.2.3. Relevance of study programmes 

                                                 
76 see Agenţia Românǎ de Asigurarea Calităţii în Învăţământul Superior / Romanian Agency for Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education (2006). 
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B.3 –Scientific 
research activities 
 

S.B.3.1 Research programmes 
 

PI.B.3.1.1 Planning of research 
PI.B.3.1.2 Undertaking research 
PI.B.3.1.3 Validation of research 
 

 

B.4 –Financial 
management of the 
organization 
 

S.B.4.1 Budgeting and 
accounting 
 

PI.B.4.1.1 Income and expense budget 
PI.B.4.1.2 Accounting 
PI.B.4.1.3 Auditing and public accountability 
 

C.1 – Quality 
assurance strategies 
and procedures 
 

S.C.1.1 Quality assurance 
structures and policies 
 

PI.C.1.1.1 Organization of the quality 
assurance system 
PI.C.1.1.2. Quality assurance policies and 
strategies 
 

C.2 – Procedures for 
initiation, monitoring 
and periodic revision 
of the implemented 
programmes and 
activities 
 

S.C.2.1 Approval, monitoring 
and periodic evaluation of the 
study programmes and 
diplomas corresponding to the 
level of qualifications 
 

PI.C.2.1.1 Existence and implementation of 
regulations regarding the initiation, approval, 
monitoring and periodic evaluation of study 
programmes 
IP.C.2.1.2 Correlations between diplomas and 
qualifications 
 

C.3 – Objective and 
transparent 
procedures for 
learning outcomes 
evaluation 
 

S.C.3.1. Student evaluation 
 

PI.C.3.1.1. The higher education institution has 
regulations for students’ examination and 
grading which are rigorously and consistently 
applied 
PI.C.3.1.2. Integration of examinations in the 
teaching and learning plan, by courses and 
study programmes 
 

C.4 – Procedures for 
the periodic evaluation 
of the teaching staff 
 

S.C.4.1 The quality of the 
teaching and research staff 
 

PI.C.4.1.1 Ratio of teaching staff to students 
PI.C.4.1.2 Peer review 
PI.C.4.1.3 Student evaluation of the teaching 
staff 
PI.C.4.1.4 University management’s evaluation 
of the teaching staff 

C.5 – Access to 
adequate learning 
resources 
 

S.C.5.1 Learning resources and 
student services 
 

PI.C.5.1.1 Availability of learning resources 
PI.C.5.1.2 Teaching as a learning resource 
PI.C.5.1.3 Incentive and remediation 
programmes 
PI.C.5.1.4 Student services 

C.6 – Regularly 
updated database on 
internal quality  
Assurance 

S.C.6.1 Information systems 
 

PI.3.6.1. Databases 
 

C.7 – Transparent 
information of public 
interest with regards 
study programmes, 
certificates, diplomas, 
and qualifications 

S.C.7.1 Public information 
 

PI.3.7.1. The provision of public information 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
C. Quality 
Management 
 
 
 

C.8 – Operational 
quality assurance 
structures, according 
to the Law 
 

S.C.8.1 The institutional 
structure for quality education 
assurance corresponds to the 
legal provisions and acts on a 
permanent basis 

PI.C.8.1.1 A Commission coordinates the 
implementation of the procedures and activities 
for quality evaluation and assurance 
 

      (ARACIS - Methodology for External Evaluation pp. 42-43) 

Besides the reinforcement of Marga’s entrepreneurial reform course, the system of quality 

assurance developed in line with western guidelines and British best practice is arguably the 

most significant novelty which has emerged in T4. Upon examination of the broad range of 

criteria for evaluation, it is evident that Romanian policy-makers have not been reluctant to 

completely change the role and mode of function of HE and pursue a paradigm shift towards 
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managerialism, product control and marketization. On the one hand, this is reflected by the 

supreme degree of accountability demanded of universities towards students and society in 

teaching, research, admissions, recruitment, and budgeting. In stark contrast to peer review-

based systems, evaluation experts include not only university-based academics, but also 

members of professional organizations and distinguished non-academic professionals, who 

increasingly link up academic assessment to labour market requirements (ARACIS 2007). 

Above all, the extensive catalogue of criteria is indicative of Romania’s openness to learn 

through networking. It has not opted for a ‘watered down’ set of performance criteria, rather is 

putting into practice performance indicators, which are likely to ‘impress’ more Humboldt-

oriented systems that are severely struggling with similar measures. As one ministerial policy-

maker noted, the strong performance-oriented Romanian strategy is clearly aimed at bolstering 

the legitimacy of its HE system in a transnational environment perceived as ever more 

competitive (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006).  

 

7.6 Cumulative results – Romania  

As reflected in the cumulative results, the Bologna Process has accelerated developments 

already underway, intensified institutional interlinkages at the ministerial, management and 

faculty level and added guidance and direction to a reform course, which began to stagnate in 

the 2000-2002 period. In other words, it has added further legitimacy to Marga’s 

entrepreneurially oriented overhaul of Romanian HE, which in a country with a history such as 

that of Romania requires a significant change in mentality. Altogether, the Bologna Process 

combined with the high degree of willingness to emulate western (above all Anglo-Saxon) 

practice has accelerated marketization trends in Romanian HE and led to changes with regard 

to how universities are governed and function (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006), 

which are in turn reflected in the empirically assessed indicators presented in the following 

tables. The data have been compiled on the basis of the three models of HE governance 

presented in Section 5.1.2 ‘H’ symbolizes the ideal type of academic self-governance or 

Humboldt-oriented systems, ‘M’ represents the feature typical of market-oriented systems, 

while an ‘S’ is indicative of state-centered governance models. For the sake of clarity, terms 

are often provided in parentheses.    
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Table 17: General institutional arrangements in Romania – cumulative results 

  T1 T2 T3 T4 

University structures 

Core decision-making unit State (> faculties, 
chairs) 
S > H 

 

State 
S 

State → Faculties/ 
Management 

S→M 

Faculties/ 
Management 

M 

Organizational structure of  
university 

State agency 
S 

State agency 
S 

State agency  
> Enterprise  

S > M 
 

Enterprise 
M  
 

Dominant management 
approach  

Bureaucratic 
> Collegial, 

federation of chairs
S > H 

Bureaucratic 
S 

Bureaucratic 
> Collegial, 
federation of 

chairs 
S > H 

Entrepreneurial 
M 

Patterns of control and quality evaluation 

Who controls/evaluates? Ministry 
S 

Ministry 
S 

Ministry 
S 
 

(quasi-governmental) 
Accreditation body

M 
What is controlled 
/evaluated? 

Academic processes
S 

Academic 
processes 

S 

Academic 
processes 

→ Quality of 
academic 

“products” 
S → M 

Quality of academic 
“products” 

M 

When does evaluation 
take place? 

Ex ante 
S 

Ex ante 
S 

Ex ante  
→ ex post 

S→M 

Ex post 
M 

Relations to state and society  
 

State control instruments System design 
S  

Manpower 
planning 

System design 
S 

System design 
S 

Incentives for 
competition, quality 

improvements 
M 

Orientation and utility of 
teaching and research  

State defined 
S 

State defined  
(ideological) 

S 

State defined 
S 

Market-oriented 
M 

Function n.a. Control 
S 

Control 
S 
 

Marketing 
M 

Economic 
and 
employer 
stakeholders 
 

Appointed 
by 

n.a. State 
S 

Academia  
S 

University 
management 

M 
* ‘→’ represents a strong or swift trend   in 
the given direction, ‘>’ represents a 
moderate trend in a given direction during 
a specific timeframe.  
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Unlike the Czech case, the Ministry has clearly taken on the role of a facilitator of competition 

while actively promoting and rewarding closer ties with business and industries. At the same 

time, the main thrust of decision-making autonomy has been vested within university 

management structures, which for the most part have modelled themselves according to 

entrepreneurial methods, sometimes by choice and sometimes by necessity in view of the more 

competition-oriented funding system.  

 

7.6.1 Funding mechanisms 

The Bologna Process has also flanked even more far-reaching changes in the Romanian 

funding system to bring it in line with the market-oriented paradigm. While the Marga reform 

package of 1997 initiated multi-source funding, hence forcing institutions to rely on non-state 

resources, the Bologna Process has heralded a shift towards output or performance funding at 

two levels. Firstly, while the lump sums granted to universities as of 1997 were primarily 

input-based, the Ministry has enhanced the competitive basis for funding allocation in the past 

years (Consiliul Naţional pentru Finanţarea Învăţământului Superior 2005). This has entailed a 

higher degree of state steering over research profiles by means of a newly established system 

of competitive grants (Interview Curaj 16 February 2007). Moreover, funding allocation has 

visibly become more performance-based at the university level (Consiliul Naţional pentru 

Finanţarea Învăţământului Superior 2005). In other words, university management, i.e. the 

rector, only receives a minimum level of earmarked funds. The lump sums from the state, but 

also externally procured resources can then be strategically distributed on the basis of 

competitive negotiations with the faculties. Romania’s strategy of tight interlinkages with the 

transnational level and the business sphere has also put it among the CEE forerunners with 

regard to the procurement of external funding. Currently approx. 25-30% of university income 

is procured through cooperation with the private sector (Interview Curaj 16 February 2007), 

while tuition and bilateral assistance received from the Tempus Programme and the Soros 

Foundations augment the external resource base, which amounts to up to 40 % at Romanian 

public institutions (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006; see also OECD 2000: 134). 
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Table 18: Funding mechanisms in Romanian higher education – cumulative results  

 T2 T3 T4 

Main funding base State budget 
(university budget integral part 

of state budget) 
S 

State budget 
(university budget integral 

part of state budget) 
S 

Diversified 
(tuition/donations/ 

research grants/private 
entities/state)  

M 
State funding 
approach  

Itemized 
(low budgetary discretion for 

universities) 
S 

Itemized 
→ Lump sum 

S → M 
 

Lump sum 
(high budgetary discretion for 

university management) 
M 

Allocation within 
university 

Input-based 
 (objectives defined by the 

state) 
S 

Input-based 
 (objectives defined by the 

state) 
→ Output-based 

S → M 

Output-based 
M 

Strategic 
investments 

State defined  
S 

State defined  
S 

Multi-faceted  
M 

 

7.6.2 Personnel autonomy 

With regard to personnel matters, we also detect a shift away from the Humboldtian paradigm, 

in particular over T4. In fact, Romanian public institutions enjoy greater autonomy over the 

selection of high-ranking staff than state-centred systems as well as Germany, for example, as 

each university sets its own rules. Moreover, universities may negotiate wages with staff and 

use different criteria for salaries. However, professors continue to enjoy de facto tenure as it is 

nearly impossible for them to be dismissed. In this regard, the professorial lobby recently 

blocked changes aimed at reducing their tenure status (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006). 

Nevertheless, one additional significant difference to the Czech system can be pinpointed, 

which has prevented the dominance of academics over procedural and strategic administrative 

issues. In Romania a stronger distinction is developing between academic management and 

administrative administration.77 Academic management is the responsibility of the academic 

staff and senate as well as faculty councils, including students. The rector and vice-rectors in 

turn assume an intermediate function between academic management and administrative 

management, and hence are able reconcile academic with administrative and strategic interests 

(see OECD 2000: 134). In other words, they are not continually dependent on the consent of 

academic senates when designing long-term governance strategies.   

                                                 
77see also Jitea (2006) ‘Legea Invatamantului se mai modifica un pic’  

http://stiri.kappa.ro/social/legea-invatamantului-se-mai-modifica-un-pic/stire_41889.html 
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Table 19: Personnel autonomy in Romanian higher education – cumulative results 

 T1 T2  T3 T4 

Recruitment of 
high-level academic 
staff  

Appointed by state 
S 

Appointed by state 
S 

Elected by faculty 
(State 

review/approval) 
H/S 

Elected by faculty/
management 

H/M 

Recruitment of 
high-ranking 
administrative staff 

Appointed by state 
S 

Appointed by state 
S 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate; 
State review/approval) 

H/S 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate; 
State review/approval)

H/S 
University 
autonomy to 
dismiss high-
ranking academics  

No  
(State competence; 

frequent tenure)  
S 

No  
(State competence; 

dismissal for 
ideological non-

compliance) 
S 

No –  
frequent tenure 

(dismissal only for 
severe misconduct) 

H 

No –  
frequent tenure 

(dismissal only for 
severe misconduct) 

H 

Professional 
background of 
rectors / deans 

Scholar/Chairholder
H 

State officials 
S 

Scholar/Chairholder 
H 

Scholar/Chairholder
→   

Management 
H→M 

Participation of 
academic staff in  
administrative 
management 

Limited 
S 
 

Limited 
S 

High  
H 

Moderate 
M 

 
7.6.3 Substantial autonomy  

With regard to substantial autonomy (study and research profiles, admissions, core 

specializations) the main thrust of autonomy has taken a sharp turn from the state to university 

management and the faculties. Like the Czech system, Romania went one step further than 

other Humboldt-oriented systems in that universities were granted full autonomy over 

admissions, albeit only in 1997. Teaching and research profiles are set at the faculty level, but 

are now subject not only to state accreditation, but also to the intervention from the rector who 

may exert influence over the orientation of curricula. Hence this stands in contrast to 

Humboldt-inspired arrangements, which thrive on heavy chair control and grant senior 

academics the highest degree of autonomy over substance, irrespective of  socio-economic 

demands (see Schimank 2005: 7). With regard to research profiles, Romania has equally 

pursued a more competitive approach, as university management again may intervene with 

regard to their orientation. Moreover, the state seeks to ensure the socio-economic relevance of 

research by means of newly established competitive grants scheme (Interview Curaj 16 

February 2007).   
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 Table 20: Substantial autonomy in Romanian higher education – cumulative results  

  T1 T2 T3 T4 

Setting academic 
profiles / 
curriculum design 

State 
(→ Academia) 

S → H 

State 
S 

State 
S 

University 
management/Academia 

(+ accreditation) 
M 

Setting strategic 
goals 

State  
S 

State 
S 

State  
(→University 
management) 

S→M  

University management
M 

Determining the 
research profile   

State  
(→ Academia) 

S→ H 

State 
S 

Academia 
H 

Academia / 
University management

M 
Setting accession 
conditions, size of 
institution and core 
specializations 

State 
S 

State 
S 

State → University 
management 

S → M 

University management 
M 

 
7.7 Conclusions – Romania   

Based on the presented data, it is clear that international networking has tremendously 

impacted the Romanian system of HE governance. The shift towards the market paradigm over 

the past ten years has been fuelled by an array of factors. The starting point was the broad 

perception of crisis and stagnation by the mid-1990s and the perceived necessity of education 

reform as a stepping stone and stimulus for Romania’s integration into the global economy. 

The main distinguishing factor of Romanian academic policy-makers was and remains, 

however, their overt willingness to engage in policy transfer and be inspired. As Andrei Marga 

asserts: “We must constantly declare that it is no longer necessary to invent the wheel and that 

the experiences of other countries are edifying” (2002: 132). Subsequently, Romania drew on 

what it perceived to be a ‘European’ concept of education reform, which essentially integrates 

core elements of a moderate market-based system. The speed and depth of change was 

facilitated by the progressive ministerial leadership and its ability to build up its executive 

capacity as well as the absence of professorial dominance and a fragmented chair system 

insulated by a powerful rectors’ conference (Interview Sadlak 8 December 2006).  

 

The Ministry was able to draw on its traditionally strong leverage over HE matters, while 

pursuing an altered policy approach after 1996. The centrepiece of this was its British-inspired 

funding scheme, which compelled universities to boost their research and teaching 
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performance. The capacity build-up has subsequently trickled down to the management level in 

the course of the Bologna Process, as university management has become the distributor of 

competitive funds and coordinator of contacts with external donors and industry. The Bologna 

Process has become a significant factor in the paradigm change in Romania not only by the 

normative pressure which it exerts, but also how it is conceived by policy-makers. In contrast 

to the Czech Republic, Romanian policy-makers focus less on the structural modifications 

which Bologna calls for. Instead, the process is viewed broadly as a collective strategy to 

increase the attractiveness, viability, and competitiveness of national HE systems by means of 

sharing and implementing transnationally conveyed best practice (Interview Constantinescu 8 

December 2006).  

 

In view of the broad overhaul of the system, the question arises whether Romania has been 

able to completely rid itself of all traces of path dependencies? In other words, have the past 10 

years been completely driven by isomorphism and related processes of emulation, lesson-

drawing and policy transfer? In the Romanian case, it must be made clear that the Humboldtian 

university ideal was never completely rejected despite efforts to strike a greater compatibility 

between academic and socio-economic objectives (see Marga 2005: 287-288). To a lesser 

extent than in the Czech Republic, academics continue to turn to the pre-communist phase, and 

in particular the increased Humboldt-orientation of the interwar period (see Sadlak 1990: 1), as 

inspiration for their attempts to strengthen their collective interests vis-à-vis the state. As a 

result, an “academic oligarchy” had indeed emerged and snowballed in 1990s (Interview 

Vlasceanu 8 December 2006), which resists notions of societal accountability and poses an 

obstacle to reforms aimed at the external stakeholder influence and the abolition of professorial 

tenure privileges.  

 

The tensions between vested academic interests and exogenous factors in HE policy are 

particularly pronounced when it comes to the new Romanian Higher Education Law (Proiect – 

Legea pentru învăţământului superior 12 October 2006; revised proposal 17 December 

2007),78 which is still contested and has stalled due to political turmoil. If passed, however, 

current legislation prepared under the Bologna label (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006) 
                                                 
78 see http://www.edu.ro/index.php/articles/9230  
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would represent the most far-reaching expression of entrepreneurialism in the four examined 

countries. In prescribing cooperation between universities and businesses, it clearly draws on 

more market-oriented approaches. Again the proposed law has been inspired by foreign 

practice and even specifically states international competition as the motive for its unparalleled 

focus on performance standards and benchmarking. This time, however, it appears that 

Austrian University Law (Österreichisches Universitätsgesetz) of 2002 has provided the main 

source of inspiration for the core elements of the Bill (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 

2006; see also Marga 2005). Essentially the law follows the Austrian strategy towards 

optimizing the balance between autonomy and accountability in HE. More specifically, it seeks 

to grant universities the largest possible degree of autonomy and means for self-governance, 

while still putting scientific research at the forefront of university activities. However, it rests 

on the premise that only autonomy that is tightly pegged to accountability in performance is 

compatible with local, national and international competitive demands (Marga 2005: 288; 

Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006).  

 

The Romanian spin-off of the Austrian law does not pursue an overzealous market strategy and 

the ‘sell off’ of the university to business interests. Instead it seeks to legally institutionalize 

and fortify the extensive catalogue of performance indicators in administrative affairs, teaching 

and research matters, while legally prescribing close cooperation with enterprises. At the same 

time, both laws pursue a strategy of ‘externalization’ with regard to high administrative 

positions. For example, the law prescribes that the rector and high-ranking academic and 

administrative staff may be from anywhere in the world and selected through international 

competition on the basis of his/her managerial skills (Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 2006). 

Hence, rectors and even professors must not be academics, rather must distinguish themselves 

with their professional, and in the case of rectors, managerial experience (Art. 14; Art. 17; 

Proiect – Legea pentru învăţământului superior 12 October 2006). This externalization is 

envisioned not only at the university level, but also in the Ministry’s plan to give more power 

to a Strategic Administrative and Scientific Council to balance power between the state and HE 

providers. Once again, the Strategic Council is supposed to be based on the Austrian 

Universitätsrat, which would include – besides academics – business and trade union 

representatives nominated by the state (Interview Constantinescu 8 December 2006) to exert 
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leverage over policy development. Moreover, the Ministry is equally striving to transfer the 

American practice of taxation reductions for companies who invest in higher education.  

 

The strong resistance among academics and even university rectors to the law (Interview 

Vlasceanu 8 December 2006) can be understood as the ‘academic oligarchy striking back’ 

against what it perceives as an overly ambitious external intrusion into the internal workings of 

the university. Hence, professors have aimed to forge alliances with parliamentarians to protect 

their corporate interests and avoid being subject to a catalogue of performance criteria, which – 

if the law comes into effect – would be unparalleled in continental Europe.  

 

Thus to conclude, the Romanian case reveals various interesting points from a theoretical 

standpoint, which will be more thoroughly discussed in the Comparative Conclusions (Section 

10). Firstly, in sharp contrast to the Czech Republic, it reveals that transnational isomorphism 

can have a sweeping impact on domestic reform and provoke far reaching, and even 

paradigmatic change. Despite the apparent applicability of DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983; 

1991) predicitions to the Romanian case, the developments in Romania also show that 

isomorphism is not a matter of course, but rather a matter of conditionality. More specifically, 

isomorphism appears to be contingent on favourable “scope conditions” (see Comparative 

Conclusions and Section 10.3) in order to take effect. Among the most important “ingredients 

for isomorphism” that facilitated externally inspired policy change in the Romanian case were 

a strong sense of reform necessity, the willingness to engage in transnational policy exchange 

and, perhaps most prominently, policy entrepreneurs capable of forging coalitions for change. 

Given these factors, Romania was able to reshape its historical tradition of centralism into a 

state-university relationship based on university autonomy and accountability vis-à-vis the 

state. As a result of these combined factors, Romania quickly converged on the market-

oriented paradigm of higher education governance in the late 1990s. The Romanian 

developments thus clearly lend support to the notion that transnational communication can 

indeed generate far-reaching change, and even uproot historically embedded systems of 

governance (see Section 10).      
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8. Higher Education Reform in Bulgaria 

The Bulgarian case is an interesting one because, historically, it reveals traces of all three 

historical models of coordination. Over the past two decades, its higher education has been the 

most volatile and least predictable of all four analyzed countries, erratically shifting between 

state intervention and academic “anarchy”. In the past five to ten years, however, Bulgaria can 

be attested a moderate shift towards marketization. However, the present report shall show that 

the overt willingness to engage in isomorphic processes does not necessarily translate into 

concrete policy change. As will be shown, Bulgaria has been plagued by its unsystematic 

policy formulation and implementation process as well as lacking consistency in higher 

education policy. Resulting from this, its path towards marketization has been a very rocky 

one. However, despite these unfavourable framework conditions the Bologna Process has 

indeed prompted the state to return the autonomy it took away from universities in 1995. Most 

importantly, the readily available examples of best practice from western Europe have coerced 

Bulgarian HE policy-makers to more clearly define their aims, expectations, and blueprint for 

the future development of the system.   

   

8.1 The pre-communist phase – T1  

In comparison with the other analyzed countries, Bulgaria’s higher education is the youngest, 

with its first university, St. Kliment Ohridski University of Sofia, being founded only in 1888. 

In terms of pre-communist arrangements, the Bulgarian system of HE was perhaps the most 

dynamic and volatile of our examined countries. In view of this, it would be most expedient to 

classify the Bulgarian system as a mixed system, bearing distinct elements of all three typical 

models of HE coordination. Unlike the Czech and Romanian cases, Bulgarian HE took on a 

more distinct Anglo-Saxon profile in the later phase (Gocheva 2002).  

 

The initial history of HE in Bulgaria was marked by the rapid expansion of students, 

institutions and programs, but also by highly centralized governance and fluctuating degrees of 

state intervention (Slantcheva 2003: 425). On the one hand, the university was symbolic of 

Bulgaria’s new intellectual autonomy after centuries of Turkish rule. On the other hand though, 

tight links to nation-building processes were clearly evident (Scott 2002: 143). Long before the 
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foundation of the University of Sofia, the view was widely supported that a university should 

be created promote the development of Bulgarian culture and meet the cultural and political 

needs of the new state:   
“the University ought to give those who are tutored in it an upbringing purely 
Bulgarian and a development in the people's spirit, and within the east 
orthodox denomination, which is the primary and single objective of the 
institution.”  

(Newspaper Macedonia, IV, N 29 / 28   
February 1870 cit. in Kiossev 2001) 

 
Thus, unlike Humboldt’s vision of universities as an “autonomous realm of the truth”, the 

University of Sofia was broadly regarded as an institution to safeguard national identity and 

serve the needs of the nation and modernization processes (see Kiossev 2001; Georgieva 2002: 

15). Immediately after its foundation the University of Sofia subsequently remained entirely 

state-regulated with regard to content, administrative affairs, and legal framework conditions, 

with little autonomy for individual scholars and self-governing bodies.  

 

However, not least after Bulgaria liberated itself in 1908 from its previous “liberator”, Russia, 

the Bulgarian academic community increasingly sought to fend off government incursions into 

its institutional autonomy and central administrative organs (see Stancheva 2003: 426; also 

Georgieva 2002). Even at this phase, Sofia University was highly linked with other European 

university systems, with much of the initial staff consisting of graduates of Prague, Munich, 

Berlin, Vienna, Moscow, etc. (Georgieva 2002: 15). In their quest for greater autonomy, Sofia 

scholars tapped into the ideological content of the Humboldt model prominent in much of 

continental Europe, which not only provided for greater academic autonomy, but also sought to 

link research and teaching. This view is underscored by Boiadjieva (2005), who goes as far as 

to claim that the university was the first Bulgarian institution to introduce autonomy to the 

public sphere and make autonomy (i.e. self-management) a legitimate principle of structuring 

social life. Early notions of autonomy were also based on the quest for separation and distance 

from a then omnipotent state. Universities were conceived of as a bastion for the demonstration 

and assertion of principles and views different than those of the authoritarian governing elite 

(see Boiadjieva 2005). This paved the pathway to faculty-based administration and reinforced 

the role and authority of the Academic Council, much in contrast to the previously existing 

vertical state-monitored structures (see Stancheva 2003; Interview Kiossev March 1 2007). 
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However, these efforts by the Bulgarian academic community to ultimately distance itself from 

the state and redefine notions of autonomy also led to the strengthening of the central 

administrative level, revealing a significant parallel to current market-oriented systems. For 

example, Bulgarian academics gained total control over the management of privately procured 

funds for the development of research (Georgieva 2002: 16). In fact, Gocheva (2002: 7) asserts 

that Bulgaria sought to put into practice Anglo-Saxon notions of university self-management 

and regulation in the pre-war phase. At the same time, the first Bulgarian university was widely 

perceived as a vehicle not only for producing qualified specialists, but also for modernizing 

Bulgarian society through close links to economic developments and industrialization (see 

Boyadjieva 1998).  

 

Thus, to some extent, Bulgarian academic policy-makers emulated and put in practice trends 

from all three historical models of coordination (see Section 5.1.2). Initially the state drew on 

the French tradition of education as a vehicle and means for national coherence and identity. 

Faced with overly zealous state control, academics increasingly tapped into German influences, 

with resulted in the incorporation of free scholarly inquiry into the university, and somewhat 

later Anglo-Saxon notions of strategic self-management, in order to create a buffer against 

state intrusions and effectively manage externally procured funding. This resulted in a unique 

hybrid, which distinguished itself from the Humboldt-oriented chair model in one significant 

aspect: the system of rotating authority – all academics in a department were entitled to hold 

professorial chairs for one year only. All departments rotated in electing the dean of the 

faculty, while all faculties elected the rector in rotational order (Gocheva 2002: 7). Hence, 

decision-making authority was not vested in the hands of individual chairholders for the long-

term. A mixture of British and German traditions was also manifested by collective decision-

making and the establishment of a non-governmental Supreme Educative Court, which 

assumed an advisory function vis-à-vis the state. Thus, while the pre-war Bulgarian model was 

by no means a purely market-oriented system in the contemporary sense, it did draw more 

heavily on British influences than its CEE European counterparts, while avoiding the 
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fragmentation of power at the lowest level like in the Humboldtian chair system.79 

Nevertheless, academics were only partially successful in pushing back the state, which 

continued to mingle into matters of administrative and personnel autonomy.80   

 
8.2 The communist phase – T2  

The communist regime came to power in 1944, and immediately enforced a previously 

unknown level of political and bureaucratic control. This led to the eradication of all 

mechanisms of academic self-regulation and internal procedural control as well as the 

introduction of vertical state control over substance and content (see Gocheva 2002). Research 

was removed from the University of Sofia, which had previously prided itself on its capacity to 

link teaching with free scholarly enquiry. Like its central and eastern European counterparts, 

the Bulgarian education system was subject to comprehensive ideological control, with 

teaching staff being appointed in accordance with party affiliation and political views. 

Previously strong and dynamic ties with western institutions were eliminated. One perhaps 

positive spin-off of the firm grasp of the state on HE policy was broad expansion, leading to 

greater access.  

 

Besides the promotion of communist ideology, the state actively designed the education system 

according to the demands of the centrally planned economy (Interview Popov 27 February 

2007; Interview Gerdjikov 27 February 2007). Thus, from a broader perspective, the Bulgarian 

HE system constituted a hybrid of Stalinist and Napoleonic features with extreme 

centralization and ideological predetermination of all activities and without mechanisms of 

self-critique and self-transformation (see Gocheva 2002). Another characteristic feature of the 

Bulgarian system under totalitarian rule lied in the high degree of differentiation and 

fragmentation, leading to a rapid increase in specialized institutions, i.e. engineering 

institutions required to meet industrialization ambitions (Georgieva 2002: 17). These 

proliferation activities persisted until the collapse of totalitarian rule, albeit somewhat less 

intensely in the later phase. Nevertheless, fragmentation continued within the institutions 

                                                 
79 For a more thorough analysis, see Arnaudov (1939); due to its volatility and lack of institutional continuity, the 
Bulgarian pre-war model is characterized differently in the literature, depending on the main period of emphasis. 
For alternative views, see Kiossev (2001); Boyadjieva (1998).  
80 One example of this was the state-mandated retirement age for professors (Georgieva 2002: 16).  
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themselves, which further pursued a policy of subject-based organizational differentiation to 

serve, foremost, the needs of individual professors. This detached the system somewhat from 

the demands of the planned labour market and state control (ibid 2002: 18). As shown in the 

upcoming sections, the impact of T2 legacies proves to play a role, not least due to this 

combination of vertical state control and high institutional fragmentation.  

 

As regards institutional interlinkages with the west, the Bulgarian system in T2 can essentially 

be regarded as closed and internationally isolated. The communist regime thwarted off 

‘Humboldtian’ efforts to establish self-management and academic autonomy. Unlike in 

Romania and Poland, research and teaching were strictly separated, while universities were 

turned into purely teaching institutions dominated by Soviet pedagogic theory. Hence research 

links with the West were nearly non-existent. At the same time, HE institutions held no 

autonomy to cooperate with other domestic and foreign institutions or partake in the 

unimpeded exchange of students and faculty staff (see Georgieva 2002). Unlike neighbouring 

Romania, Bulgaria sustained much tighter political ties with COMECON and did not undergo 

a period of detachment from the Soviet Union and hence opening towards the west.  

 
 

8.3 Establishment of a new system of governance and 

legislation – T3  

The post-1989 path of Bulgaria brings to light the ever-present tensions between the state, 

academic interests and the market and illustrates that the path towards university autonomy can 

be a rather turbulent and rocky one. This section addresses shifts in governance patterns in 

Bulgarian HE, first with regard to general arrangements, structures, and state intervention 

mechanisms, and then with regard to matters of funding and substantial and personnel 

autonomy.   

 

In the initial aftermath of totalitarian rule, Bulgaria followed the same storyline as the Czech 

Republic, in that a swift move towards “academic oligarchy” took place in the early 1990s 

(Interview Andreev 26 February 2007). In concrete terms, full power was transferred to 

universities, which in turn regained control over administrative and procedural affairs as well 
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as research and teaching content. Unlike in Czechoslovakia however, no actual Higher 

Education Act defining the legal status of universities was drawn up. Instead, Bulgarian policy-

makers viewed it as more expedient to only legally codify the re-established academic 

autonomy, without laying down a legal framework for system governance. Hence, instead of 

clear principles and legislation regulating the relationship between the state and HE providers, 

Bulgarian academics conceived the reintroduction of autonomy as a democratic political action 

to accelerate the erosion of the totalitarian system (see Boyadjieva 2007: 112).81 This resulted 

in the so-called Academic Autonomy Act of 1990. Essentially, it abolished the centralized legal 

framework of Bulgarian HE and political loyalty requirements of teaching staff, while restoring 

institutional autonomy and academic freedom. In addition, the Act also sought to provide 

public universities a stable public financial basis. The state continued to set and fund quotas of 

student places though, while fee-paying students could also be admitted at the discretion of the 

institution. Nevertheless, the character of the Act was predominantly in line with Humboldtian 

principles, i.e. relegating the role of the state to a minimum, except for funding (Georgieva 

2002: 25-26).   

 

In clear contrast to the Romanian case, the autonomy granted to institutions also spanned to 

their structural underpinnings. Public universities were given full power to establish new units, 

faculties, and study courses, without any means of state intervention (Interview Georgieva 27 

February 2007; Interview Todorov 28 February 2007). Substantial matters such as study 

content and course programs were determined at the faculty level and by the academic senates, 

without government influence. In terms of personnel autonomy, we also find the main thrust of 

authority vested at the faculty level. Habilitated staff members were appointed on the basis of 

competition with their respective faculty and university, while the National Scientific Council 

took the ultimate decisions. As the head of newly established academic senates, the powers of 

rectors and university management remained watered down as compared to more market-

oriented systems. Immediate tenure was granted to appointed professors, while university 

management had no authority to dismiss unproductive professors (Interview Popov 27 

February 2007).    

                                                 
81 There are various transliterations of Cyrillic letters in the name of the Bulgarian sociologist Pepka Boyadjieva 
(Пепка Бояджиевa). The name as it appears in respective articles is used for citation purposes.        
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This led to a situation of nearly unfettered freedom in which academics newly endowed with 

autonomy further pursued a course of fragmented expansion. Individual faculties and units 

sought to achieve the status of private HE institutions, which in turn enabled them to collect 

tuition fees. In doing so, not only did the number of universities increase from 5 to 40, but 

student numbers also increased uncontrollably, while the necessary teaching staff and material 

basis was lacking (Interview Todorov 28 February 2007). In fact, Boyadjieva (2007: 113) cites 

cases in which the title ‘university’ was simply used as an advertising label to attract 

uncontrolled numbers of students, despite the lack of adequate facilities, materials, and 

qualified faculty. This trend was reinforced by the lowering of academic criteria for 

admissions. Due to lacking institutional capacity, the initial measures taken to transform 

institutions into market-like enterprises, which produce and ‘sell’ academic services to the 

public, were vastly unsuccessful. In fact, observers contend that the academic community was 

unprepared to utilize the advantages of university autonomy (see Boiadjieva 2005: 19; see also 

Georgieva 2002; Bekhradnia 2004), while some go as far as to lament to the allocation of 

autonomy to institutions.82 Instead of establishing effective university management systems, 

academics utilized the liberal regulations to shield themselves from external control, often 

demonstrating rent-seeking behaviour in the procurement and management of tuition funds 

(Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007). Thus, faculty-level academics failed to channel academic 

processes towards greater accountability and productivity (Georgieva 2002: 28), and instead 

pursued unencumbered system expansion by seeking university status for faculties. Indeed one 

striking feature of Bulgarian HE continues to be the large number of institutions relative to the 

size of the country and their frequent very small size (Bakhradnia 2004: 17).83   

 

 

 

 

                                                 
82 “One of the early mistakes of the post-1989 legislation was to grant so much autonomy to institutions which 
lacked the management capabilities to exercise it, and this was a recipe for doing more damage than 
good”(Bakhradnia 2004: 15). 
83 According to Bakhradnia (2004: 17), seventeen have fewer than 1000 students and 32 have fewer than 5000 
students.  
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Table 21: Enrolment in Bulgarian higher education institutions 

 1990/1991 1998/1999 2000/2001 2002/2003 2004/2005 

State 156,536 218,209 205,138 187,363 186,632 

Private 0 29,803 25,499 28,349 32,845 

Total 156,536 248,012 230,637 215,712 219,477 
            Source: National Statistics Institute (2005) 

Undoubtedly, the collapse of totalitarian rule created the conditions for the rapid development 

and modernization of HE, not least by means of international cooperation and the development 

of new subjects and study courses in line with societal demands (Georgieva 2002: 18). 

However, the rapid shift to ‘academic self-rule’ without competent management structures and 

benevolent state regulation facilitated the misuse of institutional autonomy and led to a 

seemingly unmanageable policy arena (Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007). According to 

Boiadjieva (2005: 19), for example, the ‘academic oligarchy’ hid behind the principle of 

autonomy and pursued changes and activities which primarily served group and personal 

interests. Hence, this situation of academic anarchy without coherent structural and legislative 

underpinnings is reminiscent of warnings voiced by Jaspers, Rossman and Humboldt himself 

that not only the state, but also institutions themselves may endanger the freedoms endowed 

upon them (see Jaspers / Rossman 1961 cit. in Boyadjieva 2007: 113). 

 

8.3.1 The state strikes back 

Yet much in contrast to their Czech counterparts, the Bulgarian academic community in T3 

was not sufficiently able to insulate itself from the state, from whose control it had recently 

been detached. The lack of buffer organizations, effective lobbying by the academic 

community, and clear-cut legislative parameters facilitated the re-emergence of the state in 

Bulgarian HE. This shift away from academic self-rule is embodied by the Bulgarian Higher 

Education Law of 1995. With this law – the last to be passed in CEE –, the pendulum shifted 

back to state control, albeit with limitations (Interview Boyadjieva 2 March 2007). If we look 

at individual components of governance and autonomy, such as procedural, substantial and 

personnel matters (see Tables 22-25), it appears as if the state only recaptured a fragment of the 

autonomy previously granted to academic faculties. However, upon closer analysis it becomes 
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evident that the state sought to regain its traditional role as a designer of the system with 

significant control over substance.  

 

In response to the chaotic and uncontrolled expansion of the sector, the perceived decline, and 

lack of accountability measures, a new Higher Education Act was passed in late 1995 by the 

socialist-dominated Parliament (see Georgieva 2002: 28). The new Act constituted, above all, a 

far-reaching intervention into matters of substantial autonomy. On the one hand, this was 

reflected by the establishment of Uniform State Requirements developed by the Ministry and a 

State Registry of Authorized Programmes and Fields of Study. The state requirements 

specified exactly what, how much, and how long a subject should be taught in a given 

program, while new programs were fully dependent on the Ministry’s consent. At the same 

time a National Accreditation Institution (Националната агенция за оценяване и 

акредитация) was established, which was in turn entrusted with the task of approving or 

rejecting programs on the basis of the Uniform State Requirements (Georgieva 2002: 30; 

Boyadjieva 2007: 123; Interview Radevska 1 March 2007).  

 

However, the broad scope of state control was reflected by another highly significant control 

mechanism. The state regained autonomy with regard to accession conditions. In other words, 

the state prescribed universities how many students could be admitted per study course and 

then allocated funding on this basis as well as compliance with the Uniform State 

Requirements. In fact, power was to a great degree not vested in the Ministry, rather within the 

Parliament (National Assembly / Народно събрание) and Council of Ministers, which was 

entrusted with the authority to open, transform, and close faculties and education providing 

institutions (Article 9 – Higher Education Act of 1995). Thus, looking back at the triangle of 

coordination (see Illustration 2), this pulled the thrust of autonomy not only further away from 

the academic corner, but also from the market. In other words, no HE market could develop if 

the state regulated admission criteria, funding and tuition fees (Interview Radevska 1 March 

2007). With the new legislation, the state suddenly could create a HE control cycle, in which 

funds were determined by the number of students and the number of students determined by 

the state.  
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While at this phase in Romania the state was preparing to delegate greater administrative 

autonomy to HE providers, the opposite was taking place in Bulgaria, as various administrative 

responsibilities were revoked from universities, in particular with regard to financial and 

procedural autonomy. More specifically, the new legal framework limited the autonomy of 

institutions to pursue income-generating activities and even eliminated taxation privileges for 

businesses and non-profit foundations supporting higher education (Georgieva 2002: 31). At 

the same time, a State Higher Education Policy Directorate was established in order to produce 

long and short-term development strategies for HE providers.  

 
8.3.2 The impact of transnational interlinkages and historical 

institutions – T3  

Bearing the specific features of the Bulgarian context in mind, it appears that a drastic drift 

towards a Humboldt-oriented system of governance took place in the immediate aftermath of 

regime change. This was reflected in the restriction of the state’s role to that of a financer, the 

shift in power to the chair/faculty level, weak central management structures, and the state’s 

lacking influence on substantial and procedural matters. Yet, what was the impact of historical 

legacies and path dependencies on the direction of policy-making in Bulgaria? And did 

mechanisms of isomorphism at the transnational level already shape Bulgarian HE policy in 

T3?    

 

This analysis takes the stance that the specificities of the HE system created during the 

totalitarian regime (T2) were crucial in the early post-communist phase, but their ramifications 

were not as trivial as one might perceive. Here we must recall one specific feature of the 

system in late T2. Despite being marked by a high degree of centralized regulation and 

ideological oversight, the Bulgarian system also distinguished itself from others by its high 

level of structural fragmentation and overspecialization (see Georgieva 2002: 17). The 

devolution of power to the lowest level in the immediate aftermath of the collapse of 

communism can most likely be attributed to circumstances existing in the communist phase 

(T2). The abolishment of state regulation and detachment from political control enabled 

individual units to operate on their own terms and hindered the creation of overarching policy. 

Hence, it was initially not the extreme state control of the totalitarian phase which continued to 
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shape the initial post-communist pathway as in the Romanian case, rather the high degree of 

specialization and hence fragmentation. At the same time, the lack of legislative framework 

conditions allowed academics to hide behind the principle of autonomy to initiate changes and 

actions which primarily served group or personal interests (Boyadjieva 2007: 112). This 

resulted in the further (path-dependent) expansion and fragmentation of the system, without the 

necessary instruments to ensure accountability and transparency in admission processes and 

tuition collection. The outcome was not Humboldt’s vision of a self-governing community of 

researchers pursuing truth through scientific inquiry, rather a system driven by rent-seeking 

and lacking mechanisms of accountability.     

 

The high degree of vertical regulation and structural fragmentation in the communist phase had 

further ramifications for the policy direction in T3. In the early transformation, Bulgarian 

universities visibly lacked the capacity to establish functional central management structures 

vested with procedural autonomy to steer and stimulate innovative research and teaching. The 

reason for this lack of entrepreneurialism can be traced not only to the lack of exposure to 

western European models in T2, but also the system of vertical regulation. As Georgieva 

(2002: 29) asserts, “Several generations of university leaders were trained to wait passively for 

instructions from above, and thus unable to develop own strategic initiatives in an 

entrepreneurial manner”. This had a concrete impact on the system of governance. Admission 

procedures remained haphazard, while the acquired rights to procedural autonomy were not 

balanced by the establishment of a system of accountability. Bulgarian universities additionally 

lacked the necessary measures to guarantee academic quality (ibid 2002: 29), as neither a 

centralized system of quality controls nor a system of peer review existed (see also Slantcheva 

2004). Hence, remnants of the communist phase – i.e. structural overspecialization and lacking 

strategic management capacities – contributed to the lack of coherence and direction in 

Bulgarian HE. As outlined above, the consequence of these system deficiencies was the re-

emergence of the state and hence the partial annulment of the autonomy initially granted to 

universities. 

 

Yet, did policy-makers in Bulgaria – like their Czech counterparts – also have a broader time 

horizon and incorporate pre-war legacies into the design of contemporary policy? Upon 



Empirical Findings: Bulgaria  

 

201

evaluation of the evidence, the impact of T1 was rather weak, but certainly not to be 

underestimated. Firstly and unlike the other three countries examined here, the pre-war 

legacies in Bulgarian HE were highly inconsistent and combined elements of all three models 

of coordination, meaning that their degree of institutionalization was inconsistent at best. 

Secondly, only one Bulgarian university existed in the pre-war phase. Thus, the historical basis 

to draw on was weaker than in the Polish or Czech case. Nevertheless, there is evidence that 

policy-makers did draw inspiration from pre-war constellations. In fact, Boyadjieva (2007: 

116-118) goes as far as to claim that isomorphic processes – which we would normally expect 

at the transnational level – came to bear here. Yet they took somewhat of a ‘detour’ in the 

Bulgarian case. In fact, it is here where we find a junction between the two main theoretical 

strands guiding this analysis – historical institutionalism and institutional isomorphism.  

 

More specifically, Bulgarian academic policy-makers in T3 frequently opted to not assert or 

build on their own unique university profiles, but tended to adhere to the model regarded as 

most successful and desirable – the pre-war model of the University of Sofia. Thus, managers 

of smaller Bulgarian universities sought to replicate the structures and profile of Bulgaria’s 

oldest and most prestigious university. This was facilitated by the wide-spread view that the 

University of Sofia was modelled in its own right on (western) European traditions 

(Boyadjieva 2007: 117). Thus, according to university managers, the University of Sofia was 

the institution which was most successfully integrated western European practices, in particular 

in terms of research innovations, its more centralized management structures, and breadth of 

disciplines. Hence, from a theoretical standpoint, this could be classified as a case of historical 

isomorphism, in which present-day policy-makers draw on historical models perceived as 

legitimate. These emulation processes not only compelled specialized institutions to seek legal 

university status, but also to alter their internal system of governance, as academic policy-

makers – initially relatively unsuccessfully – attempted to set up overarching management 

structures above the highly specialized faculties. Thus, instead of directly replicating foreign 

practice in the initial phase, smaller Bulgarian institutions sought to achieve the status of and 

replicate the structures of the University of Sofia, which was regarded as most proximate to 

western Europe.  
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Besides the emulation of the University of Sofia, did transnational institutional interlinkages 

provide a platform for isomorphic processes or flank other policies in Bulgaria in T3? In other 

words, did Bulgarian policy-makers – in a situation of high uncertainty (Boyadjieva 2007: 116) 

– emulate already established and successful foreign institutions to bolster the legitimacy and 

efficiency of the national HE system? Based on the evidence, it appears that Bulgarian 

academic policy-makers – much like their Czech colleagues – remained rather inward-looking 

in the initial phase of transformation, in particular with regard to HE management (Interview 

Popov 27 February 2007). Once again, this is likely to have been a consequence not only of the 

lacking networking with non-socialist countries in T2, but also a result of the overall weakened 

status of central and executive steering bodies, both in terms of university management as well 

as the Ministry. In other words, institutional interlinkages may have inspired individual 

academics at the faculty/chair level, but the overall lack of central university management, 

which itself in part was a remnant of the communist phase, provided an obstacle to policy 

borrowing and in turn the coherent transfer of foreign models.  

 

However, this changed incrementally, above all as a consequence of the re-emergence of the 

state and re-centralization in 1995. The officially stated motive for this altered strategy was to 

stimulate Bulgarian HE to join the European education area (see Boyadjieva 2007: 12) and, as 

shown in the upcoming section, policy inspiration has in turn become standard practice, not 

least within the context of the Bologna Process. While the re-emergence of the state was 

initially motivated by its efforts to prevent the system from sliding into post-totalitarian 

disarray, the Ministry also increasingly strived to draw up a coherent reform package to bring 

the Bulgarian system in line with modern European standards. In doing so, it increasingly 

aimed to draw on the expertise of foreign advisers in its effort to initiate a more top-down 

approach starting late 1995.  

 

This was exemplified, above all, by the activist stance taken by Deputy Minister Anna-Maria 

Totomanova (1997-2000), who devised a reform strategy with the advisory assistance of the 

World Bank (Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007). Faced with a lacking capacity for coalition 

building among the Bulgarian academic community, the Ministry sought tighter links to the 

international level to provide guidance to its reform course. Thus, the shift in autonomy back to 
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the state created a coherent platform for transnational networking and the rapprochement with 

international standards. Based on the premises of stimulating competition and ensuring quality, 

the Ministry sought to change its role in setting HE policy to a more top-down approach 

(Interview Georgieva 27 February 2007; Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007). However, instead 

of assuring university management greater autonomy as in the Romanian case, Bulgarian 

ministerial policy-makers initially sought to enforce structural modifications from above by 

eliminating ‘superfluous’ faculties and chairs (e.g. Latin studies), much to the chagrin of 

faculty-level staff and university management (Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007).  

 

It is here that a significant difference between Romania and Bulgaria becomes evident. While 

the Romanian Education Ministry was able to enforce its far-reaching reform course by 

pegging it with financial incentives and the promise of greater substantial, financial, and 

procedural autonomy, the Bulgarian Ministry’s initial efforts at stimulating greater 

competition, efficiency and transparency could not gain the same level of momentum to 

stimulate long-lasting change. The evidence reveals that the Bulgarian policy entrepreneurs 

lacked the necessary ‘carrots and sticks’ to lure the academic community into supporting their 

broad reform endeavour. At the same time, the academic community was itself involved in 

processes of emulation to protect its corporate interests. This is best exemplified by the 

establishment of a Bulgarian Rectors’ Council in 1996, also the result of the imitation of 

European and, in particular, the German model (Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007).   

 

Like its Romanian counterpart, the Bulgarian Ministry of Education also undertook efforts to 

imitate the British model of accreditation (Interview Georgieva 27 February 2007), which 

emphasizes the ex post external evaluation and self-evaluation of teaching and communication 

methods, teaching and research quality, as well as student opinions. However, the ideational 

inspiration via transnational platforms by no means translated into effectively functioning 

institutions. This is exemplified by the haphazardly established accreditation mechanisms, as 

disagreements persisted over program vs. institutional accreditation (Interview Kiossev 1 

March 2007). The top managers of the agency, appointed on the basis of their knowledge 

foreign languages and higher education systems, believed program accreditation should 

prevail, while the state insisted on institutional accreditation. As a result, operations only began 
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in 1998 (Interview Georgieva 27 February 2007). This was further complicated by frequently 

shifting governmental coalitions, as well as the competing objectives of the Ministry in 

attempting to relinquish control functions without the system sliding back into disorder. 

Moreover, academics, who widely perceived the state as intervening where it should not, e.g. 

student numbers, structural issues, remained unreceptive to the state-driven strategies for 

adopting Bulgarian HE to contemporary societal demands.  

 

8.3.3 Conclusions – T3  

While the Ministry aimed to draw on western practice to promote isomorphism-driven system 

change, the success of its policy entrepreneurship was limited by an array of factors. Firstly, 

the Ministry was initially perceived as taking away autonomy and freedom from universities 

while controlling their finances. Hence university administration, faculties and staff often 

blocked or watered down the implementation of the reform proposals derived through 

transnational cooperation. Secondly, its reform course was hampered by internal disputes 

among the Ministry and the British-inspired accreditation agency. This in turn led to lacking 

continuity, and a path marked by reform consensus and then disarray, which was further 

complicated by rapidly changing government coalitions.  

 

Thus, by the end of T3, Bulgarian HE found itself in a struggle between state control and 

academic oligarchy, but also increasingly embedded in a web of international networks 

facilitating the rapprochement with international standards. At the same time, the Ministry was 

faced with the dilemma of relinquishing control functions without the system again sliding into 

disarray. It will now be examined whether the Bologna Process and the massive increase in 

communication and interactions which it entails have created greater coherency in the 

Bulgarian HE reform strategy.  

 
8.4 Changes in governance patterns – T4 

By the turn of the millennium (T4) the Bulgarian HE system had entered a new phase, marked 

by various significant changes at the exogenous level, including its integration into the 

Bologna Process as well as intensified cooperation with the World Bank. This section shall 
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focus, above all, on how transnational institutional interlinkages have impacted and shaped the 

course of reforms in the previous decade, bearing in mind that Bulgaria – as an immediate 

signatory to the Bologna Process – is now embedded in the pan-European framework of 

normative pressure and change in HE. In view of the tremendous socio-economic difficulties 

Bulgaria faces and the key role of education in successfully mastering the transition to market 

economy, this section examines the extent to which Bulgaria has latched onto western 

European practice regarded as exemplary and its impact on governance in T4. The section shall 

also include the cumulative results illustrating changes and inertia in overall HE arrangements, 

financial governance, as well as personnel and substantial autonomy. It begins with a brief 

overview of the impact of Bulgaria’s collaboration with the World Bank, before turning to the 

ramifications of the Bologna Process.     

 
8.4.1 Cooperation with the World Bank  

Parallel to Bulgaria’s incorporation into the Bologna Process, T4 also heralded the phase of 

intensified collaboration with the World Bank, which was later consolidated with a grant of 

US$18.43 million in 2000. Pursuant to the reform of HE in 1995, the Bulgarian government 

invited World Bank experts to draw up a plan for the optimization of Bulgarian universities. 

Increasingly perceiving Bulgaria as a laggard compared to western European counterparts, the 

Ministry actively procured advice from the World Bank and British experts to push for 

qualitative and structural reforms (Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007; Interview Boyadjieva 2 

March 2007). The main cornerstones consisted in overall improvements in resource 

management, teaching quality, increased access, as well as a student loan program and 

restructuring of the existing stipend system. In addition to funds allocated for primary and 

secondary education, the World Bank allocated resources aimed at building up information 

systems to enable to university management to make more informed decisions. Hence the 

World Bank provided technological equipment and financial resources so that institutions may 

keep pace with best practices in HE (World Bank 2000). At the same time, Bulgaria sought to 

bolster the executive management capacity of the Ministry of Education and Science by 

financing a unit for project management to oversee and coordinate the implementation of 

various projects dealing with quality enhancement.  
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However despite generous funding, it was this very lack of administrative capacity which 

brought the project to fall. The Ministry not only proved to be unable to implement the World 

Bank loan, but was unable to provide appropriate information and documentation to justify the 

failed implementation (Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007). Hence, the generous funding  

disappeared into the black holes of ministerial decision-making. As a result, the loan was 

suspended in 2003 (Southeast Europe Online 2004). The Ministry’s lacking formal authority 

and finesse in implementing the reform in tandem with HE institutions could be explained in 

part by staffing discontinuities due to frequently changing governmental coalitions. However, 

what also lacked was a normative framework and blueprint, i.e. examples of best practice, 

according to which the Ministry could have operated. Hence, while the World Bank program 

did contribute to increasing access, it failed to meet the objectives of creating more robust 

management and information-processing systems.  

 
8.4.2 Bologna-inspired reforms 

The evidence gathered demonstrates that Bologna has also not radically transformed Bulgarian 

HE governance, but has fortified the market-orientation at the system and institutional level. 

While the World Bank reforms were more focussed on expansion, access, equality and 

‘demand side financing’, the Bologna Process is indeed having an impact on governance and 

bringing Bulgaria closer to the market-oriented paradigm. However, the speed and depth of the 

reforms are not comparable with those in neighbouring Romania. Before addressing exactly 

how the Bologna Process has directly or indirectly impacted various aspects of governance, it 

is expedient to examine how and by what channels the Bologna Process is impacting Bulgarian 

HE. In other words, have historical legacies and sensitivities served to water down the impact 

of Bologna on the system of governance as in the Czech Republic? Or has Bulgaria – like 

Romania – drawn on the transnational dimension to completely redesign how universities are 

governed and their relation to the state and society? As shown below, there is evidence of both. 

In Bulgaria however, it is the fragility and lacking reflexivity of newly established democratic 

structures (see Slantcheva 2004) which have decelerated policy change.  

 

The Bologna Process in Bulgaria can best be equated with the emergence of a transnational 

lens over HE policy. This, in turn, has compelled policy-makers to increasingly judge the 
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viability of their national system within the context of the knowledge society and above all in 

comparison to neighbouring Balkan and western European systems (see Kalkanova 2006; 

Interview Gerdjikov 27 February 2007). This comparative lens has subsequently laid bare the 

inefficiencies and incompatibilities of the Bulgarian HE system not only with exemplary 

western systems but also with the emerging market economy (see Popkostadinova 2007). 

Lacking competitiveness, a lacking global planning strategy, lacking synergies between with 

industry and commerce, and rigid formula-based funding or – to be more precise – 

underfunding are synonymous with the untenable status quo of Bulgarian HE at the outset of 

the Bologna Process. 

 

The international scrutiny associated with Bologna has provoked Bulgarian policy-makers to 

assert the legitimacy and viability of their system in an increasingly competitive transnational 

environment and rapidly changing socio-economic constellations. It is here that the EU’s open 

method of coordination – combined with the normative pressure exerted by the World Bank – 

comes to bear. As outlined in the previous sections, the focus of the Bologna Process is clearly 

not on legislative implementation, rather on stimulating national administrations to take a more 

pro-active stance towards pressing HE issues, which in turn is facilitated at the transnational 

level by the open, interactive exchange of expertise and progress reporting. Bulgaria’s rapid 

incorporation into these structures of change and pressure has prompted the Ministry to modify 

its approach from persistence-driven to response-driven (see also Knill / Lenschow 2005: 597). 

In other words, the Ministry of Education has moved away from its strategy aimed at keeping 

its grip on HE by means of substantial, procedural and bureaucratic control, which was 

arguably necessary in view of the chaotic events of the early to mid-1990s. Instead it now 

perceives itself as entrusted with the task of making HE more responsive to public needs with a 

more pro-active strategy. Subsequently, European best practice has become a foundation for 

national action plans for converging on practices regarded as exemplary (Interviews Radevska 

1 March 2007; Andreev 26 February 2007; Gerdjikov 27 February 2007).  

 

While the cooperation with the World Bank cooperation was a ministry-driven project, 

Bologna is conceived as a normative reality which requires a change in mentality at all levels 

of the system and subsequently a redesign of system and institutional governance (Interview 
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Kiossev 1 March 2007). As demonstrated in empirical indicators for policy change, the 

Bologna Process has not resulted in a complete system overhaul. However, the burgeoning web 

of networks which it provides has enabled Bulgarian academic policy-makers to define more 

clearly their aims and expectations in line with readily available examples of western best 

practice (Interviews Radevska 1 March 2007; Georgieva 27 February 2007).  

 

However, it must be emphasized that problem pressure and the subsequent ideational 

inspiration have only fragmentarily or half-heartedly been translated into concrete policy 

output. Several constricting factors come to bear here. Firstly, Bulgarian institutions are still 

severely plagued by the negative impact of T3 with regard to the fragmentation, expansion and 

uncontrolled growth of institutions without adequate management structures – a phenomenon 

which can be traced back to the highly specialized nature of the system in T2 (see Sections 

8.2., 8.3.2). This weak institutional capacity went hand in hand with an underdeveloped 

information and administration system, which according to Slantcheva (2004: 258) is also a 

legacy of the communist phase. More specifically, universities in the communist period were 

unable to produce and apply information about themselves and the environment in which they 

operate. Offe (1996: 1) takes the argument one step further claiming that socialist societies “do 

not have the simplest preconditions for reliability and accurately monitoring themselves”. 

Hence Bulgarian universities never underwent a process of establishing an information basis 

and professional evaluation of their standing and position not only within their regional, 

national or international environment, but also with regard to their role in society. In other 

words, Bulgarian universities severely lacked the “institutional reflexivity” (see Slantcheva 

2004) vital for responding to external challenges including globalization, market development 

and the knowledge society. In concrete this pertains to the modernization of curricula, quality 

control instruments, setting institutional benchmarks as well as cooperating with regional 

businesses.  

 

Unlike the Czech case, where various academic veto players – referring to historical university 

traditions (see Cerych 2002) – have made policy change a complicated endeavour, the sluggish 

pace of change in Bulgaria can only partially be attributed to vested interests of various veto 

players. Instead it is the institutional fragility, the lacking capacity for responsiveness, but also 
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the difficult-to-navigate political and legislative framework which have stalled and impeded 

far-reaching changes. To put this in perspective, between 1992 and 2004 Bulgaria had nine 

different ministers responsible for HE and at least 20 different vice-ministers stemming from 

various different political parties (Slantcheva 2004: 265). In view of this, the main impact of 

the Bologna Process in Bulgaria is that it has added coherence and direction to the ministerial 

reform course initiated in the late 1990s, irrespective of shifting governing coalitions. By 

introducing an overarching platform for inspiration and laying bare the necessity for adding 

dynamics to the system, the Bologna Process has indeed sustained and legitimated the 

isomorphism-driven reform course. However, it has only fragmentarily been translated into 

concrete policy outcomes. Nevertheless, it has promoted the further development of nascent 

management and quality assurance structures at the ministerial and university level. The 

upcoming sections shall offer a more detailed account of how individual aspects of the 

governance system have changed.   

 
8.4.2.1 Reforms in general higher education arrangements   

In the context of intensified European integration we can trace weak to moderate changes at 

three crucial levels of Bulgarian HE governance – within the Ministry, within university 

management, and at the intermediate level, i.e. with regard to relations towards society. Like in 

the other already examined countries, the Ministry is attempting to reshape its own role from 

process to product control, hence promising education providers greater autonomy in exchange 

for enhanced quality and accountability (Interview Georgieva 27 February 2007). In contrast to 

the Romanian case however, the Ministry has taken on the role of a facilitator of competition 

only to a limited extent – which is reflected by legislative amendments implemented at the time 

of writing of this report (April – October 2007).  

 

The Bologna Process and development of market itself have prompted the Bulgarian 

government to take the relationship between the labour market and education very seriously. 

Subsequently, the Ministry initially attempted to break down the last vestiges of Humboldtism 

by linking HE with labour market demands. However, and rather paradoxically, the policy 

outcome resembled a more state-centered approach. This is reflected in the fact that the 

government continued to stipulate student numbers, their distribution into specialities, the 
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system of applicant selection, as well as study content – purportedly in line with labour market 

demands (see Kanev 2002: 160; Interviews Popov 27 February 2007; Todorov 28 February 

2007). Hence, although policy-makers assert that the Ministry is attempting to stimulate more 

competitiveness, in reality there can be no competition when no competition for the best 

students exists (Interview Gerdjikov 27 February 2007; Kanev 2002: 166). In other words, the 

state continued to constrict autonomy over admission conditions by prescribing institutions 

how many students per department and study course and then allocating finances on this basis.  

 

However, increasingly faced with domestic and international pressures to boost university 

autonomy and follow European trends (see Kanev 2002; Interviews Todorov 28 February 

2007; Gerdjikov 27 February 2007), the Ministry has initiated legislation in early 2007 to 

return autonomy over admissions back to universities, enabling them to determine themselves 

the number of students and doctoral candidates, albeit dependent on the  institutional capacity, 

which in turn is determined by means of state accreditation. The stated motive is to instil a 

greater level of academic competition and converge on European practice (Law to change and 

supplement the law on higher education 2007).84 Hence, the bill is a first indication of the 

Ministry’s attempt to switch its regulatory approach from coerced marketization, i.e. by 

pegging student numbers to economic considerations, to marketization by basing admissions 

on demand.  

 

8.4.2.2 University management approach  

As for institution-level governance, i.e. university management, a more strategic 

entrepreneurial approach has only partially diffused to Bulgaria, but is clearly the trend. 

However, in contrast to the Czech case, it is not exclusively the academic dominance over 

management affairs, yet also the system of state regulations which poses an enormous burden 

to the establishment of entrepreneurial management structures (Interview Todorov 28 February 

2007). Hence, Bulgarian rectors are only to a limited extent vested with entrepreneurial skills 

                                                 
84 Закон за изменение и допънение на закона за висшето образование (Law to change and supplement the law 
on higher education), consulted 18 July 2007, 
 http://www.parliament.bg/?page=app&lng=bg&aid=4&action =show&lid=1847 see page 8. As of 19 July 2008, 
the law has passed the first reading in Parliament. The envisioned implementation timeframe is not specified.   
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and leverage. This is manifested, above all, by one legislative restriction unique to the 

investigated countries. The term of Bulgarian rectors is generally limited to four years, which 

is perhaps a relict of the T1 tradition of rotating professorial chairs and rectors. Clearly, rectors 

frequently have little incentive to perform well without the possibility of re-election (Interview 

Todorov 28 February 2007; Interview Georgieva 27 February 2007). In essence, the 

management approach at Bulgarian universities is somewhat of a mixed model, with rectors 

being elected by the university academic senate or general assembly, to which they are 

ultimately responsible (Interview Todorov 28 February 2007). However, state restrictions over 

admissions, funding, substantial matters, and the term of rectors (see below) pose inevitable 

obstacles to effective strategic and entrepreneurial management in line with current rhetoric. 

Nevertheless, evidence reveals that a kind of ‘academic entrepreneurial model’, in which 

university managers – best described as leading academics vested with greater financial 

autonomy – steer communication with domestic and transnational external stakeholders and 

exert leverage over academic departments through funding institutions. However, an expansion 

of management capacity is complicated by the lacking practical experience in the procurement 

and allocation of external funding as well as the strategic management, positioning and 

profiling of universities. This is clearly a remnant of the lacking culture of institutional 

reflexivity and adaptability in T1 and T2 (see Slantcheva 2004).   

 

8.4.2.3 Relations to society 

With regard to university-society relations, the dynamics of policy change triggered to a 

significant extent by the Bologna Process have been more pronounced. In this regard, the state 

is playing a more facilitating role in its efforts to expand the HE policy arena. More 

specifically, the Ministry has presented several non-binding blueprints for new managerial 

structures based on the British system, in which employer and business representatives are 

incorporated into governing boards and consulted on issues with a high impact (Interview 

Kiossev 1 March 2007). By guiding universities according to more economic principles, the 

Ministry as well as consenting academic managers seek to stimulate greater synergies with 

local economic enterprises, although until now change has been more modest than in the 

Romanian case (Interview Andreev 26 February 2007).   
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Unlike the Czech system, in which the Rectors’ Conference is known for its role in protecting 

the academic ‘ivory towers’, the Bulgarian Council of Rectors has become a sort of interface 

between public stakeholders and HE institutions. Established in its own right by the imitation 

of western models, the Rectors’ Council together with the State Accreditation Agency are 

increasingly instrumental in organizing collective meetings with business representatives. 

These are aimed, with increasing success, at stimulating greater synergies between market and 

academic demands, now enabling employers to exert moderate influence on academic profiles 

(Interview Georgieva 27 February 2007; Interview Radevska 1 March 2007). Another indicator 

of the turn away from Humboldt-oriented and state-centered governance in T4 is the Center for 

Competitive Higher Education established within the Ministry with the assistance of the World 

Bank. In an effort to stimulate competition, the center consists of external stakeholders and is 

monitored by an international board which evaluates and funds project proposals for the 

modernization of Bulgarian higher education.  

 

8.4.2.4 Accreditation 

The Bologna Process has clearly been a driving force in the expansion and enhancement of the 

Bulgarian system of quality assurance. At the same time, the methods and structure of the 

independent National Evaluation and Accreditation Agency (Националната агенция за 

оценяване и акредитация) initially established in 1995 (see above) have been subject to 

change and innovation aimed at improving accreditation and evaluation methods (Eurydice 

2007: 102). In concrete terms the Accreditation Agency, the main vehicle of networking with 

the EU (Interview Radevska 1 March 2007), has moved away from a state-serving to an 

output-oriented market approach. Previously, focus was placed on whether legal regulations 

were implemented in compliance with state requirements (Interview Todorov 28 February 

2007). Now however, accreditation is aimed at stimulating universities to establish their own 

output-oriented accreditation systems based, above all, on British practice, which combines a 

mixture of self-study, student evaluations and subsequently external institutional and program 

evaluation of teaching, research and institutional capacity (Interviews Georgieva 27 February 

2007; Todorov 28 February 2007; Kiossev 1 March 2007). Not least with the 2004 

amendments to the Higher Education Law, Bulgaria has shifted towards ex post, output-
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oriented accreditation based on the quality of individual programmes and institutional missions 

including a stronger focus on responsiveness to socio-economic demands. As an additional 

indicator of the emulation of British practice, the Bulgarian accreditation commission also is 

increasingly relying on external stakeholder participation (see Eurydice 2007: 103). However, 

in view of various resistances from the academic community towards external evaluation 

(Interview Gerdjikov 27 Februrary 2007), the pace of reform has been more sluggish than in 

Romania. Notwithstanding this, the evidence shows that Bulgaria’s incorporation into the 

Bologna Process has lent legitimacy to the conviction that the system must be re-orientated 

towards output and the scope of evaluation expanded (teaching, research, publications, 

institutional missions) (Interviews Georgieva 27 February 2007; Popov 27 February 2007).  

 

8.5 Cumulative results for Bulgaria  

As depicted below, Bulgarian higher education is in a state of fundamental, yet sluggish 

transformation, in which we find vestiges of the state-control model and academic self-

governance as well as manifestations of the market-oriented paradigm. Subsequently the status 

quo can best be described as a mixed model of state authority and academic self-rule, with 

moderate market-based governance being the clear trend and stated intention of policy-makers. 

Once again, the data have been compiled on the basis of the three models of HE governance 

presented in Section 5.1.2. ‘H’ symbolizes features typical of academic self-governance, ‘M’ 

represents the features typical of market-oriented systems, while an ‘S’ is indicative of state-

centered governance.  
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Table 22: General higher education arrangements in Bulgaria – cumulative results 

  T1 T2 T3 T4 
University structures 
Core decision-making unit  State  

(>  management 
/ faculties) 

S > M 

State 
(> faculties) 

S > H 

(fragmented) 
Faculties  
(→ state) 

H → S 

State >  
Management/ 

Faculties 
S > M 

Organizational structure State agency 
> Enterprise 

S > M 

State agency 
S 

State-university 
partnership  

H 

State-university 
partnership 
> Enterprise  

H > M 
Dominant management 
approach  

Bureaucratic  
> Entrepreneurial 

S > M 

Bureaucratic 
S 

Collegial, 
Federation of 

chairs 
H 

Collegial, 
Federation of chairs 
> Entrepreneurial 

H > M 
Patterns of control and quality evaluation  
Who controls/evaluates? Ministry  

→ Self-evaluation 
by academic peers 

S→H 

Ministry 
S 

No control 
→ Ministry 

           H* → S  
 

Academic Peers + 
(Quasi-governmental) 
accreditation body 

H/M 
What is 
controlled/evaluated? 

Academic processes
S 

Academic 
processes 

S 
 

No control 
→ Academic 

processes 
H*→S 

Academic processes 
→ Quality of 

academic “products”
S → M 

When does 
control/evaluation take 
place 

Ex ante 
S 

Ex ante 
S 

Not systematized, 
university 
dependent  
→ ex ante 

H→ S 

Ex post  
M 

Relations to society  
State control instruments System design 

S 
 

Manpower 
planning 

System design 
S 
 

Financial 
→ system design 

H→ S 

System design  
> Incentives for 

competition, quality 
improvements 

S  > M 
Orientation and utility of 
teaching and research  

State defined 
S 

State defined 
(ideological) 

S 

State defined  
(via state registry) 

S 
 

State defined  
> Market-oriented 

S > M 

Function n.a. 
  

Control 
S 

Advice 
H 

Marketing 
M 

Economic 
and 
employer 
stakeholders 

Appointed by n.a. 
  

State 
S 

Academia 
H 
 

State + Academia 
(via Rectors’ 
Conference) 

S/H 
* “no control” will be scored as “academic self-
evaluation”, i.e. the Humboldtian model, as it comes 
closest to this ideal type. 
** ‘→’ represents a strong or swift trend in the given 
direction, ‘>’ represents a moderate trend in the 
given direction in the specific timeframe.  
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In the Bulgarian case, simple categorizations are not feasible in view of shifts taking place 

within individual time periods. This is best reflected by T3, in which a shift towards ‘academic 

anarchy’ took place, leading to a nearly powerless state, fragmented faculties and virtually non-

existent quality assurance mechanisms. The run-up to Bologna Process is hence characterized 

by the state regaining its role of system design. Within the course of the previous decade, 

however, the state-centered approach has been partially outflanked by a more entrepreneurial 

approach, best reflected by the expansion of “product control” and the state’s very recent 

efforts at promoting competition by encouraging managerial instruments at the university level. 

This shift towards product control and marketization has also prompted the state to partially 

give back universities the autonomy taken away from them in 1995 in exchange for greater 

accountability (Interview Gerdjikov 27 February 2007), e.g. with regard to academic profiles, 

internal structures, admissions. This is exemplified by amendments to the Higher Education 

Law in 2002 and 2004 which set up external evaluation and control over academic affairs. 

Nevertheless, the Bulgarian state has been the most sluggish among the countries analyzed to 

release itself from its role as a “system designer” due to its continued significant oversight over 

admissions, institutional size, and funding. As a result, the Bulgarian case remains rather 

difficult to classify,85 as various market-oriented instruments are currently in a sluggish process 

of implementation without clear results. This applies, for example, to the role of external 

stakeholders, who are increasingly being integrated into decision-making processes by means 

of the Accreditation Committee. However, this approach of the broadening of the policy arena 

cannot yet be regarded as successful due to difficulties associated with the formulation and 

incorporation of their expectations with regard to graduate skills (Interview Georgieva 27 

February 2007).   

 
8.5.1 Funding mechanisms 

The burgeoning network activity on the Bologna platform has also flanked reforms in the 

funding system, bringing Bulgaria somewhat closer to the market-oriented model. However, by 

                                                 
85 Indeed Bulgaria appears to be the country in which opinions gathered during the empirical phase of this project 
tended to diverge the most. While academic experts tended to lament excessive state control over the system of 
governance (Interviews Popov 27 February 2007; Todorov 28 February 2007), ministerial policy makers on the 
other hand frequently cited the academic “oligarchy” as the reason for the slow pace of reform (Interviews 
Georgieva 27 February 2007; Gerdjikov 27 February 2007).   
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no means have the reforms been as progressive as those implemented in Romania ten years 

ago. Nevertheless, Bulgarian policy-makers have visibly been engaged in drawing on western 

practice in an effort to break away from the state control cycle over admissions and funding, 

which is now reflected in funding sources, the mode of allocation and discretion over funds.   

 

As illustrated above, Bulgaria clearly adhered to the state-steering model for the past 10 years, 

as since 1995 the state prescribed universities how many students could be enrolled per faculty 

and then allocated funding on this basis (Interview Todorov 28 February 2007). What can be 

observed since 2000-2001, however, is a gradual approximation of Bulgarian funding practice 

towards what is perceived as western best practice. This initially somewhat baffling outcome is 

best reflected by a novelty introduced in 2001. Purportedly inspired by British practice 

(Interviews Andreev 26 February 2007; Georgieva 27 February 2007), Bulgaria moved away 

from its unique system of funding based on the number of professors (inspired by traditional 

Humboldtian modes of funding) towards a system of funding per student numbers. However, it 

is this very input-based funding component which Great Britain has undertaken efforts to move 

away from, in view of rapidly increasing student numbers (see Theisens 2003). In other words, 

while Britain was shifting from input (e.g. student numbers) to output-based (i.e. performance) 

funding mechanisms, Bulgaria actually adopted the ‘non-market’ component of the British 

system, a system regarded by many as exemplary for its strong market-based, i.e. competitive 

component.86 This could be labelled a case of uninformed transfer (see Dolowitz / Marsh 

2000): while attempting to borrow from a system known for its strong emphasis on 

performance, Bulgaria actually moved closer to a state-centered, input-based approach. The 

state-centered approach was reinforced by the fact that the amount of funding per university – 

although directly pegged to student numbers – was initially still subject to a parliamentary 

decision, and then itemized and controlled by the Ministry. Hence, even after this change in the 

funding mode Bulgarian universities had little incentive to increase efficiency and 

performance.   

 

                                                 
86 The output component pertains to the allocation of competitively procured funds by the University Grants 
Commission, which have been restructured into so-called University Funding Councils (see Theisens 2004).  
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However, reform dynamics associated with European integration have triggered changes in T4 

with regard to the funding approach (input vs. output based) and the mode of allocation 

(itemized vs. lump sum). Firstly, Bulgarian universities are moving closer to lump-sum 

funding, although discrepancies still exist as to the exact classification. While Bekhradnia 

(2004: 11) speaks of block grants to universities and complete freedom as to spending, a 

prominent Bulgarian university rector and policy expert described the mode of allocation from 

the state as still itemized, but in very broad categories, leaving significant leeway for university 

managers to distribute funds (Interview Todorov 28 February 2007; Interview Kiossev 1 

March 2007).87 Secondly Bulgarian universities have experienced a modest increase in multi-

source funding, clearly surpassing the Czech Republic in terms of the percentage of procured 

non-state funds. Although symbolic of a shift away from the state-centered paradigm, this 

appears to be driven more by necessity than isomorphic processes. Compared to other high and 

lower GDP countries, public expenditure for Bulgarian universities totalling 0.6 % of the GDP 

is well below average and indeed has declined throughout the late-1990s (Bakhradnia 2004: 

59). Nevertheless, networking with western Europe is stated to have inspired Bulgarian 

university managers to emancipate themselves from overdependence on state resources and 

search for alternative funding, with moderate success (Interview Radevska 1 March 2007). 

With an average 40 % of funds received from non-state entities, Bulgaria is only surpassed by 

Romania among the examined countries (see Section 7) in terms of an expansion of the 

funding base. However, the actual amount of external funds remains very modest viewed as a 

percentage of the already low level of state funding.  

 

In T4 we also detect a gradual shift in terms of the funding approach, which has to do with the 

state’s perceived shift to becoming a stimulator of competition. While funding still remains 

strongly based on student numbers (input-based), the Ministry has attempted to peg the funding 

level to the outcome of institutional accreditation and even anchored this principle in 

legislation (Interviews Georgieva 27 February 2007; Gerdjikov 27 February 2007). However, 

due to implementation obstacles and the still very nascent accreditation institutions, the output-

based allocation from the state remains more a current trend than reality and only accounts for 
                                                 
87 The stated categories for itemized funding include Bachelor programs, Master programs, scholarships, new 
buildings, capital invested for which university management must render account (Interview Todorov 28 
February; Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007).  
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a fraction of allocated state funding. In reality, funding is still to a great extent determined by 

student numbers and parliamentary lobbying by rectors, although performance-based allocation 

– based on the British model – is beginning to gain traction in Bulgaria (Interviews Kiossev 1 

March 2007; Georgieva 27 February 2007).    

 

However, the pace of change within Bulgarian universities has been swifter and is likely to 

increase with recent legislative modification granting university managers greater financial 

autonomy. This is reflected by amendments up for debate in the National Assembly which 

would grant HE providers the freedom to stipulate their own tuition fees, albeit with restraints. 

In concrete terms, the state would continue to guarantee that tuition may not exceed more than 

30 % of the costs per student.88 Nevertheless, this represents a shift away from the state control 

cycle over admissions and funding. The greater financial autonomy vested in university 

management is also increasing the leverage of rectors in allocating state and non-state funds on 

the basis of faculty performance in teaching and research (Interview Todorov 28 February).  

 

Referring back to the indicators of market-based financial governance drawn up in Section 

5.1.3.2), it is best to classify Bulgaria as a mixed type between state steering and market-based 

governance, with the phase between 2001-2002 and present being characterized by still rather 

sluggish reform dynamics towards marketization. Nevertheless, we can detect a shift in 

financial leverage to the university managerial level and an increase in output-based criteria, 

which goes hand in hand with less reliance on state sources.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
88 http://www.parliament.bg/?page=app&lng=bg&aid=4&action=show&lid=1847, see section “Мотиви” p. 8) 
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Table 23: Funding mechanisms in Bulgarian higher education – cumulative results   

 T2 T3 T4 

Main funding base State budget 
(university budget integral 

part of state budget) 
S 

State budget 
Tuition 

(university budget integral 
part of state budget) 

S/M 

State budget 
 → Diversified  

(Tuition, 
investments 

external sources) 
M 

State Funding 
approach  

Itemized 
 (low budgetary discretion for 

universities) 
S 

Itemized 
 (high budgetary discretion 

for universities) → (low 
budgetary discretion for 

universities) 
H → S  

Itemized 
> Lump sum 

S > M 

Allocation within 
university  

Input-based 
(objectives defined by state) 

S 

Input-based 
(objectives defined by the 

state) 
S 

Input-based > output-based* 
S > M 

Strategic investments State-defined 
S 

Limited 
(occasionally undertaken by 

chairs and departments) 
H 

Occasional, chair-based > 
Multi-facted 

H> M 

*Input-based, but very broad categories (e.g. for Bachelor programs), allowing 
management substantial discretion 

 

Despite gradual progress, the development of a diversified system of multi-source, output-

based funding continues to be hampered by an array of factors. These include foremost the 

cumbersome legislative process as well as the relatively non-transparent autonomous legal 

space in which university managers manoeuvre in the procurement and allocation of funding. 

This explains the unwillingness and incapacity of some university managers to engage in 

performance-based funding and seek to attract external non-state funds (Interview Radevska 1 

March 2007). Nevertheless, the Bologna Process and the increased exposure to western 

funding models have led to an increasingly wide-spread conviction that the status quo is 

untenable and that Bulgaria must adopt a market-based stance on funding.   

 

8.5.2 Personnel autonomy 

As in T1 and T3, university staffing matters have remained a bastion of ‘Humboldtism’ and are 

only partially affected by the western trend towards managerialism. In concrete terms, 

Bulgarian universities have maintained features such as tenure and collegial appointment 

procedures. Hence, rectors are appointed exclusively by the academic electorate and are only 
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seldom judged by managerial skills. Although various rectors have developed entrepreneurial 

skills, long-term strategic planning is constricted by the system of rotating rectors, who return 

to join their academic colleagues on expiry of their term in office (Bekhradnia 2004: 2; see 

above). One novelty is however the greater leverage of university management in appointing 

high-level academic staff, who are no longer exclusively selected by the academic electorate 

and subject to the approval of the National Scientific Council. This modification can be viewed 

in the context of the moderately increased autonomy granted to universities during T4. 

Although Bulgarian universities have full autonomy over staff employment and salaries, 

management structures have yet to come up with instruments for pegging remuneration to 

academic performance. 

Table 24: Personnel autonomy in Bulgarian higher education – cumulative results  

 T1 T2  T3 T4 

Recruitment of high-
level academic staff  

Elected by 
professoriate 

H 
 

Appointed by state
S 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(Approval by National 
Scientific Council) 

H/S 

Elected by 
professoriate/ 
Management 

H/M 
 

Recruitment of high-
ranking 
administrative staff 

Elected by 
professoriate 

H 

Appointed by state
S 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate) 
H  

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate) 
H 

University autonomy 
to dismiss high-
ranking academics  

No – frequent tenure 
(dismissal only for 
severe misconduct) 

H 

No – State 
competence;  

(frequent tenure 
dismissal for 

ideological non-
compliance) 

S 

No – frequent tenure 
(dismissal only for 
severe misconduct) 

H 

No – frequent tenure 
(dismissal only for 
severe misconduct) 

H 

Professional 
background of 
rectors / deans 

Scholar/Chairholder 
H 

Public 
administration 

S 

Scholar/Chairholder 
H 

Scholar/Chairholder 
 > Management 

H>M 
Participation of 
academic staff in 
management 

High 
H 

Limited 
S 

High 
H 

High 
H  

 

Although managerial methods are gradually reshaping the role of rectors, it appears that 

Bulgaria continues to maintain a Humboldt-oriented collegial approach to personnel matters. In 

contrast to the managerial market-based model, the power remains vested in the academic 

chairs, who continue to enjoy the ‘snug’ comfort of tenure, strong participation in management 

and lacking performance evaluation instruments (Interview Todorov 28 February 2007).  
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8.5.3 Substantial autonomy  

With regard to substantial autonomy, and in particular setting academic profiles, research 

profiles and strategic objectives, the Bulgarian case resembles a pendulum between state 

control and the Humboldt model over all four periods of examination. During T1 substantial 

autonomy shifted from the state towards academia (see above), while in T2 the state imposed 

ideologically based curricula, stripping academia of autonomy over substance. Substantial 

autonomy was immediately reinstated at the onset of T3, only to be partially revoked by the 

state in 1995 with the introduction of Uniform State Requirements over academic content. 

What we are witnessing in T4 is the return of substantial autonomy – with regard to academic 

and research profiles – to universities, although now subject to ex post state accreditation. Like 

the Czech Republic, which has also shied away from an entrepreneurial approach, the rector 

and university management still have little leverage over curricular matters, which are 

essentially set from the bottom and then accredited by the state accreditation system, which 

also primarily consists of academics (Interviews Popov 27 February 2007; Georgieva 27 

February 2007; Todorov 28 February 2007). Although management has taken on a stronger 

role in funding matters and coordinating external contacts, unlike in the Romanian case it still 

has little leverage over what is taught and how curricula are adopted to contemporary demands, 

as all curricular programs emanate from professorial chairs, and not from the state as 

previously was the case. However, the oversight by the accreditation commission represents a 

potential shift away from the Humboldt paradigm.  

 
With regard to the internal structure of universities, also subsumed under substantial autonomy, 

Bulgaria remains the most state-centered of the four examined countries. The state still clings 

to its “supply-side” reaction by stipulating accession conditions for study places in subject 

areas which the government deems necessary (Bakhradnia 2004: 369). Despite various 

indicators of a shift to a more demand-side approach (Interview Todorov 27 February 2007), 

the central government continues to decide how many students universities may recruit and the 

number of students per subject area.  
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Table 25: Substantial autonomy in Bulgarian higher education – cumulative results  

  T1 T2 T3 T4 

Setting academic 
profiles / 
curriculum design 

State 
> Academia 

S > H 

State 
S 

Academia  
(> State via state registry)

H > S 

State > Academia 
S > H 

Setting strategic 
goals 

State > university 
management 

S  > M 

State 
S 

Academia 
(> State) 
H > S 

State  
(> university management)

S > M 
Determining the 
research profile   

State  
(> Academia) 

S > H 

State 
S 

Academia 
H 

Academia  
H 

Setting accession 
conditions, size of 
institution, and 
core specializations 

State 
S 

State 
>State/university 

S > H 
 

University/faculties →
State  

H → S 

State  
S  

 

8.6 The impact of transnational interlinkages and historical 

institutions – T4   

This section sums up the analysis of individual exogenous and endogenous forces tugging over 

and shaping HE. It then turns to the theoretical parallel approaches underlying this study – 

historical institutionalism and institutional isomorphism – to assess their applicability to the 

Bulgarian case and their limitations in grasping policy change. The current status quo of 

Bulgarian HE can be conceived as a hybrid of state design, academic self-rule, and 

marketization, which in itself is a patchwork of the various internal and external influences 

which have shaped the dynamics of change over the past two decades. As outlined above, 

Bulgarian HE slipped into “academic oligarchy” in the aftermath of system collapse (1990-

1995) as academics sought to defend their autonomy vis-à-vis the previously omnipotent state. 

By 1995 however, the state regained its grip on HE and – much like in T2 – exerted stronger 

control over substance, admissions, finances, and strategic goals, essentially creating a 

financial control cycle. However, this pro-active stance by the state can only partially be 

interpreted as retrospective, i.e. based on historically legitimated patterns of governance. 

Instead, it was the inherent necessity to curb rent-seeking behaviour and unfettered system 

expansion without mechanisms of accountability, competent management and adequate 

facilities, which explains the return of the state-centered model.   
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Yet this very re-centralization initially enabled exogenous forces to trickle into Bulgarian HE, 

as the state began to procure the advice and recommendations of the World Bank and western 

policy experts. Bulgaria’s strong desire to join the EU and tap into processes of globalization 

and internationalization, combined with its eagerness to participate in the Bologna Process, 

have created an optimal platform for the diffusion and transfer of western best practice (see 

Boiadjieva 109: 2007). However, the mode and outcome of policy change have been sluggish 

and inconsistent despite the favourable conditions for borrowing policies and re-orientating the 

system towards a more viable system of governance. 

 

In view of the theoretical parallelism of institutional isomorphism and historical 

institutionalism underlying this study, the question arises how we can theoretically explain the 

lacking consistency of the shift towards market-oriented governance in Bulgaria. Why have 

isomorphic forces not yet translated into coherent policy outcomes despite a broad preference 

towards market-oriented governance expressed by leading policy-makers (Interviews 

Georgieva 27 February 2007; Gerdjikov 27 February 2007; Todorov 28 February 2007)? 

Critics of isomorphism point to its overemphasis on the “external determination” of national 

organizations (see Perrow 1986) and the fact that it offers insufficient insights on cases of non-

isomorphism despite ideal preconditions, i.e. uncertainty over future developments, an external 

model perceived as legitimate. At the same time isomorphism does not adequately address the 

role of actors’ preferences and constraints in the implementation of various changes (Stensaker 

2004: 29). This in itself provided justification for the incorporation of a historical 

institutionalist approach to explain deviant specific national outcomes (see Section 4.2). 

Historical institutionalism stresses the impact of embedded institutional paths of development 

and legacies on policy outcomes, which are reflected in vested interests. Historical settings 

may serve to privilege certain groups and legitimize their vested interests within a policy 

domain (e.g. the “academic oligarchy” in Humboldt-oriented systems).   

 

This analysis takes the stance that historically embedded legacies and path dependencies – 

manifested in strong vested interests and set power constellations – are inadequate in 

explaining the sluggish course of policy change in Bulgaria. In this regard, Bulgaria differs 

from the Czech Republic. The still rather strong Humboldt orientation in the Czech Republic 
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draws on a century-old system in which professorial chairs and omnipotent Academic Senates 

have left university management structures and even the Ministry relatively powerless and 

hence inhibited a broader convergence with market-oriented systems (see Section 6). In 

Bulgaria however, the applicability of the historical institutionalist argument is limited. After 

all, besides the shift towards British and German models starting in the 1920s, the Bulgarian 

HE system has always been more top-heavy, i.e. state-centered than most of its CEE 

counterparts. Yet as demonstrated above, it is precisely the state that is attempting to alter its 

historical role in setting HE policy from a ‘system designer’ to a facilitator of competition and 

guarantor of quality. Thus, besides some more conservative academics clinging to the 

Humboldt model (Interview Kiossev 1 March 2007), policy change in Bulgaria is not being 

inhibited exclusively by vested interests in preserving historically embedded structures and 

power relations. Instead, other factors must be pinpointed to explain the slow moving impact of 

institutional isomorphism in Bulgaria as compared with neighbouring Romania.  

 
All gathered evidence supports the argument that transnational communication and hence 

institutional isomorphism are crucial factors in shaping Bulgarian HE, in particular within the 

framework of its intensified cooperation with the EU and the Bologna platform (Interviews 

Andreev 26 February 2007; Georgieva 27 February 2007). However, the impact of 

isomorphism is limited by an array of factors associated with the relative fragility of the 

Bulgarian political system and emerging market economy. It should be pointed out up front 

that the process of translating demands for accountability and greater quality, while finding the 

right balance between the state, market, and academic autonomy is an extremely tedious 

process, even in the most highly developed societies. And the shift towards market-based 

governance is all the more tricky in Bulgaria, whose transition to the market economy was 

arguably the most sluggish and painstaking of all new EU members.  

 

8.6.1 The Bulgarian reforms as compared to Romania 

A comparison between Bulgaria and Romania in this regard reveals that isomorphism and 

policy transfer cannot be taken for granted, despite a low degree of legitimacy and high degree 

of uncertainty with regard to domestic and future developments. In other words, the exposure 

to best practice and elaboration of a strategy for approximation with exogenous institutions 
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regarded as exemplary alone does not suffice to generate policy change. After all, Bulgarian 

academics are well aware of the inadequacies and shortfalls of their HE system and have been 

well integrated into pan-European and international networking structures (Interview 

Georgieva 27 February 2007; Interview Gerdjikov 27 February 2007).  

 

What has lacked in Bulgaria however is an effective balance of policy activism and 

entrepreneurialism at the ministerial and university level. Returning to the Romanian example, 

the transnational communication in which Romanian policy-makers partook in the mid- to late 

1990s was followed by a thorough analysis of the applicability of western approaches to 

funding, management and ministerial leadership (Interview Marga 7 December 2007). They 

then involved international experts in the deliberations on and planning of the reform course, 

while assessing the constraints and potential for the altered policy course, i.e. the introduction 

of market-oriented governance and greater university autonomy. Once a broader coalition of 

academics, ministerial policy-makers and university managers had been formed, the Ministry 

sought to bolster its own legitimacy by transfiguring itself from within according to 

management methods. However, the ‘icing on the cake’ which ultimately increased the 

Ministry’s leverage was the incentives rewarded to Romanian universities for outstanding 

performance in teaching and research and the procurement of external non-state funding.  

 

Bulgaria, on the other hand, is marked by its still rather underdeveloped and unsystematic 

policy formulation process, which has lacked critical elements for a successful reform course. 

These include, above all, the astute preponderance of foreign evidence, the assessment of 

potentials and constraints, broad coalition-building processes and ultimately the leadership of 

policy entrepreneurs able to generate synergies between universities, government and society. 

Bulgarian HE has instead been marked by a relative lack of transparency in the formulation 

and implementation of policy as well as a lacking planning and information policy (Interview 

Kiossev 1 March 2007). The result of this has been a patchwork of occasional and often 

inconsistent legislative changes, which only sluggishly are reflected in everyday practice. 

Bulgaria’s current status quo as a ‘market laggard’ hence can be partially explained by the fact 

that the process of policy change was not thoroughly elaborated and executed despite the rapid 

circulation of ideas and reform proposals. At the same time, although making genuine efforts 
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to move closer to the market-oriented paradigm, the Ministry was unable to build up its own 

steering capacity by granting universities incentives (i.e. more autonomy, financial 

motivations) in return for improved performance and support of the reform course. This lack of 

leverage also applies to university management, which is – despite recent improvements – still 

plagued by the lacking tradition of university autonomy, which in turn is reflected by 

seemingly anachronistic legislative restrictions on the term in office of rectors and student 

numbers (see Bakhradnia 2004: 15).  

 

8.7 Conclusions – Bulgaria  

As a result of these constraints and the lack of coalition building, strategic coordination and 

implementation, the changes in Bulgaria have not proceeded in the same speed as in Romania. 

From a theoretical standpoint this again implies that successful transnational isomorphism may 

be contingent on other factors such as policy entrepreneurialism. Thus the explanatory power 

of Hypothesis 4 with regard to the impact of transnational interlinkages is limited due to 

domestic constraints and the inability to convert external policy ideas into “good domestic 

currency” (Mintrom / Vergari 1996: 420-421).89 Nevertheless, the Bologna Process has 

contributed to a moderate paradigm change towards market-oriented governance in order to 

keep pace with European standards. Or as one observer put it, “Through contacts with the 

West, Bulgaria’s own expectations to itself became clear” (Interview Radevska 1 March 2007). 

Hence the European Union and Bologna perhaps have not been a driving force for radical 

policy change, but have complemented and enhanced the spill-over of socio-economic 

marketization trends to the HE sector (for the theoretical argument see Börzel 2003: 18). This 

has prompted Bulgarian universities to search for alternative funding methods and the state to 

push for greater competitiveness by means of partially foreign-inspired evaluation and 

accreditation schemes. This shift towards product control and marketization has also 

compelled the state to partially give back universities the autonomy taken away from them in 

1995. Hence, the current status quo can best be regarded as an unfinished market-oriented 

agenda, which is a spin-off of transnational networking as well as the late, yet swift 

development of the market itself. By introducing an overarching platform to draw inspiration 

                                                 
89 See Section 10 (Comparative conclusions) for a more in-depth discussion of the applicability of the hypotheses.  
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from, the Bologna Process has added coherence and direction to the policies in the run-up, 

which were often interrupted and stalled by frequent changes in governing coalitions and weak 

administrative capacity at all levels.  
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9. Higher Education Reform in Poland 

The Polish case stands out due to the parallel existence of prestigious large universities with 

long histories of scientific advancement and the largest number of private higher education 

institutions in Europe, which generally offer market-oriented programs in business and 

management. Since 1989 Poland has undergone a process of extreme massification, with 

student numbers having exponentially multiplied. The section on Poland sheds light on the 

differential impact of isomorphism and highlights how external pressures can be strategically 

“funnelled” so that they primarily affect only one part of their initial target, in the Polish case 

the private HE sector. Like the Czech Republic, the persistence of the historically inherited 

model of academic self-rule has served to fend off overarching policy change in the public 

sector. Nevertheless, the Bologna Process has increasingly empowered the Ministry to push for 

top-down change on the public universities and has incorporated a series of modifications 

reminiscent of a market-oriented system into its current education strategy. The following 

segments trace these developments over four time periods viewed from the angle of 

institutional interlinkages and historical legacies and path dependencies.  

 

9.1 The pre-communist phase – T1  

Poland has historically found itself in a geographically vulnerable location and frequently at 

the mercy of other European imperial powers. Continually threatened with extinction or the 

eradication of their Polish character, Polish universities have embodied the lacking continuity 

and repeated historical makeovers in higher education policy addressed in Section 2 and 

undergone periods of growth, decline, revival and closure.   

 

Poland stands out with its highly variable and regionally differentiated traditions in HE. Like 

higher education on modern-day Czech territory, Polish HE dates back to 1364, when the 

Cracow Academy (Akademia Krakowska) was established by the Polish King Kazimierz 

(Casimir). Originally in the service of state to provide training to administrative officials, it 

rapidly developed into a fully fledged university with a multi-faculty structure (see OECD 

2006: 12). The academy, later renamed Jagiellonian University (Uniwersytet Jagielloński), can 

hence be regarded as the oldest university in central Europe after Prague. As outlined in 
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Section 2, the Cracow Academy also soon became a self-managed academic institution and an 

integral part of what Neave described as the “medieval European higher education area” 

(2003a: 17; see Section 2), hosting distinguished scholars from all over Europe. The Cracow 

Academy / Jagiellonian University was soon followed by other universities established further 

eastward during the Polish-Lithuanian Union, the most noteworthy of which being Vilnius 

(1578) and Lwów (L’viv / Lemberg) (1661).  

  

However, these major centers of European academia soon were radically reshaped by the 

ensuing partitions of Poland 1772, 1793 and 1795. The University of Wrocław (Breslau), 

founded in the 16th century by Ladislaus (Władisław) the King of Bohemia and Hungary  from 

the Polish Jagiellonian Dynasty, was incorporated into Prussia. In 1811 the institution was 

merged with the Viadrina University (Frankfurt / Oder) and then renamed Schlesische 

Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität zu Breslau. The Cracow Academy, which had been the bastion 

of the Polish renaissance in the 15th century, was initially able to remain a Polish institution in 

the Free City of Cracow, before being incorporated into the Austrian Empire in 1846. What is 

significant from the standpoint of this analysis is that the previously predominant Humboldtian 

model of governance was not subverted by the Austrian rulers. The Jagiellonian University 

became bi-lingual – German and Polish – and in fact entered a second “golden age” of 

scientific productivity and research in the late 19th century (see Uniwerystet Jagielloński 

2007).90 The University of Breslau (Wrocław), then on Prussian territory, also became a 

magnet for internationally renowned scientists in the 19th century.    

 

Despite territorial conflicts and repeated partitions of Poland, genuinely Polish HE also 

underwent a significant expansion in the 19th century with the establishment of the University 

of Warsaw in the Duchy of Warsaw, a Polish state created by Napoleon Bonaparte in 1807. 

However, before being able to develop as an institution and perhaps align itself with other 

European universities and models of governance, the University of Warsaw saw itself in the 

midst of struggle for Polish independence against Russian rule. And resulting from the broad 

participation of faculty members and students in the November 1830 uprising against Russian 

rule, the University was closed, while much of the staff and student body perished in the 
                                                 
90 See Jagiellonian University http://www.uj.edu.pl/dispatch.jsp?item=uniwersytet/historia/historiatxt.jsp  
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Russo-Polish Wars (Uniwersytet Warszawski 2007).91 During a short period of liberalization 

under Russian control, Polish academics were permitted to create a smaller medical college 

(Akademia Medyko-Chirurgiczna) in Warsaw, to which departments for law and 

administration, philology, history and mathematics were added to the now renamed Szkoła 

Główna (Main School) in 1862. The Warsaw Main School hence again soon became a center 

of Polish intelligentsia and the nationalist struggle. However, together with the University of 

Vilnius it was once again liquidated just one year later during the uprising of 1863 

(Uniwersytet Warszawski 2007), before becoming a Russian-language institution between 

1870 and 1915 (The Imperial University of Warsaw).  

 

Even at this point in time, it is clear that Polish universities would be marked by their 

continued struggle to preserve institutional autonomy and strong resistance towards state 

intervention into academic affairs (see van Beek 1995). Yet the ensuing phase visibly had an 

even more severe impact on the collective memory of the Polish academic community and thus 

long-term ramifications for policy-making. The end of the First World War resulted in the 

reconstitution of Poland and its independence as the Second Polish Republic. The interwar 

phase was subsequently marked by three processes, which served to rapidly expand Polish HE: 

1) the reopening of Polish-language institutions closed at the hands of the Russian Tsar, 2) the 

Polonization and/or the end of the German-language tradition in Cracow,92 and 3) the 

establishment of new Polish-language universities in Poznań93 and Lublin. The Humboldt-

oriented model of academic self-governance, already prevalent in Cracow and Wrocław, also 

permeated the newly created institutions, in particular the University of Warsaw. Many 

professors returned from exile to cooperate in the reconstruction efforts. These efforts not only 

focused on the reconstruction of buildings, but also the introduction of democratic structures to 

universities typical of Humboldt-oriented institutions: academic senates, rectors elected by the 

academic body, faculty councils and professorial chairs (see also Scott 2002:141)94.  

 

                                                 
91 See University of Warsaw http://www.uw.edu.pl/pl.php/wczoraj/historia/1816p.html 
92 The University of Wrocław/Breslau remained part of Lower Silesia (Niederschlesien). 
93 The Jesuit college opened in 1611 with privileges confirmed by the King.  
94 The University of Warsaw had become the largest in Poland by the early 1930’s with over 10,000 students 
(University Warsaw 2007). 
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Yet the relative expansion and continuity of the interwar phase was quickly terminated by the 

Nazi invasion of Poland 1939. The occupiers however did not strive for the (re-)-

Germanification of Polish HE, rather its explicit destruction. The Nazi authorities closed all HE 

institutions of Poland and transported a substantial share of the scientific equipment to 

Germany, while turning several universities into military compounds. The occupiers were 

motivated by Arian racist notions that the education of Poles was superfluous and that the 

Polish nation was to be turned into uneducated serfs of German race (see Uniwerystet 

Warszawski 2007). In their efforts to exterminate the Polish elite, a large share of the 

professoriate of Cracow, Warsaw and other universities was murdered in concentration camps 

(OECD 2006: 13). Although all Polish-language education was punished with death, various 

Warsaw academics established the underground “Secret University of Warsaw (Tajny 

Uniwersytet Warszawski), holding seminars in private apartments. Yet after the 1944 Warsaw 

Uprising, the Nazi authorities once again killed scores of Polish academics and destroyed a 

majority of the university buildings in their efforts to exterminate the Polish intelligentsia (see 

Duczmal 2006: 935). The hardships inflicted on Polish academia during the war cannot be 

exclusively attributed to the Nazi terror. After the Hitler-Stalin Pact, leading members of the 

Soviet Politburo including Josef Stalin gave the command to execute Polish “nationalists and 

contra-revolutionaries” in the Soviet-occupied territories of Poland. As Poland’s conscription 

system required all university graduates to become reserve officers, the Soviet Army was able 

to round up and execute much of the Polish intelligentsia during the Katyń Massacre (see 

Davies 1997: 1004-1005).  

 

9.2 The communist phase – T2    

What is essential for the ensuing analysis is that Polish HE has repeatedly been faced with 

extinction and endured substantial human loss. This provides the basis for its long-standing 

tradition of vigorous resistance to outside meddling (Loss 2004: 109) dating back to the 19th 

century and fortified by the experience of Nazi rule. This very tradition was in turn reflected in 

the Decree on the Organization of Science and Higher Education passed in 1947. A relatively 

liberal framework which granted universities extensive of academic freedom, the decree 

essentially reinstated the Humboldtian model of self-governance, while minimizing the role of 

the Ministry of Science and Higher Education (see Duczmal 2006: 936).  
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However by 1950 Poland was gradually integrated into the Soviet sphere of influence and 

succumbed to the organizational constraints and the ideological hegemony of communism. 

Despite the reopening of universities closed and destroyed by the Nazis, Soviet domination 

crushed hopes for the continuation of the Humboldtian academic tradition (van Beek 1995: 

259). Like in all other Soviet satellites, the Polish academic landscape became highly 

centralized and subject not only to strong indoctrination, but once again political repressions. 

The Higher Education Act of April 26, 1950 subjected all HE institutions to the bureaucratic 

control of the previously sidelined Ministry of Science and Higher Education, which pursued a 

policy of rigid nationalization. And for the sake of the promotion of socialism, the Ministry 

took responsibility for the goals and direction and hence the internal organization of HE. As in 

other Soviet satellites, the Communist Party created a system of vertical and horizontal control. 

Hence, the system was vertically structured in line with state socio-economic objectives, while 

the state sought to maintain horizontal control through the appointment and oversight of top 

level staff appointments.   

 

In the late 1950’s though, Polish science and education were partially released from the 

confines of Stalinist orthodoxy. In fact, it is safe to say that some ‘Humboldtian’ traditions 

were better preserved in Polish universities in T2 than in the Czech Republic, Romania, and 

Bulgaria. In other words, despite the far-reaching interventions by the Polish United Worker’s 

Party and the Ministry, the Polish system in T2 demonstrates several peculiarities. Firstly, the 

link between teaching and research was upheld in Poland to a greater extent than in its socialist 

counterparts.95 Hence Polish academics had somewhat more leeway with regard to substantial 

matters in teaching in research, even though Marxist notions still were predominant (see van 

Beek 1995; Schimank 1995). In terms of quantitative developments, Poland HE experienced 

significant growth between the 1950’s and 1980s in terms of student, faculty and the number of 

institutions. Altogether, among our four countries of analysis the Polish HE system was the 

most impervious to communist interference. It appears that the collective legacy of resistance 

towards the state played a significant role in insulating the academic community from 
                                                 
95 This applies to a much lesser degree to politically sensitive disciplines such as the social sciences and theology, 
in which research staff were frequently removed from universities and replaced by graduates from the Institution 
for the Development of Academic Staff, which was overseen by the Party (see Duczmal 2006: 936).  
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pervasive state control. As Loss (2004: 109) argues, the shared experience of resistance and 

hardship created a high level of solidarity among the Polish academic community and hence a 

common professional ethos, which was further bolstered by the strong social cohesion in 

catholic Poland. As a result, academics shared a clear idea of the vision and purpose of the 

university – scientific advancement – and not the advancement of communist ideology, 

enabling some scholars to pursue non-Marxist research projects after Stalin’s death (see Loss 

2004).     

 

During several phases of relative openness, Polish science and academics profited to a limited 

extent from the greater permeability of the system to external influences, as contacts with 

western science communities were partially tolerated (see van Beek 1995). Hence, unlike the 

Czech and Bulgarian systems in particular, Polish HE in T2 can be classified as relatively 

open, as academics –at least those not actively involved in various opposition movements – 

were able to travel and intermingle with western academia (Rovná 2002: 19). Despite the 

subordination to ideology, the scientific community enjoyed relative freedom to travel overseas 

to work, attend conferences and workshops. Thus, unlike neighbouring countries, scientists and 

universities were to some extent incorporated into international professional networks through 

an array of bilateral agreements (van Beek 1995: 290; Hendrichová 1998: 76; 81; OECD 2006: 

13).   

 

However, until 1989 Polish HE remained succumbed to a model of government dominance, as 

the far-reaching institutionalization of communist command structures hindered the emergence 

of a more even balance of power the state and HE institutions (Van Beek 1995: 265). 

Nevertheless, the deeply rooted tradition of academic freedoms in Poland, which can be traced 

back to the struggle to preserve institutional autonomy and the Polish character of universities, 

helped water down bureaucratic control over higher education in T2. Therefore we can classify 

the Polish system at the end of T2 as relatively open and permeable compared to its Eastern 

Block counterparts (Interview Urbanikowa 13 November 2006).   
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9.3 Establishment of a new system of governance and 

legislation 1989-1999 – T3  

In view of the relatively lenient degree of state control in T2, the break with the ancien régime 

of HE governance was somewhat less dramatic than in the Czech Republic. In September 1990 

a new Higher Education Act was passed in Parliament, which set the framework for the 

autonomy of HE institutions and defined the pathway for the next decade. Besides assuring 

academic freedom to each institution with regard to teaching and research, the Act granted 

institutions a level of autonomy which clearly surpassed the provisions in the initial Romanian 

Higher Education Law of 1990. More specifically, the Act endowed universities a high level of 

independence with regard to shaping their organization structure, personnel policies and 

financial management matters. At the same time, Polish public universities sought to reinstate 

the ‘Humboldtian’ elements which had been suppressed in T2. These entailed, above all, a 

significant degree of fragmentation of faculties, but also a decentralization of decision-making 

processes due to extensive autonomy for individual faculties in organizational and financial 

matters. Like in the Czech case, the main thrust of steering power returned to elected collegial 

bodies at the institutional and faculty level (World Bank 2004: 5). Hence, decision-making and 

executive powers were not vested in the hands of individuals. Instead, academic senates were 

modelled to some extent according to national parliaments. Noteworthy in this regard is the 

dominance of high-ranking academics (e.g. holding the title of habilitated doctor) in these 

collectively elected bodies, which made up for nearly 90% of representation in most public 

institutions. As a consequence, substantial autonomy was completely shared between chair-

holding professors and academic senates, with few intervention possibilities from above, e.g. 

university management, the state, or other external stakeholders. Moreover, public HE 

institutions acquired facets of institutional autonomy, which even went beyond those of other 

traditionally Humboldt-oriented systems. These included the right to create or transform 

individual organizational units, open or close fields of study, set admission procedures and 

size, and procure non-states funds.  

 

The Polish HE system also underwent formidable structural and quantitative developments 

with the potential of seriously impacting the re-established system of governance. To be more 

specific, Poland implemented a series of modifications which could be interpreted as a shift 
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towards the market-oriented paradigm and hence an approximation with Anglo-American 

practices. In T1 and T2 Polish HE could be classified as an elite system with very low 

enrolment rates (Duczmal 2006: 938). However, various factors facilitated the switch from 

elite to mass higher education immediately after regime change. Firstly, the Polish rules on the 

establishment of non-state (private) institutions initially were the most liberal of the four 

countries examined (see Kaiser / Wach 2003: 77). Under the new regulations, essentially 

anyone could open a private institution of HE as long as requirements by the Ministry with 

regard to curricula, infrastructure and the number of professors were met (Duczmal 2006: 939). 

Hence, this led to an explosion of non research-oriented private HE institutions and 

subsequently a drastic increase in enrolment rates (see Table 26). In concrete figures, overall 

student enrolment in Polish HE – both public and private – quadrupled in the 1990s, while 

part-time enrolment grew by more than ten times between 1991 and 2001 (Kaiser / Wach 2006: 

80). Moreover, the number of non-state institutions rose from one in 1989 (the Catholic 

University of Lublin) to 280 by 2004.  

Table 26: Participation rates in tertiary education in Poland 
 1990/91  

 
1995/96 2000/01 2001/02 2002/03 

Student 
numbers in 
thousands 

403.8 
 

794.6 
 

1584.8 
 

1718.7 
 

1800.5 

Participation rates in % 
Gross 12.9 22.3 40.7 43.6 46.2 

Net 9.8 17.2 30.6 32.7 35.0 

                Source: World Bank (2004: 3) 

 

A widely perceived correlation between education and future career opportunities motivated 

broad segments of society, including less qualified applicants, to participate in HE and 

increased demand for commercially oriented academic programs. The motives for the rapid 

emergence of private HE in Poland can also be traced to government policy. In early T3 one of 

the Polish government’s priorities was to expand the system without overstraining the public 

budget (Duczmal 2006a: 469; OECD 2006: 79-80). The unprecedented liberal privatization 

policies can thus be viewed as a strategic means of meeting student demand. Jongbloed (2003a: 

113), for instance, draws a clear parallel between such expansion policies and marketization by 



Empirical Findings: Poland  

 

236

defining marketization as “policies (…) aimed at strengthening student choice and liberalizing 

markets in order to increase quality and variety of services offered by the providers of higher 

education.” Hence, it can be assumed that tuition-dependent private providers will not only 

offer demand-based, low-cost study programs to absorb the demand for higher education, but 

also align their governance practices with business management-based models of governance 

(see Duczmal 2006a: 454).    

 

However, this study focuses on the system of public or state HE. Nevertheless, the rapid rise of 

the private sector created a new HE playing field in T3, which was increasingly marked by the 

dynamics of supply and demand. At the same time, the private institutions have imported a 

distinctly Anglo-American profile to the Polish HE arena, with regard to both management 

methods as well as degree structures. Private institutions have been the forerunners in the 

introduction of Bachelor-level degrees, known in Polish as licencjat (Bachelor), in order to 

accommodate lesser qualified student hopefuls. Hence, the question now arises how the 

emergence of new commercially oriented providers has impacted the traditionally 

Humboldtian and elitist public higher education sector. Have the strongly market- and demand-

oriented private institutions exerted pressures on public universities to embrace more 

competitive and entrepreneurial strategies, i.e. competitive admissions, multi-source funding, 

output-based allocation and competitive staffing policies? In other words, have the private 

providers functioned as an additional domestic platform for the isomorphic emulation of 

western practice and stimulated the spread of market-oriented governance instruments to public 

institutions?   

 
9.3.1 Coping with expansion and competition: Public higher 

education in flux  

Unlike the Czech public HE, which did not face competition from private providers until 1998, 

the Polish public HE was exposed to a neo-liberal environment marked by deregulation, 

privatization, and radically reduced state funding from the beginning of T3 (Interview Jabłecka 

13 November 2006). In fact, the rapid massification in terms of student numbers combined 
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with systematic underfunding, which hovered around 1 % of the GDP,96 is perhaps unknown to 

any other western country. The changing climate for public institutions marked by fiercer 

competition, massification, and not least high unemployment, arouses suspicions that the 

academic self-governance model might no longer be timely in public institutions.  

 

Firstly, the HE funding system was under substantial domestic pressure during T3. Due to the 

uncontrolled expansion of the private sector, the starkly underfunded non-profit public 

universities now manoeuvred in a profit-oriented and marketized environment. As a result of 

this, we could postulate that public institutions should converge on market-oriented models of 

financial governance and a stronger management approach. However, the actual funding policy 

outcome for T3 offers a mixed picture in Poland. Like in the Czech System, national legislation 

prohibited tuition fees. However, in the Polish case, this only applied to full-time students. 

Subsequently, public institutions strategically took advantage of one significant loophole in the 

legislation: public institutions were authorized charge tuition from “non-traditional students”, 

i.e. part-time and weekend students and those who do not pass entrance exams (see World 

Bank 2004: 5; OECD 2006: 14).97 This arrangement has compelled institutions to enrol as 

many part-time students as possible to increase revenues. To do so, public institutions rapidly 

expanded their offer of part-time academic programs, for which they frequently eliminated 

entrance examinations. This also had an impact on study content and brought academic 

programs closer to economic demands, as increasing emphasis was placed on fields such as 

business and economics to attract part-time entrants subject to tuition (see Duczmal 2006a: 

462). 

 

Irrespective of the partial introduction of multi-source funding, Poland maintained most of the 

non-entrepreneurial features typical of Humboldt-oriented and state-centered systems over T3. 

This is reflected first and foremost by the mode of allocation from the state. Funding was 

exclusively based on a formula consisting of the weighted number of students and teaching 

                                                 
96 Approx. 1 % of GDP (Główny Urząd Statystyczny 2007) 
97 The Constitution of the Republic of Poland guarantees that education is free of charge in public sector 
institutions. It also stipulates that tuition may be levied for certain educational services offered by public HE 
providers (Article 70 Constitution of the Republic of Poland). 
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staff with scientific degrees. Although the formula by no means took institutional performance 

into account and was thus strongly input-oriented, it placed strong focus on academic degrees 

of teaching and research staff. While the student weights were based on study programs, the 

teaching staff members were weighted according to the academic titles doctor, habilitowany 

doktor and professor (Jongbloed 2003: 132). Thus despite its input orientation, the formula 

partially rewarded institutions for employing staff with high academic qualifications.    

 

The financial autonomy of universities was substantially increased by lump-sum funding from 

the Ministry, which in turn was reinforced by incoming revenue from tuition-paying students. 

This hypothetically put public universities in a position to strategically manage and allocate 

funds procured from the state and tuition-payers. However, no significant convergence to 

market-based approaches took place in this regard in T3. Funds were mostly divided according 

to an algorithm and were not performance-based (OECD 2006: 81). Nevertheless, we can attest 

Poland a slightly stronger performance orientation than in the Czech Republic in T3, as small 

bonuses and scholarships were sometimes rewarded for excellent academic work and 

professors who remained loyal to institutions. On the whole though, it appears that the 

‘federalization’ of Polish public universities into highly autonomous faculties hindered the 

emergence of a strong management level active in the accumulation and strategic distribution 

of state and non-state revenues.    

 
With regard to university-society relations, there are additional indicators that the Polish public 

HE adhered to the Humboldtian model of governance. As in Germany, public HE in T3 

remained relatively insulated from external pressures and stakeholders. This is reflected by the 

formation of the so-called General Council for Higher Education (Rada Glówna Szkolnictwa 

Wyższego), an independent representation of academic interests with an advisory role to the 

Ministry of National Education. Unlike in market-based models where business and commerce 

directly penetrate into HE via various knowledge networks and forms of joint cooperation, the 

General Council maintained an exclusively academic profile in T3.98 As was also the case with 

the Czech Rectors’ Conference, the General Council enabled the academic community to 

                                                 
98 Its membership consisted of 35 professors, ten additional high-ranking university lecturers as well as a small 
number of student representatives (World Bank 2004: 5). 
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maintain its strong grip over policy design, while reducing the role of the state (see OECD 

2006: 77).  

 

Despite the initially strong Humboldt orientation (see also Neave 2003), Polish academics did 

not buffer off the academic community from the state and society to the same extreme as their 

Czech counterparts (see Section 6). Firstly, the General Council did not have formal veto 

power, only an advisory function. Along the same lines, the Polish Conference of Rectors of 

Academic Schools in Poland (KRASP) was only established in 1997. Modelled according to 

the German example, the Rectors’ Conference was also an advisory body without the formal 

veto powers. At the same time, KRASP is not as internally cohesive as its German and Czech 

counterparts (Interview Kraśniewski 15 November 2006), and hence less eager to take 

collective action.    

 

Like in the Czech and Bulgarian cases, the state took on the features typical of the academic 

self-governance model. Faced with a newly invigorated academic community with a long 

history of resistance to state intervention, the state’s role was essentially reduced to that of a 

financer. However, the state did not remain fully absent, as it continued to regulate 

employment conditions, pay scales, working hours, qualification requirements, tenure and 

retirement conditions (Duczmal 2006: 944), without interfering with the appointment and 

personnel autonomy of universities though. Nevertheless, we can attest the Polish Ministry of 

Education a slightly more competition-oriented stance than its Czech and Bulgarian 

counterparts due to its laissez-faire policies with regard to system expansion. In other words, 

the Ministry applied the same shock therapy to HE as to other segments of society in post-

communist Poland (Interview Rasinski 13 November 2006), thus pursuing a strong liberal 

approach with regard to private providers and overall university autonomy.  

 

However, these competitive framework conditions were not underpinned with the 

performance-based incentives common to entrepreneurial systems – both at the institutional 

and system level. As outlined, above this is reflected in the lack of funding incentives offered 

by the state, but also by the lacking quality control mechanisms. Essentially, the academic 

community was left up to itself with regard to evaluation, as the endowed autonomy was not 
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balanced with requirements to hold public institutions accountable for the quality and 

efficiency of their operations (World Bank 2004: VIII). As a result, fledgling and intransparent 

methods of peer review remained the main mode of quality assurance in public institutions, 

while the state remained absent with regard to study curricula. 

 

Moreover, the academic vision of Polish universities, which draws on a long tradition of 

research excellence, was initially not bolstered with strong management structures in T3. The 

‘federalization’ of the university structure outlined above substantially weakened the position 

the rector and university management. Faculty councils were responsible for curricula, new 

programs, and decisions concerning the use of tuition revenue. However rectors – despite 

owing their primary loyalty to their academic electorate – enjoy a slightly higher degree of 

leverage over academic senates than in the Czech Republic, as they are responsible for salary 

matters and formally may overrule the senate (de Boer / Goedegebuure 2003: 224). It remains 

to be seen in the upcoming section whether this slightly privileged position of the rector has 

facilitated a shift towards entrepreneurial institutional governance in T4.  

 

9.3.2 The impact of transnational interlinkages and historical 

institutions – T3 

The Polish system has continually found itself under tremendous problem pressure in the post-

1989 phase, making the sheer replication of pre-communist institutions an unviable option 

(Interview Kraśniewski 15 November 2006). In concrete terms, the public and private student 

population has grown from about 400,000 students 1990 to about 1.7 million in 2001 (Kaiser / 

Wach 2003: 78). This combination of unfettered massification and systematic underfunding 

has forced HE institutions to sacrifice quality, infrastructural needs, and created a system of 

pervasive uncertainty. Turning back to isomorphism theory, these very uncertainties – 

combined with the high degree of openness of Polish academics to draw on foreign practice 

(Interview Urbanikowa 13 November 2006) – create optimum conditions for the emulation of 

foreign practice.  
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Compared with the other three countries of analysis, Poland was not only the most ‘open’ 

country during T2, but also most extensively integrated into international HE networks and 

organizations in T3 (OECD 2006: 92; Interview Rasinski 13 November 2006). In the 

immediate post-communist phase, multiple international linkages were fortified at the 

institutional and individual level between Poland the EU, USA, and other regions through the 

active participation in exchange programs between entire universities, faculties as well as 

individual students and researchers (World Bank 2004: 8). Like the Czech Republic, Poland 

received substantial support from the TEMPUS program, before joining the 

Socrates/ERASMUS program in 1998.  

 

However, unlike the Czech, Romanian and Bulgarian cases, no specific policy 

recommendations were made to Poland by the OECD or similar organizations in T3 (see 

Section 6). Nevertheless, Polish academic already found itself immersed in a web of 

transnational communication at a very early phase. The pressure for change and the potential 

isomorphic alignment with a dominant policy were compounded by the rise of private 

institutions.  

 

Despite the clearly altered exogenous environment, developments in Poland continued to 

follow two different storylines over T3. On the one hand, Poland rapidly developed the largest 

private HE system in Europe, which to a great extent draws on and emulates western 

entrepreneurial models of funding and governance (Interview Duczmal 16 November 2006). 

This has prompted various observers to classify the entire Polish system as market-oriented 

(Neave 2003; Duczmal 2006a: 25; Interview Sadlak 8 December 2006). The public university 

sector, on the other hand, has followed a similar storyline as the Czech Republic, albeit to a 

lesser extreme. This was manifested by a shift back to the chair system, the legal codification 

of extensive initial autonomy and decentralization. Hence, universities regained full procedural 

and substantial autonomy, while policy-makers sought to establish a system of internal 

collegial governance (Interview Kwiek 17 November 2006).  

 

Despite the successful strategy of expansion by means of privatization, Polish HE was still 

marked by the parallelism of two very different systems of governance in T3. What explains 
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the relative lack of diffusion of entrepreneurial methods from the private to public institutions? 

The perseverance of the Humboldt model appears to be indicative of the preservation of 

historical traditions from T1. The collective resistance against étatism and foreign domination 

has led to a high level of sentimental attachment to the self-governing model among the 

academic community. Hence, the wide-spread ideal of a relatively secluded community of 

scholars dedicated to scientific advancement facilitated the reinstatement of the self-governing 

paradigm in early T3. Like in the Czech case, the strong position of chairholders and faculties 

had a crucial impact on the steering capacity of the system: it reduced the leverage of the state 

and central university administration over substantial and procedural and quality matters. 

Against this background, we can attribute a high significance to historical institutionalist 

claims over the continuation and path dependency of pre-existing structures (Interview Kwiek 

17 November 2006). The state-centered and ideologically based institutions of the communist 

phase (T2) can hence be viewed as an externally imposed deviation along the traditional path 

of development of the university. In other words, historically legitimated structures, which the 

Polish academic community had struggled for centuries to preserve, facilitated the transition 

back to institutional autonomy and academic self-governance. At the same time, the collective 

consensus over the necessity for academic self-rule helped to surmount various direct or 

indirect pressures to adopt entrepreneurial methods in the public sector.  

 

However, this does not mean that the Polish academic community was only interested in 

conserving pre-war traditions and fully isolated from market rhetoric. On the contrary: the 

diverse institutional interlinkages between Polish academia and western organizations were 

actually the strongest at the professorial level, not least because the state and university 

management were sidelined from the policy-making process. This had two significant 

consequences. Like in the Czech case, the devolution of decision-making powers to the lowest 

level limited the capacity of university management to adapt institutions to the changed 

exogenous framework, i.e. knowledge society, private providers, Europeanization, etc. 

Secondly, the Humboldtian structures re-established in 1990 privileged bottom-up initiatives in 

Polish HE. Instead of contenting themselves with low public budget salaries, a large share of 

the Polish professoriate thus aimed to take advantage of is previously unknown level of 

autonomy. More specifically, after fulfilling daytime teaching obligations at public institutions, 
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many professors delivered similar or the same lectures at private institutions in the evening. 

Hence, a majority of Polish professors regularly manoeuvred between the normative 

environment of ‘academic oligarchy’ at public institutions and entrepreneurialism and 

competition at private institutions. In fact, a view has circulated that many private institutions 

were not established on the basis of new innovative educational or managerial approaches, 

rather as appendages to the public HE system for financially motivated “cooperatives of 

academic teachers” (World Bank 2004: 28).  

 

Hence, instead of introducing entrepreneurial methods to public institutions, groups of 

academics were purportedly instrumental in establishing a new education sector. As a result of 

this additional income, most professors found themselves in a relatively snug position and were 

thus not interested in output-based funding or additional performance incentives at public 

institutions (Interview Białecki 14 November 2006). In other words: despite their immersion 

into the competitive structures of private colleges and transnational networks, the Polish 

professoriate did not emerge as an ‘agent of transfer’ and bring entrepreneurial methods into 

the public sector. Instead, the carriers of the Humboldt model – already immersed in the 

competitive structures of the private sector – opted to uphold academic self-rule at their home 

institutions (Interview Białecki 14 November 2006).  

 

However, this self-governing model had little to do with Humboldt’s inseparable link between 

research and teaching, as teaching obligations in multiple institutions hindered lecturers from 

dedicating substantial time and effort to research. This put the professoriate in a relatively 

comfortable position, as the incentives for teaching were not necessarily quality-based or 

linked with research innovations, rather quantity-based, i.e. the greater number of lectures, the 

higher their financial return. By manoeuvring between both sectors, individual professors 

hence created their own ‘mini-markets’, which rewarded them for frequently redundant 

teaching activities. In a favourable position at the interface between the public and private 

sectors, they showed little interest in introducing incentive-based instruments to public 

institutions, as their activities in the private sector already provided them sufficient incentives.  
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In summary, the evidence suggests that Poland returned to a similar model of governance to its 

pre-war model (T1), despite its limited viability in view of the radically altered external 

parameters (i.e. privatization, expansion). The Humboldtian orientation was legitimated, above 

all, by the continued struggle against étatism anchored in the self-perception of the academic 

community. However, it appears that market-oriented ideology was also well-anchored among 

professorial staff, who were simultaneously in part the creators of the private sector and main 

advocates of Humboldtian paradigm in the public sector.  

 

Due to simultaneous commitments to public and private institutions, the professoriate showed 

little interest in generating synergies between public institutions and the labour market its 

business and innovation environment. Hence there were few linkages such as contracted or 

joint research, personnel exchanges, share of equipment and joint patenting activities (World 

Bank 2004: IX). This does not go to say, however, that the impact of isomorphic forces was 

non-existent. However, the burgeoning rhetoric with regard to entrepreneurial universities, 

managerialism and market-orientation was instead primarily diverted into the rapidly 

expanding private sector and the increasing synergies between the public and private systems. 

Hence, the overall system parameters became competition-based and market-oriented, while 

the public sector remained, to a large extent, a bastion of Humboldtism due to historical 

sensitivities and financial incentives for professors from the private sector.  
 
 

9.4 Changes in governance patterns – T4   

This section addresses how Polish public HE has been affected by the Bologna Process and the 

creation of a European Higher Education Area. As already thoroughly outlined, the Bologna 

Process entails the fortification of institutional interlinkages at multiple levels as well as an 

optimum platform for the sharing of expertise, policy learning, and ultimately isomorphic 

policy transfer. As demonstrated in the other three countries, the Bologna Process has had a 

moderate to strong, yet by all means differential impact on systems of governance and the 

underlying balance of power. In the Polish case particular attention will be dedicated to 

changes in the role of the state, which had been restricted to input-based funding in T3. In other 

words, we will examine whether the switch from process control to product control has 
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become an overarching phenomenon in CEE, affecting all of our countries of analysis. The 

empirical study ends with the presentation of the cumulative results for four time periods.  

 

9.4.1 A transforming policy-making framework   

It goes without mentioning that the Bologna Process has contributed to an increase in the 

already very high and diversified level of networking and exchange and to Poland’s deeper 

integration into trans-European HE structures. The isomorphic forces triggered by Bologna, 

however, are also complemented by another convergence-promoting mechanism: problem 

pressure (see Holzinger / Knill 2005). On the one hand, Poland successfully mastered the main 

challenge of moving from elite to mass HE in an astonishingly short time period and never 

before were so many Poles educated (Bologna Report - Ministry of Higher Education 2002: 2). 

On the other hand though, Poland’s collaboration with international organizations and the EU 

increasingly laid bare the lacking competitiveness of its system. For example, the International 

Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) carried out by the OECD and Statistics Canada in the mid-1990s 

revealed that nearly three-fourths of the Polish population performed below the level regarded 

as necessary to fulfil functions in an information-based workplace (OECD / Statistics Canada 

2005). The outcome of the so-called PISA-study (Program for International Student 

Assessment) conducted by the OECD put Poland in a similar predicament to Germany, as 

Poland was only ranked 24th out of 31 countries in reading and mathematical literacy skills and 

21st in scientific literary skills (OECD 2003). Hence despite its strong academic and 

intellectual tradition, Poland was attested a lacking capacity to efficiently develop a skill- and 

knowledge-based economy required to prosper as an EU member (World Bank 2004: VII-

VIII).  

 

The ensuing problem pressure and uncertainty was further compounded by the extremely low 

public expenditure for HE by international standards. In concrete terms, Poland had the lowest 

expenditure per student in all OECD countries and only slightly more than half of the Czech 

Republic (OECD 2003). Hence, the question arises whether problem pressure, combined with 

the denser isomorphic environment, has compelled Polish policy-makers to align HE 

governance with contemporary demands and the dominant market-oriented model.   
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9.4.2 Changes in university-level governance 

Instead of shifting towards entrepreneurial methods, governance structures in public 

universities offer a picture of inertia. In other words, the university management institutions 

remain strongly collegial and are hence not based on academic entrepreneurialism and strategic 

management (Interview Kwiek 18 November 2006). Unlike in the Romanian case, Polish 

rectors are generally legitimated by their seniority or academic group interests, and seldom by 

management or entrepreneurial skills (World Bank 2004: 28). Nevertheless, like in T3, Polish 

rectors are in a more powerful position than their Czech counterparts due to their authority to 

overrule decisions taken by academic senates (de Boer / Goedegebuure 2003: 224; Interview 

Urbanikowa 13 November 2006). Altogether though, the relations between rectors and 

academic senates can still be described as one of shared collegial power, as rectors owe their 

primary loyalty to their academic electorate.  

 

However, irrespective of increasing calls for a more entrepreneurially oriented management 

level, even the recent Law on Higher Education (2005) only stipulates academic merit as a 

prerequisite for the election of rectors. And similarly to the Bulgarian case (see Section 8), 

their time in office is limited to two terms, forcing them to return to the academic sphere 

regardless of performance. Although there is some scattered evidence that some Polish public 

HE institutions are introducing strategic planning measures and management training (World 

Bank 2004: 28), Poland is not in line with the European trend towards entrepreneurialism and 

continues to blur academic and administrative management. Hence, like in other Humboldt-

oriented systems, there is little focus on strategic planning, efficiency, data analysis, and 

fundraising. This also applies to personnel issues, as there are very few means of sanctioning 

unproductive professors and early tenure remains a common practice (Interview Urbanikowa 

13 November 2006).  

 
 
The current status quo with regard to university management structures can therefore be 

conceived as a case of non-isomorphism in a highly isomorphic environment, as management-

based governance has not diffused into the Polish public sector, neither via transnational 

interlinkages nor through the presence of private institutions operating by managerial 
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principles. This case of non-transfer can be explained not only by the prevalence of historically 

inherited practices (most notably the tradition of collegial governance), but also by the high 

degree of fragmentation among faculties and thus bottom-heavy nature of the system. As 

described in the following, this bottom-heaviness is both motivated and further reinforced by 

circumstances created by the funding system.    

 

9.4.3 State-university relations 

State-university relations over T4 have been marked by greater dynamics of change and reflect 

both cases of moderate isomorphism as well as non-isomorphism in the midst of uncertainty 

and underperformance. As the funding system is crucial for both state-university relations as 

well as university-level governance, it will be addressed first.  

 

9.4.3.1 Stalled funding reform 

Adherents to isomorphism theory will be surprised that Polish policy-makers have not tapped 

into readily available innovative funding solutions, despite the widespread consensus on the 

ineffectiveness of the Polish system (Interview Kwiek 17 November 2006; see World Bank 

2004). With regard to funding, policy change between T3 and T4 has been minimal. On the 

one hand, the Polish funding system has a more multi-source base than its Czech counterpart, 

as non-typical students (i.e. part-time students or those who do not pass examinations) are 

subject to tuition-fees. Nevertheless, the public funding system is still very state-centred as a 

majority of funding is provided from the public budget. Therefore, little convergence towards 

the market-oriented paradigm has taken place. For instance, Poland clearly lags behind its CEE 

counterparts, in particular Romania and the Czech Republic, with regard to channelling 

performance-related criteria into the HE policy-making and funding scheme. This is 

manifested at two levels. Firstly, Poland has maintained its system of incremental input-

funding inherited from T2 and T3. Funds for teaching are still distributed to institutions 

proportionately to the previous year’s expenditure, and according to an algorithm which 
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calculates the number of students and ratio of students to highly-qualified teaching staff 

(Interview Urbanikowa 13 November 2006; World Bank 2004: 19).99  

 

Instead of pursuing a greater efficiency-oriented stance, the Ministry has opted to divide state 

funds proportionally according to the previous year’s expenditure, adjusted to inflation 

(Jongbloed 2003: 132; World Bank 2004: 19). This lack of policy change is rather surprising 

not only in view of the many examples of ‘better practice’ from the transnational level and 

Polish private sector, but also the strong output-driven domestic practice with regard to 

research funding. Research institutions are subject to evaluation by the Committee for 

Scientific Research (Komitet Badań Naukowych – KBN) based on publications, patents, 

registered contacts with industrial partners and awarded degrees (Jongbloed 2003: 134). Hence, 

this system is strongly reminiscent of practice in market-oriented systems, and indeed the result 

of imitation of the American model (Interview Jabłecka 13 November 2006).  

 

However, research-generated revenues account for less than 1/5 of the overall budget of public 

universities, and the largest share of funds for teaching and operational costs is still highly 

input-based. The fact that performance-oriented practice has yet to spill over into public 

funding for institutional operations can most likely be attributed to the Polish legacy of 

centrally allocated budgets for tertiary education in T2, which was in turn reinforced in T3. 

Nevertheless, a moderate trend towards output-based funding has begun to manifest itself in 

recent years, as teaching quality evaluations for specific fields now have a slight impact on the 

amount of state subsidies in addition to the basic algorithm formula (Interview Rasinski 13 

November 2006).  

 

Yet not only the lack of ministerial leadership has hindered convergence towards the market-

oriented paradigm. With regard to allocation within universities, the vestiges of the bottom-

heavy Humboldtian system once again come to bear. In the Polish case the faculties, and not 

institutions as a whole, are the main recipients of state funding resources. Hence, state funds 

                                                 
99 In the late 1990s the government then experimented with a new funding method based to a greater extent on the 
qualifications of academic staff, leading to an increase in the number of habilitated doctors and doctoral 
candidates. Since 2000, the funding mechanism based on enrolment and the number of high-ranking academics 
has been abandoned. 
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flow directly to the faculties, meaning that faculty directors, and not university managers, bear 

the main responsibility for the allocation of funds (World Bank 2004: 20; Interview Kwiek 17 

November 2006). The streamlining of funds according to formulas has the effect that central 

university authorities are unable to take on a managerial approach by developing overarching 

university strategies, let alone reward individual faculties and departments for outstanding 

performance. This means that not only do institutions receive insufficient governmental 

funding for operations, but these funds are also distributed relatively evenly among individual 

faculties without regard to output.  

 

The historical fragmentation of Polish universities, the devolution of funding autonomy to the 

faculties, and the non-entrepreneurial management level has indeed decelerated the transition 

towards market-oriented universities, as practiced by the Polish private institutions and most 

Anglo-American institutions. However, we again find signs of entrepreneurialism at the lower 

level, as faculties are increasingly involved in their own economic activities to procure extra 

funding. In fact, it is very common for individual faculties to make strategic investments, but 

they are frequently obligated to pay a tax on returns of approx. 30 % back to universities 

(Interview Urbanikowa 13 November 2006).  

 

All things considered, the Polish funding system demonstrates that emulation of purportedly 

more efficient practices is not an automatic reflex, even under highly sub-optimal 

circumstances, as the shift towards output-oriented funding management has lagged far behind 

western practice and private institutions in Poland. However, the results also show that the 

emulation of market-oriented practices may take place at a different level than common 

elsewhere. In Poland for example, individual faculties tend to engage in strategic investment 

activities on a moderate scale. This – combined with the commitments of professors to private 

institutions to generate additional income – have eliminated the incentives for entrepreneurial 

university management structures and performance-related funding schemes (Interview 

Białecki 14 November 2006).  In other words, there is little perceived need for performance-

based remuneration as chairholders boost their salaries by manoeuvring between the public and 

private sector and benefit from the output-driven research funding system.     
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9.4.4 The impact of transnational interlinkages and historical 

institutions – T4 

Despite the very sluggish move away from the pre-war chair system (Interview Rasinski 13 

November 2006), the reform course has not completely stalled and the European dimension 

has substantially impacted the relationship between the state and public and private HE. While 

the Bologna Process and related phenomena have not generated significant policy change with 

regard to funding, the evidence suggests that they are moderately transforming the role of the 

state. Much like in Romania and Bulgaria, universities are being granted more autonomy and 

flexibility in exchange for greater accountability. This is manifested not only by the 

introduction of student evaluations and national rankings, but by various significant 

institutional modifications. Firstly, the Bologna Process and the lack of accountability 

procedures inspired the creation of the State Accreditation Commission (Państwowa Komisja 

Akredytacyjna) in 2001, which evaluates the quality of study programs in public and private 

providers and has returned authority to the state to close ineffective programs and establish 

strict “minimal standards” for academic services (Interview Rasinski 13 November 2006).  

 

In this regard, we can identify one significant similarity and one significant difference to the 

Czech system. Firstly, unlike its Czech counterpart, the Polish Accreditation Commission is 

not exclusively dominated by academics. Its members are appointed by the Minister of 

Education (since 2006 Minister of Higher Education and Science) upon nomination by 

academic senates, the General Council for Higher Education (Rada Główna), but also 

professional and artists’ associations as well as employers’ organizations. Hence this ensures a 

higher degree of external stakeholder participation and influence over the orientation of study 

programs. However, this by no means signifies that peer review procedures have been 

replaced. In fact, the present phase is marked by the parallelism of both procedures, with peer 

review being applied to assess research output, while the State Accreditation System focuses 

more on teaching quality (Interview Białecki 14 November 2006). Yet like the Czech system, a 

shift towards ex post accreditation can also be ascertained, meaning that the focus is no longer 

placed on the institutional capacity to render academic services, rather on concrete 

performance and output. Hence, like its other CEE counterparts, the role of the Polish Ministry 
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is gradually falling in line with the product control paradigm, giving the state a more 

prominent role in guaranteeing the quality of academic programs.  

 

These modifications do not imply that the state has entirely sidelined the academic lobby, in 

particular the General Council for Higher Education and the Rectors’ Conference. However, it 

is safe to say that the Bologna Process has emboldened the state to put forward a clearly more 

market-oriented and pro-active reform agenda, which reflects a moderate degree of 

isomorphism-driven change and various examples of direct policy transfer.  

 

This was manifested with the latest legislative amendments of 2005. In exchange for greater 

state control over quality issues, the amendments granted universities more extensive personnel 

autonomy, essentially devolving appointment authority to the university level and granting 

public institutions greater personnel autonomy (Duczmal 2006: 948). At the same time, the 

gradual abolishment of habilitation degrees was directly inspired by British practice and 

current reforms in Germany (Interview Rasinski 14 November 2006). This modification, 

unprecedented in the examined countries, has resulted in greater staffing flexibility. It can be 

seen as a shift away from the bottom-heavy “federation of chairs” (Clark 1983: 140), often 

characterized for its lacking responsiveness and capacity for coordinated strategic action.  

Moreover, the new law set the legal foundations for creating academic-business incubators and 

technology transfer centers in order to promote the sale of research and development activities 

(Polish Law on Higher Education 2005, Article 4; see OECD 2006: 11)   

 

The 2005 legislation also provides for an additional modification, which again shows that the 

state is gradually attempting to chip away at the Humboldtian chair-based system. The 

amendments now provide for international cooperation to be transferred to the ministerial 

level, hence for the state to organize international contacts (Polish Higher Education Act 

Article 41). This seemingly trivial modification can be conceived as an affront to the 

previously existing system in which individual faculties and chairs were the main participators 

in transnational communication and agents of transfer. By centralizing transnational 

institutional interlinkages, the Polish government is pursuing a similar strategy to Romania and 

Bulgaria, where the state sought to create a coherent, centralized platform for transnational 
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networking and – against this background – isomorphism-driven change and overarching 

executive implementation (see Sections 7 and 8).  

 

These state-driven efforts to uproot the path dependencies of Humboldian governance are 

further reflected by the Educational Strategy 2007-2013 put forward by the Ministry of 

National Education and Sport (Ministerstwo Edukacji Narodowej i Sportu – MENS). The 

strategy paper for all levels of education essentially reflects the rhetoric by which the Bologna 

Process is guided and addresses the changed exogenous and endogenous environment, 

competitive pressures as well as the switch from elite to mass education (MENS 2005).100 

While continually referring to the exigencies posed by the Lisbon Strategy and 

Europeanization, it focuses on the “ineffective system of higher education governance” 

(MENS 2005: 24) and the weak involvement of local and external stakeholders.    

 

On the one hand, many of the proposals are reminiscent of the shift towards market-

mechanisms underway in western Europe. This includes, for example, fortified linkages with 

the labour market and the official representation of external stakeholders in governing boards 

(MENS 2005: 22). According to the Ministry’s proposals, this also entails the increased 

integration of students into academic senates as well as regional and local authorities into 

decision-making processes. Most importantly, the Ministry proposes the introduction of partial 

tuition fees for all students attending public universities (MENS 2005: 50), but pledges to 

offset the tuition burden with scholarship and credit arrangements. Moreover, the Ministry 

pushes for improved university management systems and the integration of business practices 

in the central university administration, as well as the incorporation of employer 

representatives into curriculum design.  

 

However, like in the Czech case (see Section 6), the sense of restraint on behalf of the Ministry 

cannot be overlooked. Firstly, the Ministry does not sufficiently differentiate between HE and 

other levels of education. Secondly and most importantly, it fails to provide a clear blueprint 

for action and implementation. Hence, it is by no means comparable with the incentive-based 

university reform project implemented in Romania. Although it calls for a stronger market-
                                                 
100 See Ministry of National Education and Sport Strategia Rozwoju Edukacji na lata 2007-2013. 
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orientation with full respect of Humboldt-rooted sensitivities (OECD 2006: 80), the strategy in 

its present state can be conceived as a rather openly worded stocktaking of the status quo with 

a few scattered recommendations for the future. In fact the section “Realization” (Realizacja) 

amounts to merely a few sentences addressing unclearly defined implementation possibilities 

simultaneously for all levels of education.  

 

Despite the catalogue of recommendations without incentives put forward in 2005, the events 

of the previous two years have demonstrated that the state is pursuing a more activist stance on 

HE. The Bologna Process has also been instrumental in triggering an institutional modification, 

which is symbolic of the higher priority now attached to HE. Previously, higher education was 

an appendage of the Ministry of National Education (Ministerswo Edukacji Narodowej) or 

Education and Sport Ministry (Ministerswo Edukacji Narodowej i Sportu), which pursued an 

activist approach for primary and secondary education, but a laissez-faire strategy for HE. The 

institutional framework changed on 5 May 2006 with the establishment of the Ministry of 

Science and Higher Education (Ministerstwo Nauki i Szkolnictwa Wyższego). Now detached 

from other education issues, the new Ministry for tertiary education was quick to take on a 

visibly more entrepreneurial approach and direct its focus exclusively towards the completely 

different power constellations and involved actors. Still unable to enforce universal tuition-fees 

due to constitutional constraints, the Ministry has become highly active in organizing joint 

activities with business representatives and the enhancement of the science and technology 

infrastructure. This is reflected by the establishment of various technology transfer centers with 

EU funds (so-called technology incubators) as well as the Ministry’s efforts to stimulate ties 

between Polish regions (voivodeships or województwa) and self-governing territorial districts 

(samorząd) along with an array of public-private partnerships (OECD 2006: 50; Ministry of 

Science and Education 2007). Moreover, the Ministry has taken efforts to integrate “key 

skills”, interpersonal skills, and communication competence into the Accreditation 

Committee’s quality assurance requirements. Although it is too early to assess the concrete 

impact of such measures, they are indicative of the market-oriented model’s focus on ‘useful 

knowledge’ and inseparable bonds between local economic structures and higher education 

governance, substance and funding (see Section 2.3). 
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The efforts to expand the arena of stakeholders are not restricted to external actors, though. 

One crucial side-effect of the Bologna Process in Poland is the greater incorporation of 

students into decision-making matters (Interview Urbanikowa 13 November 2006; Interview 

Białecki 14 November 2006). This entails, for instance, the direct representation of students in 

academic senates. On the one hand, this has provoked faculties to design curricula in line with 

student and labour market demands, improvements in teaching quality, and student influence 

over how universities are organized. However and rather ironically, this closer clientele- and 

market-orientation in one area has inhibited the emergence of more entrepreneurial and 

performance-funding mechanisms, as the student body is the most vehement opponent to 

global tuition fees (Interview Kraśniewski 15 November 2006). In other words, the increased 

emphasis on student needs has helped universities draw up highly attractive market-oriented 

curricula, while simultaneously reinforcing the state-centeredness of the funding system.  

 

9.5 Cumulative Results – Poland   

This final section presents the cumulative results for Poland, as they succinctly reflect both 

continuity as well as the sluggish move away from the academic self-rule model, enabling us to 

pinpoint current trends in T4. Besides a short deviation during T2, Poland has clung to the 

chair- and faculty-based system of public university governance and a collegial approach to 

management. Despite scattered examples of experimentation with management methods, 

Polish public universities have not or only slightly converged on market-oriented university 

governance structures. This is motivated by the strong autonomy of the ‘bottom level’ and the 

lacking incentives for internal university performance-related or entrepreneurial structures. In 

other words, the institutional framework facilitates ‘bottom-up’ initiatives from the faculties 

and chairs (OECD 5006: 79). As outlined above, links between chairholders and private HE 

and resulting incentives have eliminated the perceived need for performance-related and 

entrepreneurial internal university structures. Moreover, the lack of competitive funding has 

the effect that university management is not compelled to manage external contacts with 

private investors and sponsors. Hence there has been no or little emulation of entrepreneurial 

practices with regard to Polish rectors, who have retained their role as high-ranking academics 

operating within highly collegial structures. This is all the more surprising in view of the 
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increasing predominance of entrepreneurially savvy university managers in Europe and the 

strong emulation of Anglo-Saxon management structures in the expanding private sector.  

Table 27: General higher education arrangements in Poland – cumulative results  

  T1 T2 T3 T4 
University structures 
 
Core decision-making unit Professorial Chairs

H  
State 

S 
Professorial Chairs 

/ Faculties 
H 

Professorial Chairs / 
Faculties 

H 
Organizational structure  (Corporatist) state 

university 
partnership 

H 

State agency 
S 

(Corporatist) state 
university 

partnership 
H 

(Corporatist) state 
university 

partnership 
H 

Dominant management 
approach 

Collegial, 
Federation of Chairs

H 

Bureaucratic 
S 

Collegial, 
Federation of 

Chairs 
H 

Collegial, 
Federation of Chairs

H 

Patterns of control and quality evaluation 

Who controls evaluates?  Academic peers 
H 

Ministry 
S 
 

Academic Peers 
H 
 

Academic Peers + 
State Accreditation 

Body 
H/M 

What is controlled 
/evaluated? 

Quality of research 
output, publications

H 

Academic processes
S 

Research output 
H 

Quality of academic 
“products” 

M 
When does 
control/evaluation take 
place?  

Not systematized, 
university dependent

H 

Ex ante 
S 

Not systematized, 
university 
dependent 

H 

Ex post 
M 

Relations to state and society  
 
State control instruments Financial 

H 
Manpower planning

System design 
S 
 

Financial 
H 

Financial 
incentives for 

competition, quality 
improvements 

H/M 
Orientation and utility of 
teaching and research  

Scientific 
advancement 

H  

State defined 
(ideological) / 

Scientifc 
Advancement  

S /H  

Scientific 
advancement 

> Market demands 
H > M 

Market demands 
M 

Function n.a. Additional control 
S 
 

Advice 
H 
 

Advice/Marketing 
H/M 

Economic and 
employer 
stakeholders 
 Appointed by n.a. State 

S 
 

Academia 
H 
 

Academia/State 
H/S 

* ‘→’ represents a strong or swift trend in the 
given direction, ‘>’ represents a moderate 
trend in the given direction.  
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It is evident that the role of the state has changed gradually in the course of the Bologna 

Process and European integration. In the past, public authorities were more concerned with 

increasing the breadth of the system and facilitating access. In T4 however, they have 

succeeded in establishing relatively high quality guidelines (Interview Urbanikowa 13 

November 2006) and incorporating social partners and external stakeholders into accreditation 

procedures, while also ensuring a strong orientation of study content towards market demands. 

However, the state’s inability to introduce competitive funding has watered down its leverage 

in promoting competition and top-quality education. The recent activism of the Ministry has 

also impacted the relations between universities and society, as it has become instrumental in 

organizing joint events and pressuring employers to define more clearly their expectations of 

higher education institutions. However, in contrast to the Accreditation Commission, the Main 

Council of Higher Education and Rectors’ Conference have yet to incorporate external 

stakeholders.   

 

9.5.1 Personnel autonomy 

With regard to personnel issues, which are inherently linked with university management 

structures addressed above, Poland has maintained its structures inherited from T1 and T3 and 

demonstrated no signs of reducing the professorial dominance. In other words, there is no 

distinct separation of academic affairs from administrative affairs, while administrative staff is 

elected on the basis of academic merit. Like their Czech and Bulgarian counterparts, Polish 

public universities have upheld features such as tenure and collegial appointment procedures 

(Interview Urbanikowa 13 November 2006). Hence, we wind up with nearly total 

correspondence between T1, T3, and T4.  
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Table 28: Personnel autonomy in Polish higher education – cumulative results  

 T1 T2  T3 T4 

Recruitment of high-
level academic staff  

Elected by 
professoriate 

H 

Appointed by state 
S 

Elected by 
professoriate 

Senate 
recommendation 

 Appointed by rector 
S/H 

Elected by 
professoriate 

Senate 
recommendation 

 Appointed by rector
S/H 

Recruitment of high-
ranking 
administrative staff 

Elected by 
professoriate 

H 

Appointed by state 
S 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate) 
H 
 

Elected by 
professoriate 

(via Academic Senate)
H 
 

University autonomy 
to  
dismiss high-ranking 
academics  

No – frequent tenure 
H 
 

No – State 
competence;  
(dismissal for 

ideological non-
compliance) 

S 

No – frequent tenure 
H 

No – frequent tenure 
H 

Professional 
background of 
rectors / deans 

Scholar/Chairholder
H 

State officials 
S 

Scholar/Chairholder 
H 

Scholar/Chairholder
H 

Participation of 
academic staff in 
management 

High 
H 

Limited 
S 

High 
H 

High 
H 

 

9.5.2 Funding mechanisms 

As for funding, Polish policies have been marked by lacking dynamics. This is manifested at 

two levels. Firstly, lump sums received from the state are distributed evenly among individual 

faculties without regard to output. Secondly, institutions not only continue to receive 

insufficient governmental funding for operations, but also are not systematically rewarded for 

performance. 
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Table 29: Higher education funding mechanisms in Poland – cumulative results  

 T2 T3 T4 

Main funding base State budget  
(university budget integral part 

of state budget) 
S 

State budget + Tuition 
(with own university 

 budget) 
H/M 

 

State budget +Tuition 
(with own university 

 budget) 
H/M 

State funding approach Itemized 
 (low budgetary discretion for 

universities) 
S 

Mixed-type 
(high budgetary discretion for 

university) 
H 

Mixed-type 
(high budgetary discretion for 

university*) 
H 

Allocation within 
university  

Input-based 
(objectives defined by the state)

S 
 

Input-based  
(objectives defined by state and 

university)   
H 

Input-based 
 (objectives defined by state 

and university)  
H 
 

Strategic investments State defined 
S 

Occasional, chair-based 
(occasionally undertaken by 

chairs and departments) 
H 

Occasional, chair-based 
(occasionally undertaken by 

chairs and departments) 
H 

        * funds are shifted directly to faculties

       

This sub-optimal situation is compounded by still underdeveloped cooperation between 

universities and businesses, as funding from the business sector has in fact been decreasing 

since 1998 (OECD 2006: 50). However, this does not imply a complete lack of market-

oriented ideology in Polish public higher education. Unlike the Romanian case, in which 

competitive structures were imposed top-down by the Ministry, the Polish shift towards 

academic entrepreneurialism remains a more bottom-heavy process, as the external 

procurement of funds (e.g. via international organizations) remained dependent on the initiative 

of individual professors (Interview Rasinski 13 November 2006; Interview Kwiek 17 

November 2006). Hence, one core side-effect of Bologna has been to balance academic self-

rule with quality assurance, without pegging performance with financial incentives, as is now 

the case in Romania, Germany,101 the Czech Republic and to a limited extent Bulgaria. 

Nevertheless, recent events – i.e. Bologna and Europeanization combined with systematic 

underfunding and performance deficits – have compelled ministerial policy-makers to push for 

the introduction of global tuition fees, which would strongly impact the overall direction of 

Polish funding policy.  

 

                                                 
101 This pertains, in particular, to the so-called Excellence Initiative; see http://www.bmbf.de/de/1321.php. 
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9.5.3 Substantial autonomy 

A classification of matters of substantial autonomy is somewhat more complicated. On the one 

hand, university management cannot strategically design and market study programs without 

the total consent of academic chairs. However, expansion and the increasing labour-market 

orientation of the Accreditation Committee combined with the strong student and economic 

orientation resulting from the Bologna Process have ensured that curricula have little to do 

with Humboldt’s “shared commitment to the search for truth – regardless of immediate utility, 

applicability and economic benefit” (see Olson 2005: 8). Bologna has visibly moved Polish 

universities away from the “ivory towers” associated with academic self-governance models 

and functioned as a platform for a strong student orientation in matters of substance 

(Interviews Białecki 14 November 2006; Jabłecka 13 November 2006). This trend has been 

fortified by the expansion of the accreditation procedures, which strive to ensure a strong 

congruence between curricula and their potential economic utility (Interview Urbanikowa 13 

November 2006). This also applies to the research profile, as the state seeks to ensure the 

socio-economic relevance of research by means of a competitive grants scheme (see Jongbloed 

2003). Finally, Polish public universities were entirely free to set their own degree structures in 

T3, but now require the consent of the Accreditation Committee and the Ministry in doing so 

(see Polish Law on Higher Education, Article 8). With regard to accession conditions and the 

sizes of institutions, Polish public institutions are also fully autonomous.    

Table 30: Substantial autonomy in Polish higher education – cumulative Results  

  T1 T2 T3 T4 

Setting academic 
profiles / curriculum 
design 

Academia 
H 

State / Academia 
S/H 

Academia 
H 

Academia 
(+ Accreditation) 

H/M 

Setting strategic goals Academia 
H 

State 
S 

Academia 
H 

Academia 
H 

Determining the 
research profile   

Academia 
H 

State / Academia 
S/H 

Academia 
H 

Academia 
(state competitive grant 

scheme) 
H/M 

Setting accession 
conditions, size of 
institution and core 
specializations 

Academia 
H 

State 
S 

University 
management 

M 

University management
M  
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9.6 Conclusions – Poland 

From the beginning of the transition phase, Poland has been extremely active in various forms 

of international cooperation, which have notably intensified within the course of the Bologna 

Process (Interview Urbanikowa 13 November 2006). By no means inward-looking, the 

academic community has subjected itself to a strong inflow of “modern higher education 

ideology from the EU, US and other OECD countries” (Interviews Białecki 14 November 

2006; Duczmal 16 November 2006). This active flow of academics around the world exposed 

policy-makers to various external approaches, ranging from teaching methods, to formulating 

mission statements and laying down procedural strategies. The evidence indeed suggests the 

international dimension has moderately impacted the direction of change in T4. With regard to 

HE supply and demand, Poland stands out with its clear market-oriented stance, which has not 

only led to mass privatization, but also tremendous diversity with regard to the study course 

offer. As concerns governance patterns in public institutions, only a slow shift away from 

decentralized academic self-rule has taken place though. Despite scattered efforts to chip away 

at the Humboldtian tradition, university management does not operate on the basis of strategic 

goals and university-wide performance criteria (Interview Kwiek 17 November 2006; see also 

de Boer / Goedegebuure 2003: 224).    

 

What plausible explanations are there for the only weak isomorphic change despite optimal 

conditions for isomorphism-driven change? Or in other words: Despite the explicitly stated 

intent to move away from the original “German model” (Interview Rasinski 13 November 

2006; MENS 2005) and the new normative environment framed by the EU and transnational 

organizations (Interview Kwiek 17 November 2006), why has Poland only fragmentarily 

converged on the market-oriented model of HE governance in T4?    

 

To conclude, I wish to elaborate on several key aspects of the Polish system which explain 

policy outcomes in the post-communist phase. Firstly, the impact of historical legacies, above 

all from T1, has manifestly reinforced the tradition of academic self-rule in public universities. 

However, Polish policy is framed by more than just historical legacies per se. Due to the 

hardships and struggle for survival up to 1989, the historically framed institutional 

underpinnings are combined with a deeply anchored sense for academic freedom and 
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autonomy in the collective memory of Polish academics. This struggle for continuity has in 

turn reinforced the tendency to uphold patterns of governance of Humboldt-type universities 

(OECD 2006: 15). Hence, the design and implementation of HE policies in early T3 were a 

reflection of the reinstatement of the continuity of Polish academic culture, marked first and 

foremost by institutional autonomy and freedom (OECD 2006: 77). Subsequently, any state 

efforts to change underlying structures – no matter how well-intentioned – are perceived as an 

affront to the traditions of the country (Interview Kwiek 17 November 2006).  

 
Secondly, the institutional parameters of Polish HE were heavily impacted by the 

government’s laissez-faire stance in the early 1990s. The booming private sector and the 

supply and demand-driven approach make Polish HE appear to be market-oriented on the 

façade. As a result of competition from private providers, study programs even in public 

institutions have become labour market-oriented, diversified, and are perceived as attractive by 

students (Interview Białecki 14 November 2006). The existence of liberal overall HE 

parameters enables policy-makers to accommodate normative pressures for further 

marketization. More specifically, Polish policy-makers thwart off calls for more 

entrepreneurialism by pointing to the already ‘marketized’ and comparatively attractive 

elements of the system. Hence, the academic community contents itself with the parallelism of 

two distinct systems of governance in the public and private sector, which are both viewed as 

entirely acceptable and compatible components of the diversified overall system.  

 
Thirdly and as already outlined, the professoriate is involved in competitive structures due to 

dual activities in the public and private schools. Hence professors straddle both systems and 

create their own incentive-based ‘mini-markets’. The resulting relatively high pay in turn puts 

the professoriate – assumed to be the main agent of change in academic self-rule models (see 

Section 5.1.3; Schimank 2002) – in a very comfortable position. As a result, Polish HE is 

marked by lacking coalitions for change and strong system inertia (Interview Kwiek 17 

November 2006; Interview Jabłecka 14 November 2006). However, these multiple teaching 

activities and the temporal resources which they exhaust have a negative impact on research 

productivity, for the simple reason that professors involved in both sectors have no time for 

researching. Thus, the public universities can be presently characterized by their Humboldtian 

chair-based system, but lack of top-class research. It is therefore no surprise that state has 
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attempted to curtail such commitments to multiple institutions with a legislative amendment in 

2005, which limits academic employment to two institutions in total (see Polish Law on Higher 

Education, Articles 264, 265).102   

 
Fourthly and finally, as the Romanian and Bulgarian cases have shown, the Ministry plays a 

decisive role in modernizing HE. The lack of an overarching reform strategy inspired by 

successful foreign practice can be explained by the lack of ministerial activism and policy 

entrepreneurialism in Poland. Firstly, HE was put on the back burner due to other pressing 

issues, in particular primary and secondary education and healthcare reform. Like in the 

Bulgarian case, the lacking dynamics in ministerial policy can also be explained by constantly 

changing government coalitions, who in turn continually replace senior staff when taking 

office (Interview Kwiek 17 November 2006; Urban in Süddeutsche Zeitung 1 September 

2007). This is motivated by the still existing culture of partisanship-based political favouritism 

in Poland, by which newly elected governing parties generally appoint low- and high-level 

political, economic and judicial posts to their political allies, regardless of skills and 

qualifications. The lack of strong long-term executive leadership at the ministerial and 

university management level has proven to be a strong obstacle to paradigmatic change.   

 

Nevertheless and despite historical sensitivities to state-driven reforms rooted in T1, the 

Ministry has been successful in stimulating a slow-paced change towards greater social 

accountability (Interview Duczmal 16 November 2006). This emboldened role of the Ministry 

can be ascribed to the Bologna Process. As the recently proposed reform blueprint from the 

Ministry (Strategia Rozwoj Edukacji na Lata 2007-2013) shows, the Bologna Process is not 

taken as mere “lip-service” in Poland (see Neave 2005: 16-17). Although the strategy still lacks 

a well-delineated blueprint for implementation (see Section 9.4.3.2), it offers evidence that the 

Ministry is attempting to use the Bologna Process to push for deeper reform at the core of the 

system. A quick comparison with the proposed strategy of the Czech Ministry, compiled in the 

so-called White Paper of 2001103 and the Higher Education Reform Policy of 2005, would be 

expedient here. The Czech documents focus nearly exclusively on structural issues, access and 

                                                 
102 Failure to notify university management of dual employment also results in the termination of primarily 
employment in the public higher education institution (Art. 265, Polish Law on Higher Education 2005).  
103 http://www.csvs.cz/_en/ 
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compatibility and bear very few indications of a change in governance. Despite their cautious 

mention of the need for private sector funding (Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport of the 

Czech Republic - Higher Education Reform Policy 2005: 47-48), they shy away from the 

notion of tuition.104 While the Czech strategy rigidly follows the actual Bologna objectives of 

transferability, life-long learning and mobility, the Polish strategy for 2007-2013 penetrates 

much further into the governance system by calling for tuition fees, broad external 

stakeholdership, strengthened and pro-active university management structures, and 

competitive funding. Hence, the core side-effect of the Bologna Process in Poland has been 

more than just balancing academic self-rule with quality assurance. It entails – at the very least 

– a distinct shift in rhetoric towards the market-oriented paradigm (Interview Białecki 14 

November 2006). The current challenge is thus how to put this altered normative framework 

into institutional practice. In view of all the change-promoting factors in Polish HE – an 

emboldened Ministry, private sector competition, a growing service-oriented and knowledge-

based economy, and the normative environment of the Bologna Process and Europeanization – 

we are likely to soon witness frequent isomorphically-induced trial and error to enable the 

system to better accommodate endogenous and exogenous pressures.   

 

                                                 
104 See in particular ‘Tertiary Education in the Czech Republic’ (The White Paper), p. 24,  
http://www.csvs.cz/_en/ 
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10. Comparative Conclusions  

The previous empirical country reports have provided detailed overviews of policy 

developments and changing patterns of governance in higher education. The dependent 

variable convergence of higher education governance in CEE provided the basis for a thorough 

operationalization of the phenomenon into indicators for three ideal-type models – the state 

authority model, the market-oriented model, and academic self-rule. These three visions of the 

university served as anchor points to address patterns and directions of change over the post-

communist (T3) and Bologna phase (T4), while also incorporating developments from the pre-

communist (T1) and communist (T2) phases. Against this background, I have aimed to 

conceptualize policy change as resulting from the interplay between national institutional 

legacies and path dependencies and the rapidly evolving overarching transnational framework. 

This final empirical section aims to tie together the results and comparatively embed them in 

the theoretical structure established in Section 4. It will begin by offering answers to the 

convergence question and then address when, where, to what extent, and why CEE higher 

education systems have converged or, conversely, not converged towards a common model. In 

doing so, I will return to the four core explorative hypotheses proposed for this study and 

address their validity in view of the gathered results. This shall enable us to go into greater 

detail on the two parallel theoretical constructs guiding this analysis – historical 

institutionalism and institutional isomorphism – and address their explanatory power. To 

conclude, I will examine the differential impact of the Bologna Process and its convergence-

promoting environment on individual CEE countries.   

 

10.1 Convergence in higher education governance in central and 

eastern Europe?  

Viewed from a broader perspective, the reforms undertaken since 1989 have proven to be just 

as heterogeneous as the higher education systems of the region themselves, both in the pre-

communist as well as the communist and post-communist phases. Many of the initial reforms 

undertaken were aimed at rubbing away Marxism-Leninism, while others were aimed at 

reinstalling the authority of the state over higher education. Some measures were the result of 
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institutional breakdown and disarray, while others were guided by long-term strategic planning 

across various levels of HE systems.  

 

Despite the diversity of the national pathways, have higher education governance systems in 

central and eastern Europe converged towards a common model? As outlined in Section 3.1.2, 

the increasing interdependence of nation states, the increasing flow of information through 

networking combined with the elaboration of common professional norms and the spread of 

best practice can contribute to the rapprochement of national policies and approaches and even 

a broader shift towards a common model (delta convergence) (see Holzinger / Knill 2005; for 

types of convergence see Heichel et al 2005). Transnational convergence need not necessarily 

rely on mechanisms of coercion, imposition or legal codification; it can also be driven by 

informal and non-binding, or ‘soft’ means of influence. As Holzinger and Knill (2005) assert, 

convergence can be the outcome of transnational communication and the dynamics processes 

which it triggers. To name only a few, they may include mutual learning effects, emulation or 

imitation, and lesson-drawing, which in turn can be reinforced by the international promotion 

of policies and best-practice, e.g. by the OECD, EU Commission and other opinion leaders 

(see Section 3.1.2). Isomorphic theory (see Section 4.1) also highlights the component of 

uncertainty, which can trigger organizations or policy-makers who perceive themselves as 

laggards to latch on to best practice, leading to increasingly similar policies across 

organizations and countries.   

 

All things considered, the study of four countries has revealed sluggish convergence towards 

the market-oriented model. With the exception of Romania, this moderate convergent trend did 

not pick up speed until during the Bologna Process. As presented in Illustration 4, the early 

transformation phase was marked by convergence towards the Humboldt model of academic 

self-rule, which only came to bear to a lesser extent in Romania in the mid-1990s. As Neave 

(2003a: 27) asserts, CEE academic policy-makers evoked the ghost of Humboldt as an “act of 

faith, conviction, and political necessity” and as a radical alternative to Soviet patterns of 

control. Romania, on the other hand, was the only country in which the communist legacy of 

vertical control continued to shape policy-making. This was reflected in the stronger tendency 

towards process control by the state with regard to admissions, funding, and substantial 
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matters. By contrast, the Polish, Bulgarian, and Czech systems in T3 exhibited features of 

neither process nor product control, as substantial issues as well as management, personnel and 

admission matters were entirely left up to weak institutions of academic self-control. The 

shared problems resulting from lacking accountability, transparency and executive guidance 

only had further institutional ramifications in Bulgaria in T3. The state and Ministry re-

emerged in 1995 to create a tight control cycle over funding and admissions, and hence system 

design. Thus, Bulgaria was the only country to experience a swift ‘detour’ back towards the 

state-centered model in T3.  

 

The evidence gathered demonstrates that those countries with a stronger tradition of 

Humboldtism in T1 swiftly converged on the academic self-rule paradigm in T3. It is also safe 

to say that this trend was fortified by the relatively moderate nature of state control in Poland 

and extreme aversion to bureaucratic control among Czech academics.  However, measures 

taken after the end of totalitarian rule were equally decisive for the Humboldtian orientation. 

The academic communities in Poland and in particular the Czech Republic mobilized to 

insulate themselves from state control and oversight by establishing their own institutions of 

academic democracy (e.g. academic senates, student parliaments, rectors’ conferences). At the 

same time and in line with the traditional academic self-rule model, the main thrust of authority 

was devolved to the lowest level, the professorial chairs. Despite a historically strong degree of 

fragmentation in the Bulgarian system (see Section 8), Bulgarian academia did not fully 

succeed in isolating itself from state control. This facilitated the state’s efforts to re-centralize 

admissions and funding.  

Drawing on the indicators of higher education governance assessed in the empirical segment 

(Sections 6-9, see cumulative results), Table 31 presents in statistical form the degree of 

correspondence between each country’s higher education governance system and the three 

described models over four timeframes. Based on the indicators subsumed under the categories 

“general higher education arrangements”, “funding mechanisms”, “personnel autonomy” and 

“substantial autonomy” it was calculated to what extent each country’s system of HE 
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governance corresponded with each of the three ideal-type models (see Section 5.1.3) during 

the four respective periods.105   

Table 31 Degree of correspondence with ideal-types of higher education governance over 
four timeframes  

  T1 T2 T3 T4 

Academic self-rule 
Model 100 % 0 % 96.66 % 73.91 % 

Market-oriented 
model 0 % 0 % 4.34 % 26.09 % 

Czech 
Republic 

State-centered model  0 % 100 % 0 % 0 % 

 
Academic self-rule 

model 17.5 % 0 % 23.91 % 10.88 % 
Market-oriented 

model 0 % 0 % 17.38 % 86.95 % 

Romania 

State-centered model 
  82.5 % 100 % 58.70 % 2.17 % 

 
Academic self-rule 

model 38.24 % 4.35 % 65.21 % 34.78 % 
Market-oriented 

model 11.76  % 0 %  2.17 % 41.30 % 

Bulgaria 

State-centered model 
 50 % 95.65 % 32.61  % 23.91 % 

 

Academic self-rule 
model 100 % 6.52 % 89.13 %  65.21 % 

Market-oriented 
model 0 %  0 % 8.7 % 30.43 % 

Poland 

State-centered model 
  0 %  93.48 2.17 % 4.35 % 

     * Shading coincides with degree of intensity of model  

 
 

                                                 
105 Mixed-types, e.g. H/S or H→M, received half a point each in the calculation (see cumulative results in country 
analyses). All indicators were weighted equally. For country-specific tables with data, see Sections 6.5, 7.6, 8.5 
and 9.5.  
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Using the calculated distance or proximity to the ideal-type models, Illustration 4, in turn, maps 

out graphically the paths that each country has taken over the four analyzed time frames. 

Illustration 4: Post-communist policy developments applied to Clark’s Triangle 

 
       H = Humboldtian model of academic self-rule 
       M = Market-oriented model 
       S = State-centered model  
 
What all countries had in common by the mid-1990s was their gradual – and in the Czech case 

extremely slow – shift away from the Humboldt-based paradigm. As the gathered data 

illustrate, the Bologna platform has been a catalyst for policy change in all four examined 

countries, albeit at different speeds, from different starting points, and with different 

Bulgaria Czech Republic

Poland 

 

          Romania



Comparative Conclusions  

 

269

consequences. For example, Romania departed on its swift course towards marketization (e.g. 

tuition fees, output-based funding, entrepreneurial management/rectors, etc.) from the state-

centered corner of Clarks’s triangle (see Illustration 4). However, the Romanian case is unique 

because the mechanisms of policy inspiration (see Holzinger / Knill 2005) – which we would 

expect to intensify during the Bologna Process, i.e. mimetic isomorphism, emulation, policy 

transfer – already had a strong impact 1-2 years before Bologna and later snowballed as a 

result of the process. Bulgaria has also to a large extent departed from its state-centered stance 

towards marketization, albeit at a much more moderate and unsteady speed than Romania. As 

outlined in Section 7 and the upcoming segment, this sluggish pace of change in Bulgaria can 

be attributed to a broad array of factors spanning from the absence of executive policy 

entrepreneurs, political instability and incentives offered to negatively affected actors.   

 

The pace of change has also been sluggish in the traditionally Humboldtian systems of the 

Czech Republic and Poland. As demonstrated by Illustration 4, these two countries have 

gradually moved away from the most extreme corner of ‘academic oligarchy’ starting in early 

T4. Despite strong privatization trends in the Czech Republic and Poland, in particular, the 

public higher education sector has maintained many of the core features of the academic self-

rule model. The most important of these are the prevalence of state funding, the lack of 

entrepreneurial management, weak ties to business, and the bottom-heavy chair structure. Both 

in Poland and the Czech Republic however, the HE system has abandoned its previously elitist 

character by rapidly expanding and introducing market-oriented curricula, but has maintained 

to a large extent key elements of Humboldt-oriented governance in the public sector. Thus, in 

these two countries and in Bulgaria, the Bologna Process and the normative and mimetic forces 

which it radiates have not stimulated all-embracing convergence towards marketization. 

Instead, we can speak of a convergent trend towards market-oriented governance. This is 

reflected by the more widespread use of a comparable array of market-based policy 

instruments. For all four countries these include, to different degrees, output-based lump-sum 

funding, comprehensive quality assurance, and synergies with the private sector.  

 

Aside from the case of Romania as a relative forerunner, we have not witnessed a fully-fledged 

shift towards the entrepreneurial market-oriented model, rather the gradual emulation and 
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transfer of instruments to stimulate competition and enhance institutional performance. This 

trend is bolstered by the increasing conviction that the systems created in the immediate 

aftermath of 1989 can no longer sustain the exigencies of globalization. However, in 

traditionally Humboldtian systems, in particular Poland and the Czech Republic, strong 

concerns over academic integrity and overzealous state intervention have watered down the 

perceived necessity for stronger entrepreneurialism and management. Instead the debate has 

been framed around the challenge of accommodating the market within the existing 

institutional parameters.   

 

Now that we have addressed whether convergence has taken place, it is interesting to look at 

exactly where it has taken place. In what aspects of CEE higher education governance do we 

find a decrease in variation and a shift towards one of the ideal types mapped out? In all four 

case studies, convergence towards the market model has been detected with regard to the role 

of the ministry and/or state. First and foremost, its mode of governance has visibly shifted from 

control over substantial manners to evaluation and accreditation, a change which has 

particularly intensified in T4. In line with the western trend towards the “evaluative state” 

(Neave 1998), CEE ministries have shifted their energy from process to product control and 

thus developed instruments aimed at promoting quality and competition in substance and 

output (see also Dill 1997). Hence, decreasing centralism and increasing autonomy for 

universities have been pegged with greater responsibility with regard to productive output. 

However, in all four countries the trend towards product control has only become very 

apparent in the course of the Bologna Process (T4). This indicates a strong convergent impact 

of the Bologna Process with regard to the position of the state in HE.   

 

The following table offers a condensed overview of the aspects of HE governance which have 

been most or least prone to change and convergence.  
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Table 31: Adoption of market-oriented mechanisms in four CEE countries 

Market-oriented mechanism CZ PL BG RO 
 

Role of the state  
 
Ex post accreditation & strong “product 
control” 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Lump-sum funding 
 

Yes Yes (but 
streamlined to 
faculties) 

No (but itemized 
by very broad 
categories) 

Yes 

Output-based state funding 
 

Yes Planned Increasing Yes 

University management level  
 
Strong entrepreneurialism in university 
management  

No No Increasing 
 

Yes 

Strong management skills among rectors  No No Increasing 
 

Yes 
 

Management leverage over academic profiles No No No Yes 

Competition in student recruitment / 
admissions 

Yes Yes No Yes 

Performance-based internal allocation of 
funding 

Increasing 
 

No Increasing Yes 

University-society relations 
 
Strong ties to business sphere 
 

Increasing No Increasing Yes 

External stakeholders in representative bodies No Planned 
 

Increasing Yes 

Strong third-party funding basis No No Increasing Yes 
 

Student tuition  
 

No Yes  
(for “non-
traditional 
students”; 
planned for 
others)  

Yes Yes 

 
 

With the exception of the Czech Republic, central and eastern European universities are also 

increasingly opening themselves towards ‘society’, reflected by the increasing influence of 

external stakeholders as well as tuition-paying students on governance processes. However, the 

schematic overview reveals that the pace of change is most sluggish with regard to 

entrepreneurial culture at the university management level. Here only the Balkan countries 

have introduced (Romania) or are introducing (Bulgaria) entrepreneurial practices or 
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approaches derived from New Public Management, including performance-related funding 

allocation within universities.   

 

10.2 Assessing the hypotheses  

The theoretical section juxtaposed transnational communication and resulting processes of 

policy inspiration with historically embedded practices as explanatory variables for HE policy 

outcomes. Before returning to the impact of transnational communication and the Bologna 

Process, I will begin with the hypotheses derived from historical institutionalism (H3, H4). 

This strand of theories (see 4.2) addresses embedded national opportunity structures as an 

explanation for the distinctiveness of national outcomes. Historical institutionalism served as 

the basis for two hypotheses guiding this study (see Section 4.2.2). Hypothesis 3 (H3) 

specifically addressed the impact of pre-communist (T1) traditions on contemporary policy-

making, as the pre-communist era may provide a referential system which legitimizes the 

chosen reform course in the post-communist phase.  

 
H3: The more similar the HE policies of [n] countries were during the pre-communist phase 
(T1), the more their HE policies will develop towards a similar model during the post-
communist phases (T3, T4). 
 
Based on the evidence, this hypothesis appears to hold up, in particular for the countries 

strongly rooted in the Humboldtian tradition in T1. This applies, for example, to Poland and in 

particular the Czech Republic, who quickly returned to a similar model of governance in T3 

and have maintained many of its fundamental components in T4. Hence these two countries 

drew heavily on the chair system which had strong historical roots in the 19th century and 

earlier. With its accent on unfettered freedom in scholarly inquiry, the academic self-rule 

model was viewed by academic policy-makers as a fundamental component of a democratic 

society and the most expedient means of protecting themselves from ideological monopoly and 

state influence (see Scott 2002; Section 6; Section 9). The explanatory power of historically 

legitimized institutions per se does not explain alone why Humboldtism initially was the 

anchor point to which Poland, the Czech Republic, and initially Bulgaria converged. Although 

references to pre-existing models were frequently made in the Polish and Czech contexts in 

particular, the resulting policies of ‘back to the future’ were also tailor-made to the present-day 
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exigencies of the academic community. The Humboldt-oriented model not only was an 

expression of the deep aversion to state control and external intervention in T3, but also offered 

the reinvigorated academic community the ‘best of both worlds’. In other words, the state 

continued to finance HE in full – like in T2 –, but remained nearly powerless with regard to 

teaching and research content as well as most administrative and procedural matters. This 

enabled academics to establish institutions of academic democracy as an affront to the previous 

system of ideological and institutional control, while maintaining their state funding base. To a 

large extent the reinstated institutions derived from the Humboldtian model also had a 

reinforcing impact over T3 and into T4, which have subsequently made it difficult for 

academic policy-makers to steer the system towards market-oriented policies. Substantial, 

procedural and financial autonomy was devolved to the chair or faculty level, which impeded 

ministerial or university management actors from generating overarching policy change (see 

the upcoming section on isomorphism). Hence the results offer support to de Boer and 

Goedegebuure’s assumption (2003: 214) that academic self-governance and collegial structures 

are slow and cumbersome when it comes to meeting needs for greater flexibility, 

responsiveness, and adapting to changing external conditions. In other words, even though a 

significant part of the professoriate has embraced entrepreneurial ideology, the structures (re-) 

established after 1989 have privileged bottom-up initiatives in Czech and Polish higher 

education in particular. This is best reflected by the Polish professoriate, who has been 

instrumental in setting up a private education sector with programs tailor-made to students’ 

needs and socio-economic exigencies, but remained the main defenders of the academic self-

rule model at public institutions. Thus, they have deflected their entrepreneurial initiatives to 

the private sector, while sustaining institutions of academic self-rule at public universities.   

 

With regard to Bulgaria and Romania, further differentiations are also imperative. The pre-

communist pathway of Bulgaria and Romania varied, although both countries can be attested a 

stronger tradition of state control. In particular Romania was modelled to a large extent after 

the state-centered French system, although there are indications of a convergence on the 

Humboldt paradigm in the interwar period (see Sadlak 1990; Interview Vlasceanu 8 December 

2006; Reisz 2004: 185). Romania continued to cling to the state-control model in T3. 

However, this cannot exclusively be attributed to the deliberate intent to return to pre-
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communist traditions. Instead, this initial policy pathway in T3 must be viewed as a reflection 

of the continuity of state dominance over HE in both T1 and T2. To take the argument one step 

further, it was not only the strong tradition of state dirigisme which prevented Romania from 

sliding into the academic self-control model, but also the lack of a consolidated, self-confident 

and assertive academic community willing to mobilize to protect its collective interests. The 

restraint on behalf of the academic community can be traced back to circumstances in both T1 

and T2 (see Section 7). Hence, path dependencies from T2 also initially strongly defined 

Romanian higher education. However, as the upcoming section on the isomorphism-based 

hypotheses will show, historically anchored path dependencies can actually also facilitate 

policy change when organizations are faced with external challenges.     

 
As outlined in Section 8, Bulgaria has historically exhibited elements of all three traditional 

models of governance. Initially, the state-centered model prevailed, before academics 

increasingly drew on German influences to fend off state incursions. However, the University 

of Sofia – the only larger institution of higher learning in Bulgaria in T1 – did not implement 

the bottom-heavy chair model, and instead created a system of rotating rectors and 

chairholders. However, Bulgaria appears to be the country in which legacies from T1 have the 

least explanatory power for any of the major policy developments in T3 and T4 (i.e. the shift 

towards academic self-rule, the re-emergence of the state, and moderate marketization in T4). 

This can be attributed to the fact that only one larger university existed in T1, and hence the 

weaker collective memory with regard to set patterns of governance (see Section 8). Plus, any 

legacies emanating from the pre-war phase can be regarded as weakly institutionalized 

legacies, as Bulgarian HE remained in an unsteady state of flux and exhibited – by coincidence 

or by deliberate choice – features of all three ideal-types.  

 

This does not refute the broader applicability of the historical institutionalist argument that pre-

war institutions can shape post-communist developments, in particular in view of the long 

time-lag between T1 and T3. The developments in Bulgaria instead point to the seemingly 

universal attractiveness of the Humboldtian model in CEE in early T3, i.e. its attractiveness 

even beyond long-standing historical legacies. And it must not be neglected that in Romania, 

too, an academic oligarchy also snowballed. Thus, academic self-rule prevailed in Poland, the 
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Czech Republic, Bulgaria (until 1995), while also inspiring Romanian academics by the mid-

1990s for three main reasons. Firstly and in line with historical institutionalist theory, the self-

rule model drew on historical foundations, albeit to different extents in the studied countries. 

Secondly, it provided excellent grounds for terminating party monopoly and fending off state 

control (Neave 2003: 27), while maintaining the state funding base. Thirdly, it coincided well 

with the overall push for democracy, as it was supported and buffered off by institutions of 

academic self-determination which in turn safeguarded intellectual independence (e.g. 

academic senates, rectors’ conferences). 

 

Surprisingly though, it appears that institutional circumstances existing during the totalitarian 

phase initially also helped push Bulgaria towards the academic self-rule model, which leads us 

to the next hypothesis (H4):  

 
H4: The more similar the HE policies of [n] countries were during the communist phase (T2), 
the more their HE policies will develop towards a similar model during the post-communist 
phases (T3, T4). 
 
This assertion also ties into the historical institutionalist logic that embedded practices, habits, 

and organizational culture may prove to be change-resistant, regardless of potent isomorphic 

forces and problem pressure. It focuses on the second phase (T2), i.e. the communist era. It is 

assumed that excessive ideology-based vertical and horizontal intervention into HE can result 

in path dependencies that shape post-communist developments. As outlined in the country 

selection, the Romanian system was subject to the tightest state control in T2, followed by 

Bulgaria and then the Czech Republic and Poland, whose academic institutions managed to 

maintain a comparably high level of autonomy.  

 

Based on the empirical evidence, the pathway of the communist phase only bears weak 

explanatory power for contemporary developments. In the traditionally Humboldt-oriented 

systems, it appears that the T2 traditions of state monopoly and state-centeredness were 

quickly rubbed away in the Czech Republic, Poland and Bulgaria, regardless of the degree and 

nature of state control under communism. The break from the past appears to be most 

pronounced in systems with stronger traditions of university autonomy in both T1 and T2 

(Poland, Czech Republic). Thus, a legacy of academic autonomy bears more explanatory 
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power for contemporary developments than a tradition of stringent state control. It is not the 

different circumstances in T2 which explain the common paths of the Czech Republic, Poland, 

and Bulgaria (until 1995), as all three academic communities were able to subvert the vestiges 

of the omnipotent state and move away from the state-centered model practically ‘overnight’. 

In Romania, the T2 pathway of an omnipotent state did have a stronger impact in T3, but it 

must be seen in conjunction with the lacking tradition of academic assertiveness. In other 

words, the more submissive academic community was unable to mobilize and push for more 

extensive self-management powers, while the state was reluctant to grant universities more 

powers until approx. 1997.  

 

At the same time, there is little evidence that Bulgaria’s return to centralization and state 

regulation in 1995 was driven by legacies derived from the communist phase. Instead, the re-

emergence of the state was motivated by the need to curb rent-seeking activities and the 

deterioration of quality. In fact, there is ample evidence to suggest that one institutional 

‘residue’ of T2 actually facilitated the initial shift towards the Humboldtian model in T3. This 

was the legacy of institutional fragmentation and overspecialization in Bulgaria in T2. The 

detachment from political control enabled individual fragmented units to devolve power down 

to the lowest level, i.e. highly specialized chairs and faculties, and hinder the creation of 

overarching policy, e.g. a national legislative framework.    

 

And with regard to T4, all countries had clearly moved away from the state-authority model 

and only very few vestiges from T2 could be identified. However, the strong aversion to tuition 

fees and hence market-oriented funding in the Czech Republic and Poland may have its roots 

to egalitarian attitudes from the communist phase. Yet aside from this possible relict of T2, the 

Soviet model of heavy bureaucracy and state dirigisme appears as an aberration or rupture in 

the historical continuity of those systems which draw on a stronger tradition of university 

autonomy (Poland, Czech Republic, Bulgaria).    

 
What are the implications of the historical institutionalist arguments that embedded path 

dependencies from T2 can be change-resistant? With the partial exception of Romania, H4 was 

not confirmed by the data, as the trend towards Humboldtism was common to all three cases 



Comparative Conclusions  

 

277

and in part to Romania later as well. Furthermore, the extent and degree of networking with 

western countries during the communist phase (T2) also proved to be relatively insignificant. 

Both the previously closed Czech(oslovak) system as well as the relatively open Polish system 

initially converged on the Humboldt model. The partially open Romanian HE system (as part 

of Ceauşescu’s efforts to procure western technology) also had little to no impact on the 

direction of development, as Romanian HE remained strongly state-centered in early T3 and 

immune to market-oriented strategies.  

 

The case studies (PL, CZ, and BG) offer clear implications with regard to the historical path 

dependencies from the communist phase (T2). After weighing all the evidence, legacies from 

T1 have proven to be even more steadfast than path dependencies emanating from the 

totalitarian phase. The reason for the lacking path dependent effects of T2 appears to be trivial. 

Policy frameworks perceived as oppressive, dysfunctional, or simply ‘bad’ by a majority of the 

affected actors, i.e. academics, can be relatively easily subverted and replaced if the actors 

involved have the sufficient leverage and resources. The legacy of ideologically driven state 

control and vertical and horizontal monopolization stood in clear contrast to the rapid push 

towards democratization. The shift in power back to the academic community bore symbolic 

significance as a demonstration of the restoration of freedom to society at large (Neave 2003a: 

25). Thus, erasing the oppressive historical legacies of T2 was placed in the context of the 

overall push for democracy, by virtue of which even the path dependencies of five decades of 

communism could be swiftly uprooted by the emboldened academic community. 

Subsequently, the temporally more distant legacies from T1 served as an anchor of legitimacy 

for the reinstatement of core features of the academic self-rule model. 

 

Yet how has the transnational dimension interacted with the pathways chosen in T3? Due to 

the diversity and fragmented nature of HE networks, in particular, in the pre-Bologna phase, 

the hypothesis was put forward that:  

 
H1: Higher education policies in CEE countries will develop towards different models of 
governance in the pre-Bologna phase (T3) due to the different degree and nature of their 
transnational interlinkages. 
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The systems of HE governance of the four examined countries did diverge by the mid-1990s. 

However, the evidence only firmly supports the first half of the hypothesis. Bulgaria moved 

away from the Humboldt model towards the state-centered paradigm, while Romania was 

preparing to move away from state-centrism towards marketization. However, the different 

degree and nature of transnational institutional interlinkages is not the explanatory variable for 

their divergence. In other words, transnational communication only had a weak impact on HE 

governance in T3, with the exception of the reforms initiated as of 1996-1997 in Romania.   

 

The overall weak impact of institutional interlinkages on governance can be illustrated 

particularly well by comparing the Czech Republic and Poland. Both countries can be regarded 

as having had extensive multilateral links at various levels in the early post-totalitarian phase. 

Poland draws on a legacy of transnational openness in HE even in T2, while the Czech 

Republic can be attested a legacy of relative isolation from western practice in T2. In T3 Polish 

academics demonstrated a broad willingness to engage in processes of mutual learning, the 

exchange of experience and transnational networking (Interviews Rasinski; Urbanikowa 13 

November 2006). However, in Poland there was no concerted strategy with the incorporation 

of transnational actors aimed at revamping the system on the basis of foreign best practice. In 

the Czech Republic, however, this was the case. The OECD became highly active in Czech 

higher education with the aim of creating a common perception of pressure and problems 

among Czech and international experts (see OECD 1992). These efforts were aimed at revising 

HE legislation in line with contemporary domestic and international demands and potentially 

could have had the largest impact on HE policy. Unlike the Polish case, the Czech cooperation 

with the OECD was also linked to concrete proposals and recommendations for a partial 

‘makeover’ of the system of governance involving greater strategic management and planning 

(see Section 6). However, interlinkages with OECD experts and the resulting advice and 

recommendations with regard to governance did not translate into policy. Instead, in both 

countries various transnational interlinkages fostered the expansion of the HE system, but had 

little to no impact on the re-established Humboldtian pattern of governance. Only the initial 

ties with Germany and Austria can be cited as having served as a point of orientation during 

the writing of initial legislation in these two countries (Interview Svatoň 19 September 2006).  
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Transnational communication also holds little explanatory power for policy developments in 

Bulgaria in T3. Like in the Polish and Czech cases, Bulgarian HE was also marked by the weak 

position of central or executive steering bodies, which limited the possibilities of foreign-

inspired overarching policy change. At the same time, besides scattered academics who 

partook in the small-scale borrowing of foreign practices, the academic community remained 

relatively inward-looking. The re-emergence of the state and hence the divergence away from 

the self-rule model in 1995 also was not driven by exogenous factors, rather by the state’s 

efforts to bring the relatively anarchic system of higher education under control. Only this re-

centralization of HE policy provided a broader platform for Bulgaria to engage in transnational 

policy-learning (see Section 8). 

 

These developments also reveal a general pattern of policy-making in T3 across central and 

eastern Europe. Immediately after the collapse of communist regimes, securing autonomy was 

paramount to academic policy-makers. In the surge for academic freedom and autonomy, the 

policy process was dominated by national exigencies and, in the case of the Czech Republic 

and Poland in particular, the recourse to historical models. During and subsequent to this 

period, all four countries engaged in various forms of transnational communication and policy 

exchange through the TEMPUS program as well as the involvement of the World Bank and 

OECD. However, their impact remained, for the most part, restricted to capacity-building, i.e. 

system expansion, the setup of offices for international cooperation, life-long learning 

programs, without exogenously fostering shifts in governance paradigms in any particular 

direction.   

 

In all countries, the subsequent phase (1995-1998) was marked by centralization tendencies in 

Bulgaria and Romania to curb sub-optimal performance, rent-seeking, or lacking transparency. 

At the same time, each country became increasingly interested in solutions for reshaping the 

allocation of autonomy between the state and universities for the sake of stabilization. It was at 

this point that a gradual divergence away from the state-control and Humboldt model could be 

detected. Parallel to the incremental Europeanization of HE policy in the late 1990s, Romania 

left behind the ‘rest of the pack’ and gradually converged on the market-oriented paradigm. 

This can be regarded as the earliest manifestation of transnational isomorphic processes and 
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policy emulation in our analyzed countries, a phenomenon which has gained speed in T4, not 

least due to the Europeanization of higher education. Hence, we arrive at the fourth and final 

hypothesis concerning the Bologna Process and its potential isomorphic impact.  

 
H2: HE policies in the CEE countries will converge towards a common model of governance 
during the Bologna phase (T4) due to the increasing homogeneity and institutionalization of 
interlinkages (and the ensuing isomorphic processes)   
 
This hypothesis is the most crucial and current for the present study and therefore will be 

subject to a rigorous concluding analysis that addresses the precise ramifications of 

isomorphism and the applicability of isomorphic theory to the analysis of higher education. As 

already indicated, the sequence of events in CEE lends support to this hypothesis. Yet we must 

again differentiate here, as isomorphic processes ‘kicked in’ at different time periods, with 

different momentum and with different consequences. Although policy experts from all 

countries stress the increased will to engage in policy borrowing and emulation in T4, the 

European dimension has had the most profound impact in Romania, triggering a rapid and 

consistent shift towards market-oriented governance after 1997. This paradigmatic change has 

also been accelerated by the emulation of practices of domestic universities regarded as 

successful in procuring external funding. Bulgaria, Poland and to a lesser extent the Czech 

Republic have also demonstrated an incremental adoption of market-oriented features (e.g. 

lump-sum, output-based funding in the Czech case, external stakeholders in Bulgaria) during 

the Bologna Process, but are far from being market-based systems. This suggests that 

isomorphism comes in different shapes and can generate different results. A brief country-

specific comparison of how national policy-makers and organizations have adapted to the 

isomorphic environment is instrumental here.     

 
10.2.1 Romania: fully-fledged ‘textbook’ isomorphism  

Romania’s convergence on market-based governance can be regarded as a case of mimetic 

isomorphism entirely in line with the DiMaggio and Powell’s theoretical propositions that 

national policy-makers may imitate predominant policies or policy elements conveyed through 

international networking and discourse (1983; 1991; see Section 4.2). Even prior to the 

Bologna Process, the Romanian Ministry under the leadership of Andrei Marga tightly 

integrated itself into the European higher education environment. This ‘outgoing’ approach 
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was motivated by the high awareness of the lacking viability and sense of relative inferiority of 

the system. This led to a very a tedious process of consensus-building with the affected actors 

and a systematic and well-reflected reform process. Drawing on a tradition of executive 

control, the Ministry was able to subvert historically embedded policy-making legacies and 

implement an incentive- and performance-based model of financing and governance. This 

policy approach was modelled in principle according to British and American experience in 

particular, but was subsequently tailor-made to the Romanian context (Interviews Marga 7 

December 2006; Constantinescu 8 December 2006; see Section 7). The Bologna Process in T4 

has in turn accelerated the institutional overhaul of HE to ensure competitiveness, while 

empowering individual institutions to adapt to market demands. Hence, Bologna has played 

into domestic uncertainties with regard to competitiveness and become an additional force for 

policy emulation and paradigmatic change. This result has been the adoption and actual 

implementation of an extensive array of market-oriented instruments including the 

incorporation of external stakeholders, output-based funding, systematic ex post accreditation, 

strong managerial competencies, and tuition fees.   

 
10.2.2 Bulgaria: ‘watered down’ isomorphism  

Like in neighbouring Romania, the circumstances in Bulgaria have provided optimal starting 

conditions for isomorphic emulation to stimulate domestic reform processes. This is 

manifested by its relatively strong incorporation into transnational HE networks, in particular 

in T4. Moreover, Bulgarian policy-makers have expressed an awareness of the relative 

‘inferiority’ or lacking viability of their HE system as well as a strong will and desire to 

orientate the system towards market-based models (Interviews Gerdjikov 27 February 2007; 

Georgieva 27 February 2007). However, fully-fledged isomorphic change has been watered 

down by unfavourable framework conditions. These include not only lacking continuity in 

government coalitions and ministerial staff, but above all the underdeveloped policy-making 

process and unsystematic reform course. As a result, the Bulgarian case can be viewed as one 

of ‘watered down’ or ‘half-hearted’ isomorphism, in which the expressed will, yet lacking 

commitment to reform have not sufficed to generate all-embracing policy change. 

Nevertheless, the Bologna Process has fostered a moderate paradigm change in Bulgarian HE 

towards market-oriented governance, which is reflected in rhetoric and current legislative 
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proposals. In other words, transnational communication in T4 has had a directional impact, 

which has already been fragmentarily translated into modifications in some key areas (e.g. 

external stakeholders, authority of university management, ex post accreditation), while 

reforms in other crucial issues have lagged behind due to the cumbersome legislative process 

and lacking entrepreneurial political coordination (e.g. limited term of rector, competition in 

student admissions).  

 
10.2.3 The Czech Republic: from ‘non-isomorphism’ to ‘selective 

isomorphism’  

Transnational communication has exerted a strong impact in the Czech Republic with regard to 

expanding tertiary education, leading to the creation of a new sector of non-research, 

vocational institutions based on the Dutch and British model. The potential for isomorphic 

policy change in public HE can be regarded as high in both T3 and T4. T3 was accompanied 

by the policy promotion activities of the OECD (see Section 6). T4 has been marked by the 

Czech Republic’s active participation in the Bologna Process and increasing tensions caused 

by inadequate state funding and massification  (see Matějů / Simonová 2003; Matějů 2004). 

 

However, with regard to the system of governance, the Czech Republic can essentially be 

regarded as a case of non-isomorphism. In both T3 and T4 academic policy-makers have shied 

away from emulating the practices of systems potentially perceived as more successful, despite 

the more homogenous, convergence-promoting environment of the Bologna Process. This 

aversion to policy borrowing and isomorphic change is motivated, firstly, by the relative 

restraint of the Ministry vis-à-vis the emboldened academic community (Interview Vlk 24 

September 2006). Secondly, the academic community is marked by a high degree of ‘academic 

self-confidence’ and visibly holds a relatively strong conviction in the viability and 

competitiveness of the Czech system. Thirdly, the Czech Republic appears to be a case in 

which historical legacies have – to date – outflanked exogenously promoted or inspired 

changes, as the academic community draws on longstanding pre-communist traditions of 

academic self-rule and innovative research (see Section 6). Hence, exogenously inspired policy 

templates have been repeatedly shrugged off in T3 and T4. Like in the case of the OECD 

proposals, during the Bologna Process the Czech Republic has strictly adhered to the promoted 
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policy changes, which do not affect the system of governance, i.e. modifications of degree 

structures and life-long learning (Šťastná 2001: 476; Pabian 2006). Only the increasingly 

influential accreditation system and the system of output-based lump-sum funding can be 

considered exogenously inspired policy modifications (Interview Št’ast’na 26 September 

2006).  

 

Nevertheless, transnational communication has increased problem pressure in Czech HE and 

triggered the opening of universities towards the exchange of ideas and experiences. Thus, 

Czech policy-makers are attentively following western trends in T4, in particular, in order to 

selectively pinpoint solutions that are tailor-made to needs of the Czech system (Interview 

Št’ast’na 26 September 2006). This gives support to the argument that the Bologna Process 

promotes learning processes. However, these processes have proven to be highly selective, 

cautious and still relatively inconsequential in view of the deep historically rooted aversion to 

external interventions into the institutions of academic self-rule.  

 

10.2.4 Poland: ‘deflected’ isomorphism  

Polish academics have stood out with their strong willingness to learn as well as their strong 

perception of the need for change amid sub-optimal performance (OECD 2006: 92; Interview 

Rasinski 13 November 2006). However, from the very beginning of the transformation phase, 

the isomorphic forces have been funnelled into the private sector, which operates fully in line 

with market-oriented principles. Paradoxically, academics based in the still Humboldtian 

public HE sector have been key players or ‘agents of change’ in the expansion of the 

management-oriented private sector. The multi-institutional commitments and resulting 

financial incentives have given the professoriate little reason to redesign the public higher 

education sector (see Section 9).  

 

Nevertheless, one can indeed speak of an isomorphism-driven ‘success story’ in Polish higher 

education, as policy-makers have turned the previously elitist system into one marked by broad 

access and high diversity. This applies for example to the unparalleled array of study programs, 

many of them clearly in line with student and market demands, even in the public sector. 

However, with regard to other aspects of HE governance (funding, external stakeholders, 
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managerial leadership), it appears that transnational isomorphic forces driven by market 

rhetoric and managerialism have continually been deflected into the private sector, while public 

HE has remained anchored in the Humboldtian tradition. As a result, policy-makers point to 

already ‘marketized’ components of the overall system to pacify demands for more 

entrepreneurialism (see Section 9).  

 

However, in the present phase there are strong indications of imminent policy change in the 

public HE system. This does not necessarily imply that practices from the private sector are 

‘isomorphically’ spilling over into the public sector. Instead, the Bologna Process has 

emboldened the Ministry to impose top-down change on the public sector. The Polish Ministry 

has come to understand Bologna as more than just cosmetic changes to degree structures and as 

an impetus to modernize HE with a series of modifications reminiscent of market-oriented 

western systems (see Ministerstwo Edukacji Narodowej i Sportu / MENS - Strategia Rozwoj 

Edukacji na Lata 2007-2013).106 These concrete proposals include tighter linkages with the 

business world, the incorporation of external stakeholders and students into governing bodies, 

and the influx of business practices into central university administration. The aspired reforms 

also include moderate tuition fees for all public university students, which are to be 

supplemented with scholarship and credit arrangements. Hence, exogenous pressures and 

isomorphic forces stemming from the Bologna platform have apparently led to the conviction 

that modern HE governance instruments can no longer be continually deflected into the private 

sector, but increasingly must become standard practice in the public sector as well. Like in the 

Bulgarian case, we can speak of a paradigmatic change towards marketization, although the 

required instruments have only fragmentarily been translated into concrete policy outcomes.  

 

10.2.5 Bologna as a convergence-promoting force 

Returning to hypothesis H4, why did transnational communication and interlinkages have a 

policy impact in all countries T4, yet not in T3? The evidence has demonstrated that the 

Bologna Process is a more integrative convergence-promoting force than previous forms of 

transnational cooperation. Although previous arrangements (OECD, World Bank, individual 

                                                 
106 Strategy for the Development of Education for 2007-2013   



Comparative Conclusions  

 

285

academic interlinkages) offered know-how and promoted concrete principles, approaches, and 

policy strategies, the Bologna Process has gone one step further. It has put a transnational lens 

on HE policy-making and generated a greater awareness of the fallibility of existing 

arrangements. This, in turn, has pressured national education policy-makers to assert the 

legitimacy of their HE systems in a more competitive and tightly-knit transnational 

environment. At the same time the European lens has helped spread the view among CEE 

policy-makers that higher education must be transformed to meet the exigencies of the modern 

market economy. As a collective reaction to the decreasing attractiveness of European 

universities, the Bologna Process has helped mainstream HE activities into a transnational 

overarching arena.  

 

Essentially, the Bologna Process has externally prompted greater executive activism in higher 

education. In other words, the efforts at Europeanizing HE have compelled national executives 

and education ministries to engage in a more responsive mode of behaviour with the aim of 

increasing the accountability, efficiency and viability of HE institutions (see Knill / Lenschow 

2005: 597). The structures of comparative cooperation and/or cooperative competition on the 

European platform have released isomorphic forces of both the normative and mimetic type, 

which have in turn flowed in different degrees into national executive strategies for adapting 

HE to contemporary demands. In terms of normative isomorphism, the Bologna Process as a 

norm-oriented and transnationally coordinated European strategy consistently reminds policy-

makers that they are involved in a greater European endeavour of remodelling higher 

education. More so than previous cooperative arrangements, the Bologna Process has 

simultaneously enhanced the diffusion of organizational norms and models (i.e. gradual 

marketization), while facilitating the exchange of information on contemporary best practice. 

As demonstrated by the evidence, the quest for greater legitimacy has stimulated national 

policy-makers to imitate a series of market-oriented instruments to overcome the inefficiencies 

and incompatibilities of CEE systems as compared not only to exemplary western systems, but 

also the emerging market economy itself.  
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10.3 Empirical and theoretical implications: ‘Scope conditions’ 

for isomorphic change?  

How do the empirical findings enhance our understanding of the overall theoretical framework 

to explain policy change and convergence in CEE higher education? The evidence shows that 

both historical legacies as well as transnational isomorphic processes have impacted 

governance in the post-communist phase, while T4 can be considered a phase of greater 

dynamics of change. Nevertheless, the different responses have shown that we are still dealing 

with a Bologna à la carte. In other words, the differential responses to Bologna have 

demonstrated that it is at the discretion of individual national policy-makers to what extent they 

wish to use the Bologna Process and transnational interlinkages as a platform for isomorphic 

change. Hence, the Bologna Process can and has fostered isomorphic change, but its true depth 

and extent are still contingent on a series of ‘scope conditions’ which will briefly be discussed 

in this section.  

 

Instead of arguing that one of the proposed theories explains developments better than the 

other, this concluding section pursues a different strategy. It reassesses the interplay between 

historical institutions and potent transnational isomorphic forces. In other words, I will look the 

parallelism of historical traditions and the convergent forces of transnational interlinkages, 

which enable us to identify the ‘scope conditions’ under which isomorphic forces are likely to 

uproot and subvert historical legacies path dependencies.   

   

In particular during the Bologna phase, transnational institutional interlinkages have visibly 

enhanced the emulation of western practice broadly regarded as successful and effective. 

However, the results reveal that isomorphism is by no means an automatic reflex and that there 

are various types of isomorphism with varying impact. For example, the Polish case showed 

that isomorphic forces for marketization can be diverted away from the public HE sector. The 

Bulgarian case, on the other hand, illustrated that isomorphism-driven policy change is highly 

contingent on the ‘quality’ and consistency of the policy process. This indicates that the 

success of externally motivated policy change is likely to be dependent on additional ‘scope 

conditions’ or ‘ingredients’. Based on the evidence, they appear to be: 1) ‘agents of transfer’ at 
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the central level, 2) policy entrepreneurship and executive leadership, and 3) incentives and/or 

compensation for potentially negatively affected actors.  

 

Firstly, the ‘agents of transfer’ should ideally be located within the ministry or university 

management in order to draw up an overarching strategy. With its stronger tradition of 

centralism and a weaker bottom level, i.e. professoriate, the Romanian system, for example, 

proved most effective in elaborating a broader strategy for approximation with exogenous 

institutions. The centralized approach enabled the Ministry to enforce various less convenient 

policies for academics, for instance closer ties with businesses and external stakeholder 

participation. While the Czech system has by no means isolated itself from foreign advice, 

policy change has been decelerated by the insufficient strategic leverage of the Ministry over 

the well-consolidated academic community and weak position of university management vis-à-

vis omnipotent academic senates and fragmented faculties. In other words, ‘grassroots’-driven 

change is a seldom phenomenon in higher education, as it requires the academic base, i.e. the 

professoriate and faculty, to transfer steering powers to central management and or the 

ministry. The empirical analysis has shown that academic self-rule structures have at best 

accommodated a series of market-oriented instruments within strongly embedded historical 

legacies, but seldom were the driving force for more embracing change.   

 

Secondly and in a similar vein, the findings indicate that policy change is contingent on policy 

entrepreneurs and executive leadership. This entails the capacity to create synergies between 

international dynamics and national reform (see Kingdon 1995; Mintrom/Vergari 1996). 

Entrepreneurial foresightedness also requires the ability to assess the constraints and potential 

for the altered policy course, i.e. the introduction of market-oriented governance and greater 

autonomy. Precisely this was the case in Romania, yet not in Bulgaria. While the Romanian 

Ministry sought to create a broad coalition of academics, governmental policy-makers and 

university managers for its exogenously inspired reform course, the Bulgarian strategy for HE 

modernization has lacked an effective balance of policy activism and entrepreneurialism both 

at the ministerial as well as university level, despite the repeated explicit wish for convergence 

with market models (see Section 8). The Czech Ministry, on the other hand, has opted for a 

policy of “self-imposed restraint” due to historical sensitivities of the cohesive academic 



Comparative Conclusions  

 

288

community towards state intervention (Vlk 2006: 152). Similarly, the Polish Ministry has only 

put forward bolder policy recommendations in the previous three years, but has yet to engage 

in a process of policy activism and consensus-building.  

 

Thirdly, isomorphism-driven policy change must not only be justified and acceptable to the 

academic community, but is also dependent on incentives granted to affected actors. A 

comparison of Romania and Bulgaria is again instrumental here. While the Romanian Ministry 

offered university-level actors incentives for procuring non-state funding and better 

performance, the Bulgarian Ministry not only gave universities few incentives to increase 

efficiency, but was also initially perceived as taking away autonomy and freedom from 

universities. Despite making genuine efforts to move closer to the market-oriented paradigm, 

the Bulgarian Ministry was unable to build up its own steering capacity by granting 

universities incentives (i.e. more autonomy, financial motivations) in return for support of the 

reform course and improved performance. Subsequently, university administration, faculties 

and staff watered down the implementation of the reform proposals derived through 

transnational cooperation. 

 

From a normative standpoint, this implies that demands for more competitiveness, efficiency 

and accountability must be pegged with tangible rewards for affected actors. Those national 

policy-makers who have drawn on external examples of how to link the outcome of 

accreditation, research performance, and other indicators with financial incentives for faculties, 

departments and chairs have been most successful at tipping the historically anchored balance 

of power. And those countries who have engaged in a concerted multi-actor and multi-lateral 

effort based on preponderating foreign evidence, and assessing constraints and consequences 

have been more efficient in remodelling HE. In other words, the data indicate that historical 

traditions ‘left to linger’ will continue to persist, unless the scope conditions for isomorphism 

addressed above are met. As the countries with a strong Humboldtian tradition demonstrate, 

institutional momentum laid down by past decisions is likely to fend off or only gradually 

absorb policies promoted, conveyed, and legitimized at the transnational level, if the above 

addressed ‘scope conditions’ are not satisfied.  
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The following concluding table offers a concise overview of the working hypotheses and their 

explanatory relevance for CEE higher education governance.  

Table 32: Explanatory power of the hypotheses at a glance 

Explanatory Power  Hypo
thesis 

Proposition 
CZ PL RO BG 

Facilitating Factors 

Steadfastness of pre-communist 
historical legacies in T3 

Yes Yes No No Humboldt model H3 

Steadfastness of pre-communist 
historical legacies in T4 

Yes Yes No No Humboldt model 

Steadfastness of communist path 
dependencies in T3 

No No Yes No - Centralization 

- Restrained academic community 

H4 

Steadfastness of communist path 
dependencies in T4 

No No No No   

H1 Divergent impact of transnational 
communication in pre-Bologna phase 
(T3) 

No → Divergence, but not due to 
transnational communication 

 

 
H2 

Convergent impact of transnational 
communication in Bologna phase (T4) 

Yes → moderate convergence 
towards market model  

- Agents of transfer at central 
level 
- Entrepreneurial leadership 
- Concerted multi-actor strategy 
- Incentives for negatively 
affected actors 
- Coalitional stability 

 

Besides the applicability of the hypotheses broken down by country and time period, the table 

also shows that isomorphism towards the market model can indeed take place despite the 

persistence of historical legacies. In the case of the Czech Republic and Poland, for example, it 

is safe to say that sluggish to moderate isomorphism is occurring, albeit at a very slow pace 

and without uprooting the fundamentals of the Humboldtian paradigm. This lends evidence to 

the notion that there is such a phenomenon as ‘path-dependent isomorphism’, according to 

which new policies trickle in within the framework of the existing inherited institutions. In the 

Polish and Czech cases, the pre-war institutions reinstated in T3 have this very impact by 

allowing for restrained isomorphism without veering too far off the path embarked on in the 

early post-communist phase. In such cases, policy-makers appear to engage in a trade-off 

between policies that are promoted as international best practice (e.g. output-based funding, 

executive management) and what is feasible and acceptable in view of the historically 

embedded context, thus facilitating small-scale isomorphism. Yet even when the historical 

pathway is ridden with fewer obstacles (here Bulgaria), large-scale isomorphism is not 
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necessarily a matter of course. In fact, in the absence of policy entrepreneurship, executive 

guidance and financial incentives as the ‘icing on the cake’ it appears that there are only weak 

to moderate prospects for sweeping isomorphic change in a policy area still shaped by 

nationally distinct balances of power and perceptions on the role and function of universities.  

 
10.4 Final thoughts 

Seen from a broader angle, the analysis has shown that the application of political science tools 

provides an added value to the study of higher education. The analytical framework has 

enabled us to go beyond the description of the status quo and focus on why, how, and to what 

degree higher education systems are changing. It has also provided a contribution to the study 

of convergence and shown that the rapprochement of policies and even patterns of governance 

does not necessarily rely on binding legislation or coercion, but can also be the result of 

transnational communication and ensuing pressures for legitimacy and ultimately emulation. 

The country reports have made it clear, however, that isomorphism can be a very 

heterogeneous phenomenon which highly diversified impacts. The underlying social science 

framework has also enabled us to generate explanations for the country-specific differences 

with regard to the speed, depth (i.e. change or non-change in policy paradigms), and the future 

direction of policy change and convergence. Along the same lines, the selected internal and 

external factors influencing higher education policy have led us to the realization that policy 

convergence takes place along different patterns. The various outcomes indicate that 

convergence also strongly depends on the nature, steadfastness, and reinforcing power of 

historical legacies, path dependencies and transnational interlinkages. Finally, it has 

demonstrated that higher education is an ideal empirical field for addressing broader societal 

trends such as changing patterns of governance, deregulation or re-regulation, and the 

increasing synergies between the public and private sectors.  

 
This analysis by no means lays claim to having covered all relevant aspects to higher education 

and therefore opens various avenues for future research. Instead of striving to cover all or most 

transition countries, preference was given to conveying an in-depth understanding of the 

processes fundamental to higher education and to covering a wide range of indicators. The 

number of countries was limited in order to place greater emphasis on processes and outcomes. 
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Therefore, to truly ascertain broad convergence, the number of countries would have to be 

increased and examined on the basis of the same or similar array of indicators of policy 

change. Furthermore, the range of independent variables could also be expanded. Potentially 

important variables such as governing coalitions (left / right) and coalitional stability as well as 

national problem pressure, which were briefly touched on in this study, require further 

exploration in future analyses.   

 
Subsequent research may also dedicate greater attention to changing higher education policy 

arenas. This involves, in particular, the interplay between public and private actors in national 

higher education systems and the altered actors’ constellations as a result of the Bologna 

Process and related phenomenon. The method of network analysis could be nicely applied to 

the national contexts to assess how the Bologna Process has influenced actors’ capacities for 

shaping the policy-making process and ultimately the direction of higher education policy.107 

 
Furthermore, the operationalization of governance indicators can certainly be adapted, refined, 

abbreviated, or supplemented. For example, it was only possible to touch on mechanisms and 

instruments of quality assurance in this project (ex ante vs. ex post). Due to the relatively 

concrete guidelines laid down in the Bologna Process, a cross-country analysis of quality 

assurance mechanisms could provide a sharper picture of the convergent impact of the Bologna 

Process. And on a final note, the strength of the preceding analysis laid not so much in the 

applied social science methods as in the empirical richness and in-depth process tracing 

conducted for four countries over four time periods. It was presumed from the outset that a 

statistical analysis may blend out policy-relevant empirical details. Subsequently, the data 

provided in this study were often limited to estimates based on empirical observations (e.g. 

Illustration 4 – CEE policy developments applied to Clark’s Triangle) of convergent 

developments.  However, future studies could and should undertake greater efforts at further 

systematizing gathered data on higher education governance and making them compatible with 

statistical analysis. A strategy which entails quantifying the indicators analyzed here, 

expanding the case selection, and subjecting them to the complementary use of quantitative 

                                                 
107 See Nagel (2008) for a related analysis for the transnational level.  
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and qualitative approaches would lead to the further systematization of comparative data on the 

sweeping changes which European systems of higher education are currently undergoing.  
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II. Interview questionnaire & guidelines – Example Romania 

CONSILIUL NATIONAL AL CERCETARII STIINTIFICE DIN INVATAMANTUL SUPERIOR 
Please consult author for recordings of interviews. 
 
1) General overview of project  
 
→ Convergence (becoming similar in terms of institutions and patterns of governance) of 
Higher Education Systems from 1989 to now  
 
→ Focus on system coordination; relationship between state and higher education (public 
institutions)  
 
→ Interesting times for higher education – transformation process; state control abolished; 
academic freedom and autonomy;  
 
→ Period of globalization, Europeanization and since 1998 Bologna Process   
 
→ Side-effects of Bologna: governance and autonomy  
 
→ Bologna Process: increased communication, policy promotion, learning from best practice  
 
→ Models of higher education – historical and contemporary relevance  
 

 
  Academic Oligarchy 
 
Block 1 – Procedural Autonomy: Organization & Governance 
 
How has the role of the national government/ ministry in setting higher education policy 
changed in the past ca. 15 years? (forces of change – since when?) 

USSR 

State Authority 

D 

F 

USA 

GB 

CAN 
SWE 

Market  
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State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

- Manpower planning 
- Systems design 
- Buffer from external 
interests 

-Facilitator of competition, 
market-like behaviour 

 -Financer; 
- facilitator of free  
scholarly inquiry 
 

 
How can government interventions into the higher education best be described - as 
“directives/decrees”, “regulation and incentives” or “financial framework conditions”? 
(change – since when?) 
 
State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

Directives, decrees  Regulation and incentives Financial framework 
Conditions 

 
Would you describe the state’s control as “process-oriented” –trying to regulate and influence 
curriculum, the research profile, study and accession conditions? 
 
Would you describe it as “product-oriented” – emphasizing evaluation and quality assurance? 
(change – since when?) 
 
State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

Process control Product control  Mutual peer control 

 
Under communist rule, universities were essentially state agencies under strict ministerial 
control. Referring back to the triangle, in what direction have Romanian public universities 
shifted in the past 15 years? (forces of change – since when?)  
 
State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

State agency Enterprise (Corporatist) state-university 
partnership  

 
Do public institutions have the adequate decision making powers to act in an entrepreneurial 
manner? (Change - since when?)  
 
Altogether, what would you consider to be the main mode of coordination in higher education? 
(state planning / managerial leadership / self-governance among professorial chairs) (change-
since when?) 
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State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

- State control  
- Bureaucracy  
- Planning 
 

- University level control 
- Management principles  
- Competition 

- Decentralized  
- Collegial/professorial control 
- Internal academic self-rule 

 
In Anglo-Saxon countries, in particular, industry and commerce are very important actors in 
higher education. This is manifested by the representation of external stakeholders in 
governing boards and forms of knowledge networks and close joint cooperation. How would 
you assess the role of business and commerce in Romanian higher education? (Change – since 
when?) 
 
State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

Mediated through government Direct impact Relatively weak 

 
What forms of representation occupy an intermediary space between the state and 
universities? (boards, committees)?    
 
Whom do these independent bodies primarily consist of (academics, ministerial employees, 
laymen, business representatives) (change – since when?) 
 
How has the quality assurance system evolved in the course of the reforms in the Romania?  
 
State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

- Ex ante  
- State control 
 

Ex post  
State evaluation 

Ex ante  
Peer review 
 

 
Across Europe, there is a great diversity in the focus of quality evaluation. Is the main focus of 
quality assurance placed on meeting scientific objectives (e.g. as in Germany), meeting 
national socio-economic objectives (e.g. as in France), or is the focus on meeting local 
economic demands, and efficiency and flexibility considerations? (Change – since when?) 
 
State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

Meeting national objectives Meeting community economic 
demands; efficiency, flexibility 

Meeting scientific objectives 

 
Altogether, do you see increasing or decreasing government control in RO Higher Education 
through the Bologna Process?  
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What significant powers has ministry maintained despite granting autonomy? 
 
Can university management lay down coordination strategies without the direct influence of 
governments and professors (Change – since when)  
 
What university level actors have the autonomy to block government initiatives? (Change – 
since when) 
 

Block 2: Procedural Autonomy – Finances 
 
What are the main sources of finances for academic activities? (state budget, third-party funds, 
tuitions, donations research grants) (change – since when?)   
 
State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

State budget Tuition/donations/research grants/private 
entities/state (highly diversified)  

State budget / Third-party research grants

 
How much autonomy do universities have to diversify their financial resources and how is this 
autonomy reflected in practice? (change – since when?)  
 
Are budget administrators located at central (state) or de-central (university) level? How much 
discretion over funding rests at the university management or professorial level)? (Germany) 
(change – since when?) 
 
To what extent are academics / chair-holders involved in financial decision-making? (change – 
since when?)  
 
Financial autonomy State Model Market Model Academic Self-governance 

Discretion over funding  State level  Management level   Management level in cooperation 
with faculty/chair level 

 
Most western European countries are experiencing a shift from input-based funding (student 
and personnel costs – incremental) and output or performance based funding. To what extent 
is this the case in Romania (change – since when?)  
 
Do institutions receive so-called “lump-sum” funds to administrate at their discretion?  
 
 
Financial autonomy 

State Model Market Model Academic Self-
governance 

Type of allocation Itemized / earmarked Lump sum – performance 
related 

Mixed type  
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To what extent do lump-sum budgets include performance-related criteria (change – since 
when?)  
 
Financial autonomy State Model Market Model Academic Self-

governance 
Funding approach  Input based 

 
Output based Mixed-type 

 
To what extent does the state strategically steer financial resources for universities? And to 
what end (promoting competition/marketization, structural reforms) (forces of change – since 
when?) 
 
Financial autonomy State Model Market Model Academic Self-

governance 
State steering from a 
distance  

Yes  No  Yes 

 
Can and do universities earn a substantial part of their income through contracts with the 
private sector? (for applied research, consultancy, and advanced education/training) (change - 
since when?) 
 
In other words, do universities make their own strategic investments? (change – since when?) 
 
Financial autonomy State Model Market Model Academic Self-

governance 
Strategic investments by 
universities    

No  Yes No 

 
Block 3: Substantial autonomy   
 
According to current practice, how are academic profiles set and curricula designed? (state / 
university management / academe) (change – since when?) 
 
  State Model Market Model Academic self-

governance 
Setting academic profiles / 
curriculum design 

State / Academe  University 
management/Academe  
  

Academe 

 
With regard to setting strategic goals for universities (research specialization, new curricula), 
where does the main thrust of authority lie? (state / university management / academe) (change 
– since when?) 
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  State Model Market Model Academic self-
governance 

Setting strategic goals State University management Academe 

 
To what extent can the state or university management intervene in setting the research 
profile? (change – since when?) 
 
  State Model Market Model Academic self-

governance 
Determining the research 
profile   

State / academe  University 
management/Academe 

Academe 

 
Is the content of study courses established at university management level, faculty level or 
based on state guidelines? (change – since when?) 
 
Is there comprehensive control or monitoring of course content at state level? (change – since 
when?) 
 
To what extent does the state monitor research activities? (change – since when?) 
 
Do universities have the autonomy to set their own diploma structures? (differences in study 
courses) (change – since when?) 
 
  State Model Market Model Academic self-

governance 
Setting diploma structures State Institutions  State  

 
May universities set their own accession conditions? (change – since when?) And who has the 
authority over the size of the institution? (change – since when?) 
 
  State Model Market Model Academic self-

governance 
Setting accession conditions  State University management State 

Determining the size of the 
institution 

State  University management State 

 
Block 4: Personnel autonomy 
  
Please briefly describe the procedure for the recruitment of high-level academic staff? 
(professors) (change – since when?) 
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Personnel Autonomy State Model Market Model Academic Self-
governance 

Recruitment of high-level 
academic staff  

Appointed by state  Elected by 
faculty/management
 

Elected by faculty 
State review / approval 

 
And for mid-level academic staff (junior fellows, research assistants) (change – since when?) 
Personnel Autonomy State Model Market Model Academic Self-

governance 
Recruitment of lower-level 
academic staff  

Appointed by state Chosen by faculty Chosen by faculty 

 
Who elects/recruits high-ranking administrative staff? (change – since when?) 
 
Personnel Autonomy State Model Market Model Academic Self-

governance 
Recruitment of high-ranking 
administrative staff 

Appointed by state Elected by 
university 
management 
officials 

Elected by professoriate  

 
To what extent does the state/university management have the autonomy to dismiss professors / 
high-ranking academic staff?   
 
Personnel Autonomy State Model Market Model Academic Self-

governance 
Autonomy to  
dismiss professors/lecturers  

Limited High Limited 

 
Please briefly describe the practice of granting tenure to high-level academics.  
 
Personnel Autonomy State Model Market Model Academic Self-

governance 
Tenure upon appointment / Early 
tenure 

Frequent Seldom Frequent 

 
Block 5: Bologna Process / Policy inspiration  
 
→ Higher education has historically been a platform for the “import/export” or transfer of 
policy models, also applies to RO 
 
→ Frequently takes place via networks, international organizations, academic collaboration 
and inspiration 
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→ Europe and Bologna  - strong interactive platforms for mutual communication, and the 
diffusion of successful practices and mutual influence  
 
→ What forms of international networking has the Romanian system been involved in?  
 
→ What has been the impact of such networks on the Romanian higher education system?  
 
In our project, we assume that the supranational level (networks, globalization) can have a 
significant impact on domestic higher education reforms. To what extent have international 
networks (e.g. Bologna Process, UNESCO) influenced the path of development of Romanian 
higher education?  
 
 
Specific to the Bologna Process, we claim that the tight collaborative networks are a platform 
for the spread of innovations, lesson-drawing, and ultimately policy transfer.  What 
innovations has Romanian implemented in the course of the reform and what were they 
inspired by?  
 
The Bologna Process calls for changes in study structures and quality assurance. And the 
European level is also exerting strong pressure or legitimacy demands on national higher 
education systems. What are the concrete effects of the Bologna Process on the design of 
Romanian higher education policy?  
 
Do you see the Bologna Process being used as a stimulus for other more far-reaching higher 
education reforms?   
 
Which actors are steering the Bologna Process? National governments – top down, university 
level actors?  
 
In the initial stages of transformation, a radical decentralization of higher education took 
place. In most transformation countries, a “recentralization” higher education, e.g. more state 
intervention, occurred in the mid-1990s. How has this state-university relationship evolved in 
the past few years?  
 
The Bologna Process has: 

1)  accelerated developments already in progress 
2) interrupted or “re-routed” the path of development  
3) has had no impact on governance 

 
Outside of the Bologna Process, what other (internal and external) factors have impacted 
developments in the past 10-15 years?  
 
Some people claim that the Bologna Process means “westernizing” higher education for 
transformation countries. However, each western country essentially has its own model of 
higher education (market – state – academic self-regulation). What particular model of higher 
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education governance dominates the Bologna-related discourse in CZ and at the European 
level?    
 
To what extent has Romania searched for policy solution to higher education problems 
abroad? Both before and after the Bologna Process?  
 
Was there a certain country or organization which provided inspiration for the design of 
Romanian higher education policy before the Bologna Process?  
 
Before and during the communist phase Romania had a highly centralized higher education 
system – indeed in contrast to other transformation countries, which had the Humboldt system. 
How large is impact of previously existing structures on higher education policy design 
nowadays? (state intervention, state bureaucracy)  
 
 
To what extent was the Romanian system open for the introduction of radical market 
mechanisms?  
 
What resistance was there?  
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