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To what extent does transnational communication
drive cross-national policy convergence? The impact
of the bologna-process on domestic higher education
policies
Eva M. VoegtJe • Christoph Knill . Michael Dobbins

Abstract This study investigates if transnational communication in the context of the
Bologna Process (BP) has led to the convergence of higher education (HE) policies. The
country sample includes both Bologna participants and non-participants, for which systematic knowledge about the implications of the BP is absent so far. We investigate study
structures and quality assurance measures, which differ in their suitability for transnational
benchmarking activities and are explicitly addressed by the BP. Our results show that
convergent effects differ across policy dimensions and according to the subsamples. We
generally find that convergence is greater for the participant countries than for the control
group. However, convergence towards the HE policies of Bologna participants is detectable in the control group, albeit to a lesser degree. Thus, some HE policies have diffused
beyond the members of the BP. This lends evidence that transnational communication can
induce policy change even for countries not participating in the respective harmonization
process.
Keywords Bologna process· Higher education policies' Transnational communication·
Convergence . OECD countries

Introduction
In recent decades, higher education (HE) policies have become a politically sensitive issue.
Due to increasing problem pressure, European universities I have begun to reform their
organizational structures. The capabilities of European universities to compete in the
global 'knowledge-based economy' were seen as limited due to brain-drain,2 the poor
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The term university in this paper refers to the primarily publicly funded European research universities.
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Brain drain is the loss of highly ski lled professionals from a source country to a recipient country (Sako
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international reputation of national universities, low graduate outputs and success rates,
rising academic unemployment, as well as insufficient financial resources (Heinze and
Knill 2008). More recently, the changing structures of HE programs can be viewed in
relation to the so-called Bologna Process, which can be regarded as a response to this
pressure in a globalized educational surrounding. In 1999 European Education Ministers
drafted a declaration setting the goal to create a common European HE area by 2010
(Bologna Declaration 1999). This is to be achieved by adapting national HE policies to
policy models communicated through the BP. The BP completely relies on voluntary
arrangements; participating countries are not members of the same institutional setting, nor
do they act under the same jurisdiction. There are no legally-binding requirements that
oblige the signatory states to implement reforms and there is no central steering authority.
So far, HE policy analysts have primarily paid attention to the development of the BP as
a new form of international governance (e.g. WaIter 2007) or provided accounts of its
consequences for individual countries (see Witte 2006; Dobbins and Knill 2009; Musselin
2009). Even though the BP has received much attention in the HE research community, we
still lack systematic knowledge about the implications of the BP for countries beyond
European borders (for a first insight see Voegtle 2010). In this paper, we investigate if and
to what extent transnational communication in the context of the BP leads to the convergence of national HE policies for Bologna participants as well as for non-participants.
Transnational communication can be delineated as patterns of international governance
that-in contrast to international cooperation or conditionality-exclusively rely on voluntary processes of communication and information exchange. We argue that the BP can
actually be conceived as such a form of "soft" governance and analyze if and to what
extent the BP has resulted in convergence of domestic HE policies. Convergence can be
conceived as the degree to which countries become more similar to each other on a specific
policy dimension over time (so-called sigma-convergence)? In this study, we assess
convergence with regard to two different dimensions of HE policy, study structures and
quality assurance. These two dimensions are based on the BP benchmarks in the so called
Stocktaking Reports (Stocktaking Report 2005, 2007, 2009).
To control for causes of convergence beyond the BP and to avoid wrong conclusions
about its actual effects, our country sample includes both participants and non-participants
in the process. We analyze HE policies for 14 European Union (EU) member states who
are Bologna participants and seven further non-participating Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries between 1996 (i.e. before the onset of
the BP) and 2008. Our results generally reveal a mixed picture. Although HE policy
similarity increases for all periods and all dimensions, we generally find that the HE
policies of Bologna participants have converged more strongly, indicating that the BP
indeed seems to make a crucial difference in increasing the similarity of HE policies.
However, even non-participating countries show an increase in the degree of policy
convergence for HE policies promoted in the realm of the BP. Thus, some HE policies
promoted within the framework of the BP were adopted even by non-participating
countries.
The paper is structured as follows. In "The bologna process: actors and goals", an
overview of the main goals and the development of the BP are given. In "The Bologna
process as a form of transnational communication" we discuss the BP as a form of
transnational communication and develop general assumptions on the extent to which the
process should trigger increases in the similarity of domestic HE policies. In "Research
3

For a detailed discussion of different convergence concepts see Heichel et al. (2005).

design", the research design, sample size, period of investigation and the dependent variable are introduced. We present and discuss the results of the analysis of sigma convergence in "Results".

The bologna process: actors and goals
In 1999, the Bologna Declaration was signed by 29 European education ministers and led
to the BP. From there on, higher education summits were held on a bi-annual basis (see
Fig. 1). The BP embraces the definition of Europe developed by the Council of Europe
(CoE), thus the process is not limited to European Union member countries. In 2001, the
European Commission (Commission) was included as a full member of the BP and several
organizations joined the process as advising institutions (see Fig. 1).4 These organizations
together with the Commission were incorporated into a follow-up organization, Bologna
Follow-Up Group (BFUG). Thus, the BFUG consists both of Bologna representatives from
the signatory states and representatives of the Commission and the advising bodies.
The CoE- United Nations Education, Science and Culture Office (UNESCO) Convention
on the Recognition of Qualifications adopted at a diplomatic conference in Lisbon in April
1997 was incorporated in the BP. It is a multilateral legal framework for the improved
international recognition of HE qualifications and periods of study. The central precept of the
Convention stipulates that degrees and periods of study must be recognized unless substantial
differences can be proved by the institution that is charged with recognition. Countries
partaking in the BP have been required to ratify the Lisbon Recognition Convention since
2003 (Berlin Communique 2003). Additionally, the BFUG was assigned to monitor the
participating states' progress in implementing agreed measures until the next conference.
These Stocktaking Reports state the progress made by participating states towards reaching
the agreed goals and their preparation was from there on defined as a set task of the BFUG. 5
Figure 1 depicts the actors participating in the BP. Both the number of participating
states and the number of non-governmental as well as supranational actors increased with
almost each successive Bologna Conference until the Bergen conference in 2005. Since
then, there has been a visible trend towards consolidation. These two trends, first the
expansion of actors and then their consolidation, are also detectable for the policy issues
discussed in the Bologna documents.
The BP aims to create a European HE Area (EHEA) by 2010 (Bologna Declaration
1999). To achieve this, a system of easily readable and comparable degrees should be
established. The introduction of first a two- and later (2003) a three-tier system and a credit
transfer system, the promotion of academic mobility, and European cooperation in quality
assurance were set as objectives. To enable these degree cycles to work in a transparent
and harmonious manner across Europe, a number of tools have been developed or adapted
for use at institutional and country levels.
Foremost among them at the institutional level are the European Credit Transfer and
Accumulation System (ECTS) and the Diploma Supplement. Originally introduced as part

These organizations were the European University Association (EUA), the European Association of
Institutions in HE (EURASHE), the CoE as well as the National Union of Students in Europe (ESIB).

4

At the Bergen conference in 2005 members agreed to open the BFUG for further interest groups by
including the Education International (El) Pan-European Structure, the European Association for Quality
Assurance in HE (ENQA), and the Union of Industrial and E mployers' Confederation of Europe (UNICE;
now BusinessEurope) as new consultative members.
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Fig. 1 Actors of the Bologna process. Source: Own depiction (information from Bologna Communiques)

of the Erasmus framework in 1989, the ECTS was solely a credit transfer system. More
recently, it has developed into a credit accumulation system. Established by the Lisbon
Recognition Convention (1997), the Diploma Supplement is a transcript of credits from
courses undertaken and grades achieved. It has a standard format designed to allow for
comparison of qualifications throughout countries participating in the BP and is supposed
to promote the employability of European citizens and improve the international competitiveness of European HE systems (Bologna Declaration 1999: 3).6
The objectives, which were jointly agreed during the course of the BP, are monitored
and promoted by means of institutionalized communication, benchmarking measures, and
information exchange in transnational policy networks. These networks materialize
through the abovementioned bi-annual ministerial meetings, at which the implementation
of joint objectives is addressed, but above all through the follow -up groups, national
committees, and national Bologna groups supporting the responsible ministries. However,
there are no legally-binding requirements that oblige the signatory states to implement
reforms and there is no central steering authority. Figure 2 summarizes the agreed goals of
the BP.

The Bologna process as a form of transnational communication
Transnational communication as a source of cross-national policy convergence
Policy convergence has emerged as a broadly studied phenomenon in the social sciences
(Bennett 1991; Dolowitz and Marsh 2000; Drezner 2001; Knill 2005) including also
studies examining convergence in HE degree structures (Rakic 2001; Bleiklie 2001; Witte
200~). Recent studies have conducted more systematic, theory-driven testing to determine
whether domestic and transnational factors account for increasing policy similarity, while

fi For a more detailed illustration of the actors and goals of the BP see Witte (2006), WaIter (2007), Nagel
(2007) and Bartsch (2009) ,
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Fig_ 2 Goals of the Bologna process. Source: Own illustration (information from Bologna Communiques)

placing greater focus on the impact of transnational communication (e.g. Holzinger et al.
2008).
Convergence literature generally draws a distinction between four international sources
of policy convergence (Bennett 1991; Drezner 2001; Holzinger and Knill 2005, 2007;
Holzinger et al. 2008a, b). The source that draws the most attention is political coercion or
conditionality, while legal obligations emerging from international cooperation as a source
of convergence are also frequently analyzed. Economic pressures from regulatory competition have also been addressed by the literature. However, cross-national policy convergence can also be the result of processes that solely rest on patterns of communication
and information exchange in transnational networks. According to Holzinger and Knill
(2005) lesson-drawing, transnational problem solving, emulation and international policy
promotion are all convergence-promoting forms of transnational communication.
Lesson-drawing
According to Braun and Benninghof (2003), the most effective and cost-efficient way to
find a solution to a problem is to draw on examples and models used elsewhere. This
process is nowadays described as lesson-drawing, a concept first introduced by Richard
Rose (1988). He described three ways of drawing lessons for political actors: first, by
turning to one's own country' s past; second, by speculating about the future; or third, by
seeking lessons from current experiences in other places. In a transnational context,
lesson-drawing refers to situations of policy transfer in which nation states use other
countries' experiences to solve their own national problems. For governments interacting

transnationally, "the object of lesson-drawing is to examine a common problem facing two
or more governments in order to learn how to develop a program that is applicable to
immediate problems at home" (Rose 1993: 41).

Transnational problem solving
Transnational problem solving assumes that policy adaptation processes are intentionally
pursued by a group of countries facing similar problem pressure. However, in contrast to
lesson-drawing, the adoption of certain policies is not the result of a one-directional policy
transfer, rather the establishment of a common problem perception. Agreed solutions are
conceived as an answer to similar national problems and their implementation at the
national level. Transnational problem solving occurs in transnational elite networks or
epistemic communities (see Haas 1990). These networks can include transfer agents not
based in or affiliated with either the importing or exporting jurisdiction, but who facilitate
the exchange between polities (Stone 2004), such as international institutions. Therefore,
transnational networks can be identified as an important vehicle for the spread of policy
(Stone 2004).

Emulation
In contrast to transnational problem solving, the emulation of policies is simply copying
foreign policies and implementing them without adaptation to national conditions and
context. Reasons for emulating policies can be time pressure and resource constraints
which might induce leading policy-makers of a country to emulate other countries ' policies
(Holzinger and Knill 2007). Emulation is driven by the desire to conform, whereas the
search for effective problem solving apt to the respective national context is less virulent.
Countries sometimes tend to follow other countries' behavior even if the only information
about the policy is the number of countries implementing it (Holzinger and Knill 2007;
Levi-Faur 2002).

International policy promotion
Another version of transnational communication is international policy promotion, where
an actor with expertise in a policy field promotes certain policies. International organizations specialized in a certain policy field are the main actors for inducing policy change.
They actively promote certain policies and define objectives and standards in an international setting (Holzinger and Knill 2007). The achievement of these defined objectives or
the compliance with standards is often measured by institutionalized procedures of
reporting and evaluation. Along with this, rankings and performance measurements
(Humphreys 2002; Tews 2002) are established. Countries diverging from promoted policy
models or countries faring poor in international ranking lists may feel pressure to justify
their diverging systems (Holzinger and Knill 2007) to the policy promoter and other
countries members to the promoting agent.
The bologna process as a communication platform
The BP can be conceived as an institutionalized structure for the exchange of information
among participating countries that is linked to all of the abovementioned mechanisms .

First, the clearly structured and encompassing approach to fostering communication among
participants can be expected to increase the probability of cross-national policy transfer in
the form of lesson-drawing; i.e. participant states learn from each other and from policy
models elsewhere how to cope with certain problems. Second, at the same time, the BP can
also be conceived as a form of transnational problem-solving. Through intense discussions
among experts with similar professional backgrounds, the chances for the emergence of
similar problem perceptions and thus the development of similar policy responses increase.
The BP can thus be characterized as a process of transnational problem-solving.
Third, the more countries are informed about the policy choices of BP participants, the
more likely is the emergence of diffusion dynamics; i.e. the emulation of policy choices
from other countries, as soon as a critical mass in the number of policy adopters is reached.
Finally, the BP displays all characteristics of what can be classified as international policy
promotion. Due to the system of benchmarking, the BP exerts pressure on national
governments to ensure their legitimacy in an increasingly globalized and competitive
international environment. Procedures of reporting and evaluation through the Stocktaking
Reports have produced rankings and performance measurements, enabling comparability
between the participating states. Additionally, HE reform policies are promoted by the
Commission. The Commission actively promotes entrepreneurial policies and defines
standards of good practice and best solutions (see for example European Commission
2003,2006). The Bologna Follow-Up Group can be seen as a kind of 'global public policy
network' (see Stone 2004) with the Commission, UNESCO, and CoE as institutionalized
advocates, possessing delegated authority and directly involved in resource allocation and
policy delivery, for example by producing the Stocktaking Reports (2005, 2007, 2009).
The BP incorporates HE policies established before the process was launched. The
incorporation of two-tier and later on three-tier structure can be judged as lesson-drawing
from the Anglo-American HE system. The Anglo-American model is seemingly perceived
as best practice for shortening study duration and enhancing academic mobility. Quality
assurance has been a major HE topic ever since the 1980s and again the Anglo-American
systems provided templates for the promoted system of quality assurance mechanisms in
the course of the BP. However, the Bologna system of quality assurance defines more
actors and requirements than the original Anglo-American quality assurance systems. Two
instruments of exclusive European origin used for facilitating academic mobility, comparability and compatibility are the ECTS and the Diploma Supplement (see part 2). The
BP did not introduce the policies it promotes, rather it bundles policies perceived as best
practices and structures their discussion and implementation efforts for European
countries.
Based on the abovementioned arguments about transnational communication in the BP
(see "Transnational communication as a source of cross-national policy convergence" and
"The bologna process as a communication platform"), we should generally expect the
BP-as a form of transnational communication-to trigger increasing HE policy similarity
over time. This effect can be described as increasing policy convergence due to transnational problem solving and should be more pronounced for the group of countries participating in the BP compared to the group of countries not participating in the BP.
However, non-participants are free to register as observers or panelists for the Bologna
conferences and seminars and some non-European countries eagerly do so (see Zgaga
2006; Ministry of Education, New Zealand 2009). Thus, they are exposed to policies
promoted within the BP and therefore expected to adopt them-if they were not already in
place before the onset of the BP-although to a lesser extent than BP participants. This

effect is expected to be reinforced by increasing participants to the BP and the time elapsed
since it has been launched.

Research design
Sample size and period of investigation
The results of this paper rest on a sample of 21 OECD countries. These 21 countries can be
divided into two subgroups. We included fourteen EU member states: Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal,
Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom. The Regions of Flanders (Belgium) and Wallonia
(Belgium) are included in the dyadic comparison since the regional authorities supervise
and determine HE policies in their regions and show more diverse HE governance patterns
and traditions than the other regions of the country.? These fourteen EU countries were
chosen since they-in contrast to the central and eastern European EU member countriesnot only participated in the BP from its outset but have been full EU members during the
whole period under investigation. Thus, it can be ruled out that different degrees of
influence on part of the Commission are responsible for the varying implementation of the
Bologna goals in the countries under observation.
To assess the specific impact of the BP with regard to transnational communication, we
opted not to limit our study to participating countries. Thus, seven OECD countries not
participating in the BP are included in the sample as a second group. These countries are
Australia, Canada, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand, South Korea and the United States of
America. By focusing on OECD member states, it is ensured that the countries under
investigation are comparable to each other in terms of overall economic development.
The degree of policy similarity will be measured in a dyadic approach resting on the
comparison of country pairs. 8 Thus, the units of analysis are country pairs rather than the
countries or regions themselves. With 20 countries and the two Belgian regions Flanders and
Wallonia in the sample we analyze 231 country dyads (N = n2 - n/2) along two dimensions.
The period of investigation is between 1996 and 2008. With 1996 as starting point, we
can account for the distance or proximity of HE policies of the countries before the first
efforts at harmonization with the Lisbon Recognition Convention in 1997 (see The bologna
process: actors and goals). Hence, false conclusions about convergent effects can be
avoided for countries already pursuing HE policies similar to those delineated by the
Bologna Communiques before the onset of the BP.
Conceptualization of the dependent variable
The dependent variable for sigma convergence is composed of two parts, determined by
implementation efforts in the field of study structures and quality assurance mechanisms.
Study structures are defined in accordance with the goals laid out in the Bologna
Communiques and refined by the Stocktaking Reports. The focus is placed on the stage of
7 Although the supervi sion of HE institutions rests with the wiuler in the case of Germany, the governance
patterns and traditions of German HE institutions do not vary much across the wilder, rather across different
types of HE institutions. Thus, they are fairly similar among German universities and on those dimensions
we analyze in our study .
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For a detailed description see Holzinger and Knill (2007) and Sommerer et al. (2008).

implementing two-cycle structures without controlling for the implementation of the thirdcycle structure. The goal of establishing the doctorate level as a third-cycle was only added
later to the BP and it is therefore not possible to measure over the whole period under
observation. Moreover, while the establishment of a two-tier system was seen as one of the
most important means to enhance student mobility since the Sorbonne Declaration (1998),
doctoral education played only a subordinate role in the beginning.
The measurement for the degree of convergence for degree structures is composed of three
parts, if any two-cycle system has been in place in both countries of a dyad in the respective
year, regardless of the format. Second, if both countries of a dyad complied with the model
prefened by most Bologna participants and promoted through the Bologna Documents, the
3 year period for a Bachelors degree and a 2 year period for a Masters degree (Bologna
Communique 1999). However, a two-cycle degree structure prescribing a 4 year period for a
Bachelors and a 1 year period for a Masters degree have been in place in most countries
outside Europe and the Anglo-Saxon countries in Europe. If both countries of a dyad have had
a two-cycle degree system but one of them was not in the format promoted by the Bologna
Documents, the degree of compatibility was higher than for dyads where one country did not
have a two-cycle degree structure in place. However, a high degree of convergence was
reached only for dyads where both countries had a two-cycle degree system in place which is
in accordance with the model promoted by the BP and if both countries of a dyad had a high
percentage of students enrolled in these programs. Thus, our measure of compatibility of
degree structures is stricter than those of the Stocktaking Reports.
Furthermore, we evaluate if ECTS or a comparable credit transfer system has been in
place in both countries of a dyad or if a national system that is compatible with ETCS for
credit transfer and accumulation has been in place in a dyad. In a second step, we checked
for the percentage of university programs which applied ECTS for credit accumulation and
transfer. As a last part of the measures thought to further student mobility, the stage of
implementing the Diploma Supplement was included in the analysis. Firstly, we examined
whether Diploma Supplements are in use at all and later whether they are issued according
to the standards delineated in the Bologna Communiques and refined by the Stocktaking
Reports. Accordingly, every student graduating should receive the diploma supplement
automatically and free of charge, issued in a widely-spoken European language.
Another milestone of the BP is the European-wide harmonization of Quality Assurance
(QA) measures. We analyze whether any QA mechanisms were in place in each country of
a dyad and, if so, which particular elements of QA have been implemented at different
stages of the process in each country of the dyad. The requirements for quality assurance
mostly focus on actors that have to be involved in quality assessment procedures (for
example students or external reviewers) as well as whether the procedures are institutionalized and to what extent they are applied to HE programs. The European education
ministers agreed on five elements a QA system should include: study courses and programs
have to be reviewed internally (1) and externally (2), students have to be included in the
evaluation process (3), the evaluation results are to be published (4), and international
participation (5) (for example peer review) in evaluation is required. As with study
structures, the different elements of QA were defined by reference to Bologna Communiques and refined in the Stocktaking Reports (2005, 2007, 2009).
Data and measurement of convergence
To measure convergence of study structures and quality assurance mechanisms of HE
institutions, a questionnaire was constructed as an online-based, standardized expert

survey. The experts include employees of ministries or institutions dealing with HE, HE
personne1,9 researchers at universities focusing on HE, and national representatives of the
BFUG.
The questions the BFUG asked the Bologna participant countries in the National
Reports and their presentations in the Stocktaking Reports were reformulated for the
survey. The first part of a question in our questionnaire always inquired if the respective
policy has been in place (in a yes/no format) and the second part further specified the
questions. For example, we asked whether a two-cycle degree structure has been in place in
the respective country and year and if yes, what percentage of students in relation to the
overall number of enrolled students have been enrolled in this two-cycle system. Furthermore, we asked if specific requirements have been met, for example if a QA was in
place for most, some or few programs and which and how many of the requirements
defined by BP documents and Stocktaking Reports were fulfilled in the respective years.
Unfortunately, the sample in terms of the response rate is not very comparable across
countries. Generally experts from Anglophone countries and countries with Germanic
languages responded more frequently than experts from southern European countries with
Romanic languages and Asian countries. However, we did obtain at least one and a
maximum of ten responses for each country and region under investigation. Additionally,
we analyzed primary legislative acts as well as secondary sources to cross-check and
supplement the information given by the national experts. For instance, the national reports
provided by the Bologna secretariat, sources from the International University Association
(lUA), and European University Association (EUA) OECD and UNESCO reports were
used.
All these data was fed into the online based system to assure comparability with the
answers given by the national experts. The experts' responses supplemented by these data
were aggregated to obtain one response for each country. The countries' policies were
coded between zero and one, with one signifying complete correspondence with the
Bologna Standards as defined in the 2009 Stocktaking Report. For responses consisting of
more than one item (e.g. the five requirements of a diploma supplement), the similarity
scores were summed up and the mean per item was calculated and divided by the maximum amount of positive answers. This resulted in a maximum similarity score of 231 for
the whole sample (N = n2 - nl2), 105 for the countries participating in the BP and 21 for
the non-European OECD countries. The responses per item were summed up and divided
by the maximum amount of positive answers and each item of each country was compared
to the same item of the other country of a dyad. This way the overall degree of convergence
can be displayed as ranging between zero and one.

Results
The results presented in the following refer to the degree of convergence of HE policies,
which was measured by means of 231, 105 and 21 country dyads. As we refer to sigma
convergence, the results displayed below only represent the degree of HE policy similarity;
they do not refer to the point of departure of the countries in the sample.

For example the HochschulrektorenkonJerenz, a committee representing the interests of rectors in German
HE institutions, was asked to provide information.
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Study structures
The term study structures refers to degree and program structures such as the implementation of a two-cycle degree system, the implementation of the ECTS and the introduction
of a diploma supplement.
Convergence in the area of degree structures was measured by three indicators: existence of any two-cycle degree structure, implementation of a two-cycle degree structure
according to the 3 + 2 format (3-year Bachelors, 2-year Masters), and the percentage of
students enrolled in two-cycle systems. Overall, from the year 2000 on a rapid increase in
the degree of convergence for the compatibility of degree structures can be detected for the
Bologna participants, although they started at an extremely low degree of convergence
compared to the rest of the sample. The reason why the Bologna participants did not reach
full convergence by 2008 is due to countries like Greece, which already had a 4 + I
degree format at the onset of the BP and the Netherlands, which introduced the 4 + I
format in the course of the BP. Another factor hindering the occurrence of full convergence
and hence compatibility of degree structures between Bologna participants is the low
percentage of enrolment in two-cycle degree structures in some countries and that some
programs, such as law, medicine and teacher education, are exempt from modulation of
degrees (for example in Austria and Germany) . However, Ireland which previously had a
4 + I format changed to the 3 + 2 structure. Thus, even Bologna countries that already
had a two-cycle structure adopted the promoted 3 + 2 format.
The degree of convergence at any point of time is higher for the non-participating
OECD countries (see Fig. 3), which display complete compatibility of their systems for the
whole period of investigation. This could imply that the some non-Bologna OECD
countries might have served as an example for this kind of program structure in the course
of the BP. This lends evidence to the assumption that the introduction of a two-cycle
degree structure in the BP was due to lesson-drawing from countries perceived as having
'best practice' policies. However, the agreement on a two-cycle degree structure in the
3 + 2 format (3-year Bachelors, 2-year Masters) might be the result of transnational
problem solving since the non-participating OECD countries all had a 4 + I model in
place at the onset of the BP. Although it cannot be deduced from Fig. 3, the New Zealand
and some Australian universities either switched to a 3 + 2 system or made their 4 + I
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system compatible with the 3 + 2 system. Thus, although the idea to introduce a two-tier
system might result from lesson-drawing from non-European countries, some non-European OECD countries in turn adapted their system to the model promoted by the BP. This
could be judged as a result of transnational policy promotion due to the increasing number
of countries adhering to the 3 + 2 structure, set out as the standard in the course of the BP.
The measure for the ECTS or comparable credit transfer systems is a combined measure
of the general introduction of such a system and to what extent it is applied to academic
programs. The ECTS or comparable systems were nearly non-existent in a national context
and only used in the Erasmus framework for Bologna participants before 2000, while some
non-participating OECD countries already had credit transfer systems in 1996 (see Fig. 4).
Since 2008, however, Bologna participants show a slightly higher degree of convergence
than the whole sample with all dyads, meaning that the ECTS is employed in almost all
academic programs of participating countries. However, the degree of convergence among
the non-participating OECD countries with regard to the application of a credit transfer and
accumulation system comparable with ECTS increased as well. Thus, some of them
introduced a system comparable to the ECTS system in the course of the BP. This lends
evidence to the diffusion of the Bologna standards even beyond the participants in the
process.
The measurement for the introduction of a diploma supplement combines the mere
introduction of a diploma supplement and the extent to which all the criteria a diploma
supplement should fulfil (as delineated by the Lisbon Recognition Convention) are met.
The degree of convergence on this policy issue is steadily increasing since 2000 for the
Bologna participants, while none of the non-participating country pairs show any degree of
convergence on this issue. Before 2000 none and after 2004 few participating countries
introduced diploma supplements. After 2004 we observe convergent effects for the
Bologna participants since most countries introduced diploma supplements. For the OECD
countries not participating in the BP, the majority has not introduced diploma supplements,
and this pattern does not change during the 12 year period under investigation (see Fig. 5).
However, since Australia and New Zealand joined the Lisbon Recognition Convention a
discussion about the introduction of a Diploma Supplement has been going on and it is
likely that they will introduce a similar document in the long-term (see DEST 2006;

1

e

0,9

c:

0,8

~

0,7

f:
8

0,6 1- - - - - - - - ·
0,5

'0
~

0,4

CU

bb

~

. .... .................... ....... ...... ....... ........ . ............................................................

0,3
oI 2.

O,~

___h<"" ...,~..,.".~."

,.'"..........................................-:.... •.,....
..... '"
.,..""''*. . :.: .h
~

",

..._ ...._._. . . ._. . . _. . . _. . . ._. . . ._. . . _. . . _.-.. .!ai
.. ~.):;
..~;::~~_
. .,~'::_.~.~_.~;._.•. ""_.If,.~...._'._._.__*:11'_ _ _ _ _ _ _.....
.

1996

2000

2004

2008

Year
.. .... AIIOyads

•. , ••• Bologna
Participants

,·· Iit ·· Non-Bologna

OECO Oyads

Fig. 5 Implementation of diploma supplement fulfilling bologna requirements

Ministry of Education, New Zealand 2009). With explicit reference to the Bologna Process, several mid-western American states have also initiated a similar discussion about the
greater alignment, compatibility and transferability of degrees in the form of a qualifications framework and diploma supplement stating exactly what skills graduates have
acquired (see Dobbins 2010). With these notable exceptions, the introduction of a Diploma
Supplement seems to be a unique European policy that has not-yet-diffused beyond the
European borders. All of the above presented measures can be subsumed under the term
compatibility of degree and study structures (see "Research design"), since they all
measure the extent to which degrees awarded in one country can be compared to one
awarded by another country. Over time, the degree of convergence has steadily been
increasing and by 2008 strong convergence can be detected for Bologna participants.
Bologna participants started with a very low compatibility of degree structures in 1996,
while the degree of policy similarity has increased steadily until 2000 and after that
rapidly. The other OECD countries already started from a higher level of policy similarity
and slightly converged later on. Since Australia and New Zealand modified their study
structures, their HE systems are now compatible with both two-cycle formats. Thus, even
countries not participating in the BP have adjusted their study structures to the policy
models promoted in the transnational communicative framework of the BP (see Fig. 6,
degree of convergence for all dyads in 2008 is higher than that of non-Bologna OECD
dyads).
Quality assurance measures
The degree of convergence in the area of quality assurance is measured by firstly checking
for the existt<nce of any quality assurance mechanisms and then whether the respective
national schemes are in accordance with the Bologna standards as outlined by the
Stocktaking Report 2009. Comparing all dyads, the degree of convergence has steadily
increased over the whole period of investigation. The Bologna participants have even
reached full convergence by 2008, meaning that all participants have introduced some kind
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of quality assurance measures. The non-participating states started out in 1996 at a lower
level of policy similarity than the Bologna participants (see Fig. 7). There was an increase
in convergence for the period between 1996 and 2000 and ever since the degree of
convergence has remained on the level of the year 2000. Even though the worldwide
diffusion of quality assurance measures began before the onset of the BP (see "The
bologna process: actors and goals"), it seems that the BP added a greater impetus to the
related discourse and has furthered increased implementation efforts in the field of quality
assurance policies.
Controlling for the more precise requirements laid out in Bologna Communiques and
Stocktaking Reports, the convergent effect for the whole sample is weaker than for the
Bologna participants, but stronger than for the non-participants (see Fig. 8). Even when
controlling for specific requirements, the Bologna participants display a very high degree
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of convergence by 2008, meaning that most countries implemented most of the measures
and included all the required actors into QA measures according to Bologna standards.
However, even the policy similarity of the non-participating countries with regard to
quality assurance increased during the course of the BP, even when controlling for specific
requirements delineated in the Bologna documents. Thus, it could be inferred that some
non-participating countries adapted their quality assurance measures to the Bologna
standards (see Fig. 8, even when controlling for the strict Bologna requirements, the degree
of convergence increases for non-participating states in the course of the BP). Quality
assurance measures can therefore be identified as a policy measure that was given a greater
impetus due to the BP in participating as well as in non-participating countries.
Due to transnational communication the HE policies of Bologna participants have
converged more strongly than those of the non-participants. In the area of two-cycle degree
structures, the non-participating OECD countries display a higher degree of convergence
over the whole period of investigation than the participants, but the policies of the Bologna
participants overall converged to a greater extent. This is due to the fact that all of the nonparticipating countries already had two-cycle degree programs in place before the onset of
the BP, while only few Bologna participants (like Greece, Ireland and the UK) had twocycle structures before the BP. Hence, the compatibility of degree systems of the Bologna
participants converged more strongly due to their low starting point and sharp increases in
the degree of convergence. The idea of modulating degree structures seems to relate to
lesson-drawing from leading countries in combination with transnational problem solving
(by introducing a 3 + 2 scheme). Additionally, even diffusion processes can be detected
for some non-participants (see above).
With regard to ECTS or comparable credit transfer systems, the policies of the Bologna
participants as well as the non-participating OECD countries converged, although to a
lesser degree. The situation is comparable to the one for degree structures; the participants
started at a point of almost non-existent convergence and overtook the non-participants by
2008. In the case of the Diploma Supplement, only Bologna participants implemented it
over the period of investigation. The differences between the subsamples in adoption
patterns with regard to the Diploma Supplement lend evidence to transnational problem
solving as the relevant transnational communication mechanism, since this measure has

barely been adopted by actors outside the Bologna network. For the introduction of quality
assurance measures, the Bologna participants started out with a higher degree of policy
convergence at the onset of the BP and converged more strongly than those of the nonparticipants. This reflects the impact of the BP as speeding up HE policy reform processes
that were already in progress before the onset of the BP.
All Bologna participants have formally introduced quality assurance measures by 2008,
but full convergence has not been reached when controlling for the fulfilment of specific
criteria. The more precise the requirements of a policy are, for example for the introduction
of a diploma supplement or the compatibility of degree structures, the harder it seems to
achieve full convergence. When measuring just the implementation of policies, for
instance the introduction of a two-cycle degree system, without controlling for the percentage of enrolled students or the format of the system, full convergence can occur.

Conclusion
It was hypothesized that HE policies promoted in the context of the BP would lead to
convergence in the promoted areas even for non-participating OECD countries. This can be
affirmed, although the degree of policy convergence among BP participants is stronger
than for non-participating countries. Furthermore, we found that the more precise the
requirements for full compliance with a HE policy were, the lower the degree of convergence was-even if there was full convergence for the formal implementation of this
policy. Our results have demonstrated that HE policies promoted by the BP are converging
beyond BP participants. The communicative framework surrounding the BP induces voluntary policy adaptation, both for participating countries as well as (although to a lesser
degree) for countries not involved in this exercise of voluntary policy adjustment. Original
"European policies" such as the Diploma Supplement can be related to transnational
problem solving in expert networks, in contrast to the other Bologna measures adopted due
to lesson-drawing in combination with international policy promotion.
Altogether, we have shown that the BP has established itself as an international platform
for policy transfer. Lessons such as the implementation of a two-cycle degree structure are
drawn from the leading OEeD countries, promoted by international organizations, and
then redefined and refined in specialized networks of Bologna participants and international policy promoters, enabling transnational problem solving. These related processes
have ultimately produced a considerable degree of cross-country convergence in the
absence of binding legislative measures. An interesting path for future research would be to
examine the effects of the BP on national higher education governance structures, which
are also bound to be impacted by the ongoing higher education reforms and implementation of the BP.
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