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Abstract
Higher education interest groups remain somewhat understudied from a comparative 
theory-driven perspective. This is surprising because political decisions regarding 
higher education must increasingly be legitimized to students, taxpayers, the aca-
demic community and society. This article aims to advance our understanding of 
higher education stakeholders in post-communist Europe. In our view, the region 
deserves more attention, not least because students and academics were very instru-
mental in bringing down communism and institutionalizing democracy. First, we 
draw on Klemenčič’s (EJHE 2(1): 2–19, 2012; SHE 39(3):396–411, 2014) distinc-
tion between corporatist and pluralist as well as formalized and informal systems of 
representation in higher education. Looking at survey data from four countries—
Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovenia—we examine to what extent 
post-communist democracies have established corporatist institutions to facilitate 
the formal participation of various crucial stakeholder organizations, e.g. students’ 
unions, academic unions, rectors’ conferences, etc. Then we address whether higher 
education organizations enjoy privileged access to policy-makers compared to those 
from other policy areas, while engaging with the argument that higher education is 
a particular case of “stakeholder democracy” in a region otherwise characterized by 
weak civic participation and corporatism. To wrap up, we discuss different “muta-
tions of higher education corporatism” in each country.
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Introduction

Higher education (HE) interest groups remain understudied despite recent heavy 
reform activity. This is surprising because HE weighs heavily on public and pri-
vate budgets and HE-related decisions must increasingly be legitimized towards 
stakeholders. These include not only (fee-paying) students and the academic 
community, but also taxpayers and society in general in the knowledge-oriented 
twenty-first century (Vukasović 2018). This article advances our understand-
ing of HE stakeholders in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). We believe the 
region deserves more attention, not least because students and academics were 
very instrumental in bringing down communism and institutionalizing democ-
racy. Despite large-scale crackdowns on academic freedom, academic and student 
organizations repeatedly managed to adapt and outfox communist regimes.

The reestablishment of academic self-governance and freedom were key 
aspects of the (re-) democratization of CEE. This led to novel arrangements for 
stakeholder governance to protect the integrity of the academic community and 
ensure students’ rights (Dobbins 2011b). Post-communist HE systems also expe-
rienced exponential growth in both student numbers and new public and private 
institutions. CEE universities were not only key drivers of political change, but 
also served to channel human capital into rapidly growing market economies. 
However, the democratization process, broadly speaking, has been characterized 
by “ups” and “downs”. Hungary and Poland, in particular, have experienced both 
phases of rapid consolidation of liberal democracy, but also trends towards demo-
cratic backsliding (Sata and Karolewski 2020). In either case, academic commu-
nities and students have been highly present actors, and not necessarily in the 
more liberal camp.

This analysis provides comparative insights into interest intermediation struc-
tures in post-communist HE. Instead of focusing on specific policy-making pro-
cesses, we are interested in how organized interests interact with the state. How 
do they bring their interests to bear and do certain groups enjoy privileged access 
to decision-makers? These questions are all the more important amid the Europe-
anization and internationalization of the policy area. Most notably, the Bologna 
Process offered HE stakeholders—students, academics, university lobbyists—
new opportunities to internationally engage with like-minded actors. Since the 
2001 Bologna Conference held in Prague, national governments have been given 
new incentives to include students and other external stakeholders into govern-
ance processes (Jungblut and Weber 2012).

Against this background, we comparatively examine the position of HE organ-
ized interests in Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovenia. Draw-
ing on Klemenčič’s (2012, 2014) distinctions between corporatist and pluralist 
HE stakeholder regimes as well as formalized associations of academic interest 
groups and academic social movements, we explore how post-communist democ-
racies have enabled stakeholder participation by student unions, professional aca-
demic organizations, rectors’ conferences and university workers’ associations. 
We explore survey data covering a vast majority of national-level HE advocacy 
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groups from the four mentioned countries and nearly all “encompassing organiza-
tions”, i.e. major HE organizations with an umbrella-like character representing 
universities, academics, students or university workers as a whole (Olson 1982).

After a historical overview, we explore patterns of coordination between aca-
demic organizations and the state. This enables us to assess whether various key 
stakeholder groups (e.g. students’, university workers’ associations) have equal or 
distorted access to HE-related consultations. Based on our larger survey-based data-
set also comprising healthcare and energy organizations, we then assess whether HE 
organizations differ from other organizations regarding access to political institu-
tions. Thus, we address whether HE governance represents a special case of “stake-
holder democracy” in a region otherwise characterized by weak civil society (How-
ard 2003; Guasti 2016) and lacking corporatist structures (Jahn 2016).

HE stakeholders in CEE and beyond

Considering the increasing number of individuals active in HE, interest organiza-
tions have become increasingly relevant actors. Altbach (1997), for example, pro-
vided an outstanding historical account of student activism in the USA. Luescher-
Mamashela (2013) discusses changes in student governance resulting from the 
“democratization” of western universities in the 1960s and the recent trend towards 
managerialism, while also putting forward arguments against student representation. 
McLendon et al. (2009) extend the focus beyond student engagement and incorpo-
rate other stakeholders such as university lobbyists into their analysis of the impact 
of interest groups on American HE funding.

Drawing on Schmitter and Streeck’s (1999) logic of influence and logic of mem-
bership, Klemenčič (2012, 2014) has written extensively on student organizations 
in Europe. She and others (e.g. Jungblut and Weber 2012) show how national stu-
dent organizations engage in a two-level game: they simultaneously interact with 
their members to absorb their interests and ensure their support, while interacting 
with political authorities and specific university decision-making bodies (Klemenčič 
2012). She also distinguishes between formalized student associations as interest 
groups and social movements promoting student causes. While the former generally 
demonstrate hierarchical structures, stable funding arrangements and more profes-
sionalized internal organizational regimes, the latter are mainly looser civic move-
ments heavily reliant on volunteers (see della Porta and Guzmán-Concha 2020). 
Klemenčič (2012) also classifies various HE systems as corporatist or pluralist. In 
the corporatist paradigm (see Siaroff 1999; Jahn 2016), the state engages with a few 
intermediary associations of an encompassing character, often resulting in repre-
sentation monopolies. This may go hand in hand with set funding arrangements for 
selected organizations in exchange for a steady flow of information and expertise. 
Pluralist arrangements, by contrast, are characterized by unstable groups and alli-
ances of both genuine interest groups and academic movements, often competing 
for access to decision-makers and with one another. Membership is generally vol-
untary and the state negotiates ad hoc with some groups. Other more state-centred 
arrangements may also exist in which a strong, technocratically operating executive 
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dominates policy-making without regularly consulting non-governmental stakehold-
ers (Woll 2009). Building on Klemenčič’s analyses (2012, 2014), Vukasović (2018) 
also includes non-student organizations representing HE academic staff and institu-
tions and/or management. Staff organizations are essentially trade unions with high 
autonomy and a strong professional ethos (2018, 420). Organizations representing 
HE institutions generally comprise rectors’ conferences and alliances of university 
groups (e.g. polytechnics, research-oriented universities, private universities, etc.).

Against this background, numerous questions emerge regarding HE stakeholders 
in CEE and beyond. How do they interact with policy-makers? Are they insiders 
or outsiders in policy-making? Are more concentrated interests (e.g. rectors) given 
biased representation to the detriment of more diffuse groups (e.g. students)? Is stu-
dent representation formalized, or more akin to social movement activism? Do cor-
poratist constellations facilitate consensus with selected organizations? And has the 
idea of a HE “stakeholder democracy”, which emerged after the collapse of com-
munism and was heavily promoted during the Bologna Process, been consolidated 
over time?

The historical context

While authors have begun to address these questions for various western countries 
(see Jungblut and Weber 2012 for Germany, Dobbins 2014 for France, Weimer 
2015 for Finland), we still have little comparative knowledge on academic stake-
holder organizations in CEE. This is surprising considering its moving history of 
academic activism, which we now briefly elaborate on.

Poland

Polish academic history is uniquely turbulent. While Poland hosts some of Europe’s 
oldest universities (e.g. Kraków), the partitions of Poland resulted in the territorial 
fragmentation of Polish academia. Poland’s reconstitution after World War I her-
alded a phase of expansion based on Humboldian academic self-governance (Scott 
2002), only to be terminated by the Nazis, who murdered scores of Polish academ-
ics. The hardships continued when the Soviet Army executed much of the remaining 
Polish intelligentsia in Katyń in 1940.

Student self-governance dates back to the nineteenth century, when students 
created systems of mutual cooperation (bratniaki) for non-ideological interest rep-
resentation (Junes 2015). After World War II, the Federacja Polskich Organizacji 
Studenckich unified the bratniaki under one umbrella organization, only to be dis-
banded by the communists and replaced by the Zrzeszenie Studentów Polskich (Pol-
ish Students’ Association) in 1950. However, it maintained ideological pluralism 
(Junes 2015, 81), enabling students to become heavily involved in the 1956 Poznań 
workers’ revolt.

In the 1970s, all existing student organizations were “Sovietized” with the Soc-
jalistyczny Związek Studentów Polskich (Socialist Union of Polish Students). Yet 
dissatisfaction with its ideological proximity to the regime led to the creation of 
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various splinter organizations and then in the late 1970s to student sections of the 
Solidarity movement. Emulating workers’ demands for self-managing trade union 
structures, oppositional students created the Niezależne Zrzeszenie Studentów (Inde-
pendent Students’ Association—NZS), while groups at individual HE institutions 
established their own self-government councils (Junes 2015).

However, the communist regime disbanded the NZS and renamed the Social-
ist Union of Polish Students back to Polish Student’s Association (Zrzeszenie Stu-
dentów Polskich—ZSP), which had existed before 1973. During communism’s grad-
ual demise, the NZS reemerged, only to be banned again under martial law. After 
1989, the trauma of occupation was a major leitmotiv of Polish academics’ struggle 
to preserve institutional autonomy (van Beek 1995). The 1990 HE Act decentral-
ized power to university self-government bodies. Academic senates were modelled 
according to parliaments, whereby leading academics accounted for approx. 90% of 
representation. Academics also rapidly mobilized to collectively assert themselves 
at the state level by establishing the General Council for Science and Higher Educa-
tion (Rada Glówna Nauki i Szkolnictwa Wyższego) (OECD 2006, 77) and Polish 
Rectors’ Conference (KRASP, founded 1997) to politically advocate narrower inter-
ests of university managers.

NZS was relegalized in 1989, but later limited its political activities. The ZPS, 
by contrast, lost significance and ceased to exist at many HE institutions. However, 
post-communist Poland experienced a boom in new students’ organizations (see 
Dobbins et al. 2021), most notably the Parlament studentów founded in 1995 as a 
self-managing, but state-financed formal representation body of all Polish students, 
and the national-conservative, more grassroots-based Studenci dla rzeczpospolity in 
2010.

Czech Republic

Czech HE also exhibited a long self-regulatory tradition before succumbing to com-
munism. Even before the Prague Spring in 1968, the Czechoslovak Youth Move-
ment (Československý svaz mládeže) openly criticized Stalinism and called for eco-
nomic reforms (Šustrová 2007). Student, academic and civic groups mobilized with 
trade unions against Soviet control and vociferously advocated for democracy, only 
to have their hopes crushed by the 1968 Soviet invasion (Kavan 2018). In 1969, the 
student Jan Palach burned himself to death in protest—a symbolic tragedy uniting 
Czech academics, students and civil society.

In the late 1970s, anti-communists, workers, students, intellectuals coalesc-
ing around the idea of human rights, tolerance and free speech signed the Charter 
77. However, it was confiscated and the loose civic initiative was forced to operate 
underground (Kraus 2007). The anti-communist movement again gathered around 
the Palach tragedy 20 years later, bringing thousands of students and dissidents to 
the streets of Prague in 1989 for the so-called “Palach Week” (Kopsa 2019). Stu-
dents plastered the Charter 77 on the city’s walls and indisputably became cru-
cial collective actors driving the Velvet Revolution and democratization, not only 
through their key presence in oppositional circles, but also by disseminating democ-
racy-promoting literature and information material (Otáhal 2003; Nantl 2018).
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Driven by student and academic demands for liberty, Humboldtian self-govern-
ing, “democratized” universities were quickly revived after communism (Pabian 
et al. 2011). This was reflected in the institutionalization of external buffer organiza-
tions and strong student participation (Dobbins 2011a). The Czech Rectors’ Con-
ference—founded in 1993—and Council of Higher Education Institutions (Rada 
vysokých škol) were established to formally represent academic senates and facul-
ties. The Council also comprised students, and subsequently, a Student chamber of 
the Council was created to formally advocate students’ interests vis-à-vis the state.

Hungary

After 1948, the communists completely transformed Hungarian HE. University 
autonomy was abolished, technological and cadre training were  preferred over 
liberal arts and social sciences, and the participation of students of a worker and 
peasant background massively expanded (Murray 1960, 399–402). The Petőfi Cir-
cle, an intellectual club of the communist youth organization, played a prominent 
role in the internal party opposition during the restoration attempt of the Stalinist 
faction between 1954 and 1956. Students, alongside industrial workers, comprised 
the backbone of the October–November 1956 armed struggle against the commu-
nism. In fact, it was the 23 October solidarity march with Poland of the students of 
the Budapest University of Technology that started the revolution (Rainer 2016). 
After bloody retaliations, the regime took a national-accommodative character, but 
Kádár’s “Goulash communism” was never lenient towards student’s initiatives out-
side the Federation of Communist Youth (KISZ—Kommunista Ifjúsági Szövetség) 
(Ungváry 2007). After 1968 though, new colleges for advanced studies became 
small islands of democracy, while training the country’s academic, political and 
economic elite.

The 1985 Education Act authorized the founding of independent student self-
governments. Students thus soon formed the National HE Interest Representation 
Federation (OFÉSZ—Országos Felsőoktatási Érdekképviseleti Szövetség) in 1988, 
which also comprised anti-communist faculty (Kucsera 2010, 38–39). Other aca-
demic organizations were formed during the turbulent years of 1988–1989 (Lab-
anino et al. 2021), including the Rectors’ Conference, the main HE and academic 
unions (along with the labour union federation of such unions). In 1996, the main 
student organization, the OFÉSZ, became the National Conference of Student Self-
Governments (HÖOK-Hallgatói Onkörmányzatok Országos Szövetsége), which has 
been ever since formally stipulated by law as main student interest representation 
(Kucsera 2010). The Rectors’ Conference and the National Federation of Doctoral 
Students (DOSZ—Doktoranduszok Országos Szövetsége) also were granted formal 
legal status in 1993 and 2011, respectively.

Slovenia

Yugoslavia’s move away from Stalinism in 1948 was reflected in Slovenian student 
and academic activism. Many young people identified with the socio-economic sys-
tem and wished to shape it (Ule 1998). The Slovenian student movement had weaker 
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dissident roots and instead was largely inspired by western leftist student movements 
in 1968 and later (see Čepič 2018). While indeed demanding more individualism 
and decentralization, their activities were mainly directed against American and 
Soviet foreign policy. Yugoslav and Slovenian social scientists also established the 
Praxis School, which was ideologically rooted in Marxism and the western “New 
Leftist” movement. Thus, both academic and students’ movements primarily advo-
cated humane and participative socialism (Ramšak 2015; Čepič 2018). This resulted 
in numerous corporatism-oriented changes to university governance, most notably, 
a tripartite arrangement of faculty and university bodies including university staff, 
faculty and external (i.e. political) representatives (Ule 2015). However, this simul-
taneously heralded more political control, resulting in the 1970s in crackdowns on 
student protests and targeted state support for socialist youth movements.

Student and academic movements were at the forefront of the anti-communist 
resistance, decisively contributing to the system’s collapse. Slovenian students and 
academics particularly supported the notion of statehood based on Slovenia’s “radi-
cally different” character than the rest of Yugoslavia (Hansen 1996, 484). However, 
the university governance model became rather one-sided, no longer reflecting the 
previous tripartite arrangement. Only tenured professors participated in academic 
senates (Zgaga 2002), while students and other academics were excluded. Yet stu-
dents created the Slovenian Student Union as an umbrella organization in 1994, 
which only began operating nationally and without a formal status in 2002.1 Unlike 
the other analysed countries, Slovenian rectors only established an organization in 
2005. However, Slovenia entered the post-socialist phase with an already well-devel-
oped landscape of more discipline-specific academic and student organizations and 
experienced a proliferation of new students’ and university employees’ organizations 
in the mid-1990s (Labanino et al. 2021). By the late 1990s, it also introduced more 
inclusive academic senates and an academic assembly at all universities consisting 
of all key stakeholders (Zgaga 2002).

After reflecting on the historical context, our data now not only allows us to 
explore the position of students and various other HE groups (university rectors, 
workers, academics) nowadays, but also assess whether these systems gravitate 
towards pluralist or corporatist interest intermediation. While other authors have 
pointed to more pluralist policy-making in CEE (for HE, see Klemenčič 2014)2 and 
lacking corporatist structures and social dialogue (Jahn 2016), we argue that post-
communist HE systems may indeed be an anomaly. First, mass academic and student 
mobilization was decisive in dismantling communism, resulting in a widespread 
sentimental attachment to academics and students in CEE, which may in turn enable 
them privileged access to the state. Second, the phase of post-communist “path ini-
tialization” may continue to reverberate. Academic groups were extremely quick to 
gain a grip, or even a monopoly on policy-making, by creating buffer institutions 
enabling them to self-manage the policy area. Third, Bologna and its heavy focus on 

1 https:// www. stude ntska- org. si/ preds tavit ev/ engli sh/ about- ssu/.
2 Klemenčič postulates that transitional countries generally opt for a pluralist approach, because this ena-
bles governments to “divide and rule” rivaling groups.

https://www.studentska-org.si/predstavitev/english/about-ssu/.
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stakeholdership and student demands may have further consolidated inclusive and 
dialogue-oriented policy-making regimes. Hence, we assume that HE stakeholder 
regimes will gravitate towards the corporatist ideal-type characterized by a balanc-
ing of interests and dialogue-oriented policy-making. Yet our data also allow us to 
address—in line with Klemenčič’s (2014) argument—the degree of pluralist compe-
tition between rivalling groups and hence whether pluralist elements exist (or have 
increased during the Bologna Process) within otherwise presumably corporatist sys-
tems. We now outline our multi-step approach to test these assumptions.

Analysis

We conducted an online survey targeting all national-level HE organizations in 
the four countries. The survey also included organizations operating in energy and 
healthcare policy (see below). All organizations were identified by searches in court 
registries3 and included both state-licensed (e.g. rectors’ conferences) and non-
licensed interest groups. An overview of the types of organizations and their pro-
liferation between the collapse of communism (1989) and the present (2020) is pro-
vided in Table 1.

The multiple-choice survey questions with a comment option addressed 
their interactions with parties, parliaments, regulatory authorities as well 
as policy coordination with the state. The survey was administered between 
March 2019 and May 2020 in the four national languages. Organizations per-
ceived as critically important (e.g. major students’ organizations, large labour 
unions consisting of university workers, rectors’ conferences) were contacted 
more intensely and nearly all responded to the survey. We received approx. 
90 responses, covering essentially all “encompassing”4 organizations (e.g. 

Table 1  Types of organizations by country

Own elaboration

CZ 2018 CZ 1989 HU 2018 HU 1989 PL 2018 PL 1989 SLO 2018 SLO 1989

HE scientific 19 10 23 15 17 12 29 12
HE students 12 1 12 5 15 5 44 4
HE institu-

tions
7 0 8 3 5 1 1 0

HE employees 3 0 6 6 2 2 5 1

3 For Poland, the National Court Registry (Krajowy Rejestr Sądowy—KRS), for Hungary the court 
registry of civil society organizations (Civil szervezetek névjegyzéke), for Slovenia the AJPES registry 
(Agency of the Republic of Slovenia for Public Legal Records and Related Services) and for the Czech 
Republic the registry of the Czech Statistical Office.
4 We borrow Olson’s term “encompassing organizations” (1965/1982) to demarcate larger organizations, 
often of an umbrella character, who represent large segments of the HE sector (e.g., national students’ 
organizations, national rectors’ conferences, nationally operating HE workers’ unions) as opposed to 
more specialized interests (e.g. medical students, university librarians, geography association, etc.).
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rectors’ organizations, general students’ organizations, university workers’ 
associations).5

The advantage of the survey is that it provides authentic insights from interest 
organizations regarding their position in the policy-making process. However, sur-
vey data bear the disadvantage of subjectivity. Organized groups may exaggerate or 
underestimate their own recognition by the state and involvement in policy consulta-
tions. Nonetheless, our relatively large sample of responding organizations repre-
senting heterogeneous interests enables us to partially overcome potentially biased 
responses. Moreover, to increase the “authenticity” of our data and compensate for 
the few cases of non-response by large organizations, we gathered data from national 
parliaments, HE consultation bodies and secondary literature. We also conducted 11 
interviews with HE stakeholder representatives and policy experts (see “Appendix”).

Exploring policy styles in CEE HE

Roughly following Vukasović (2018), we categorized all responding organizations 
into subgroups: general students, discipline-specific students (e.g. law, medicine), 
professional academic organizations (e.g. sociology, linguistics),6 university work-
ers (i.e. labour unions) and organizations representing HE institutions (i.e. rectors’ 
conferences, university sector lobby associations). Although not traditional interest 
organizations, we included academies of science in our survey as they may function 
as important general representations of academic researchers. This reflects the par-
ticular history of CEE, where research was generally concentrated in academies of 
science, while universities were chiefly teaching institutions. As already described, 
our specific category of “encompassing organizations” covers large organizations 
representing students, sectoral interests (e.g. rectors’ conferences, university sector 
lobby associations), university workers and the academic profession (e.g. academies 
of science) as a whole (see endnote 3).

First, we were interested whether corporatist-like structures exist to support 
“stakeholder democracy” nowadays. We define several “ingredients” of corporat-
ist, consensus-oriented policy-making to conceptually grasp forms of interaction. In 
economic policy and beyond, corporatism generally entails the transfer of policy-
making from the parliament to institutionalized platforms for exchange between 
larger peak or encompassing organizations and strong political coordination between 
the state and organized interests. This is expected to lead to a distinct consensus ori-
entation and relatively equal representation of “diffuse” (e.g. students) and “concen-
trated” interests (e.g. rectors). Thus, we asked:

5 The numbers in Table  1 reflect all contacted organizations, including very specific organizations 
contacted less intensely (e.g., geography students association, Association of Byelorussian students in 
Poland).
6 We relied on Wikipedia’s list of broader academic disciplines, https:// en. wikip edia. org/ wiki/ Outli ne_ 
of_ acade mic_ disci plines. For example, general historical or philosophical associations were included, 
but not specific organizations such as “The Association of Eastern European Historians” or “The Asso-
ciation of Platonic Philosophy”. We also narrowed the population to organizations with active university 
personnel and mentions of HE and science policy or university research on their website.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_of_academic_disciplines
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_of_academic_disciplines
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How would you rate the level of policy coordination/political exchange 
between the state and your interest group?

Here, general student organizations reported moderate to strong policy coordination 
in all countries. However, in contrast to Jahn’s (2016) high corporatism ranking for 
Slovenia, general student groups report low coordination, which is compensated by 
specific groups (e.g. medicine, law, etc.). Rectors and university associations also 
report moderate to strong coordination, while university workers—as is generally 
the case with employees’ associations in CEE (Vanhuysse 2007)—perceive policy 
coordination as weaker. In fact, for Poland, numerous other organizations indicated 
the rectors’ organization as the main and/or sole mouthpiece for university interests 
(Interview PL-2) (Fig. 1).

We then explored the aggregate perception of ties between HE stakeholders and 
political parties:

Approximately how often does your organization consult with political par-
ties?

Polish students—unlike rectors and representatives of institutions—report much 
weaker ties with political parties than their Czech, Hungarian and Slovenian coun-
terparts. In general, the data point to relatively low partisan politicization of HE, 
with the exception of Hungary (and Poland, see below). This finding for Hungary 
seems to contradict the claims of infringement on academic freedom and democratic 
backsliding (Sata and Karolewski 2020) under Orbán. However, these high scores 
for consultations among general student and encompassing HE organizations are 
driven mostly by academic organizations stipulated by law as formal public bod-
ies and financed by public sources. Thus, they are consulted regularly and/or have 

Fig. 1  Perceived level of policy coordination
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been co-opted by the government. During the winter of 2012 and 2013 after an 
announcement of a radical reduction in state-financed university student places, the 
government faced a rare unified front of such established organizations as the Rec-
tors’ Conference and the main student organization and new, grassroots students’ 
and lecturers’ organizations. In response, the government co-opted the former—and 
the main HE union—and made concessions regarding the number of state-financed 
university students, but went forward with its university finance and governance 
reforms anyway (Labanino and Dobbins 2020). We interviewed high-level repre-
sentatives of two such established, public bodies, the Rectors’ Conference7 and the 
National Association of Doctoral Students. Both emphasized their good professional 
relations and access to the decision-makers as well as regular consultations (Inter-
views HU-3, HU-5). Yet it is telling that Hungarian academic professional organi-
zations and university workers’ organizations reported no or very weak  access to 
parties (Fig. 2).

We also asked about the intensity of consultations with the present and previous 
governments:

Approximately how often does the (present/previous) government consult 
interest groups in your field of activity?

Our data show that biannual to monthly consultations between large, general HE 
stakeholders (i.e. encompassing organizations) and political parties are the norm. 
However, Czech and Polish rectors as well as Polish and Hungarian students are 
outliers, engaging very frequently in consultations. In line with the corporatist 

Fig. 2  Consultations with political parties

7 We do not have a survey response from this organization, rather relied on the interview.
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paradigm, encompassing organizations in all four countries report frequent consulta-
tions, with Hungary being a partial exception (Fig. 3).

Assuming that corporatist interest intermediation arrangements remain stable 
over time, we compared the intensity of consultations between the present govern-
ments8 and previous governments9 (Fig. 4).

Aside from the missing data from Hungary, where today’s students were mostly 
small children under the previous coalition (up to 2010) and Czech rectors, who 
reportedly cultivate closer ties with the present Babiš government, the results almost 
mirror those of the present governments. In Poland, students report closer ties with 
the present national-conservative government (also Interview PL-3), whereby the 
academic profession groups report closer contacts with previous liberal-conserva-
tive government. The results for the major encompassing organizations, however, 
point to relative stability.

This sheds light on another interesting aspect, considering that previous gov-
ernments now generally constitute the political opposition (with the partial excep-
tion of the Czech ANO government): the relatively similar frequency of contacts 
with governing and opposition parties reflects the relatively low level of politi-
cization of HE in the region (with the partial exception of Hungary, see below). 

Fig. 3  Consultations with the government

8 Poland = the moderately national-conservative PiS government, 2015-present; Hungary = the strongly 
national-conservative Fidesz government, 2010-present; Slovenia = the center-left LMŠ (Lista Mar-
jana Šarc), 2018-March 2020; Czech Republic = the liberal Ano/Social Democratic ČSSD government, 
2018-present.
9 Poland = Civic Platform (PO) (2007–2015); Hungary = socialist MSZP – liberal SZDSZ (2004–2010); 
Slovenia = center-right SDS (2014–2018); Czech Republic = ČSSD/Ano & Christian Democratic KDU-
ČSL (2014–2018).
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Indeed, numerous responding organizations from all four countries explicitly 
reported that they maintain frequent contacts with all major political parties, 
without expressing a particular preference.

We also asked about interactions between interest groups and regulatory 
authorities (specifically quality assurance and accreditation bodies) to assess to 
what extent policy-making takes place outside traditional political channels.

Approximately how often does your organization consult with regulatory 
authorities in HE?

The data reflect a transfer of policy-making to quality assurance and evaluation 
agencies, in which major stakeholder groups, most notably rectors and students—
and professional academic organizations in the Polish case—take a central posi-
tion. And again here, we observe a heavy presence of students and organizations 
representing universities (i.e. rectors) (Fig. 5).

In line with our understanding of corporatism as the balancing of rivalling 
interests, we also asked all organizations:

Do you think that opportunities for participation are equally distributed 
among interest organizations?

The general tenor is a relatively equal playing field with little country variation. 
Notable, however, is the weaker position of university workers’ associations and 
specific professional academic organizations (e.g. geography, law). In particular 
in Poland and the Czech Republic, it seems that rectors’ associations function as 
a mouthpiece of the universities to the detriment of smaller specific organizations 
(see Vlk et al. 2021; Interview PL-2) (Fig. 6).

Fig. 4  Consultations with the previous government
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To better demarcate corporatism from pluralism and understand the factual 
situation, we took two further steps. First, we are interested in the extent to which 
organizations compete for the same constituents. Strong competition would indi-
cate the existence of rivalling organizations and thus a “pluralist” struggle over 
representativeness for certain stakeholders. We asked:

Fig. 5  Consultations with regulatory authorities

Fig. 6  Perception of equal opportunities
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Do you experience intensive competition from organizations representing sim-
ilar/identical interests and values?

The results point in a corporatist direction, with the special case of Slovenia (see 
below), and to some extent Poland. However, a word of strong caution is warranted. 
Among all questions asked, this question delivered by far the lowest response rate 
(approx. 30%), of which the large majority of respondents were Slovenian organiza-
tions. However, we believe it is justifiable to assume that non-response is indicative 
of low competition over constituents, as non-responding organizations are likely to 
be simply unaccustomed to competition with similar organizations seeking advo-
cacy monopolies over the same constituents. Unless otherwise noted in the survey 
comments, we hence coded non-responding organizations as perceiving no competi-
tion10 (Fig. 7).

Looking back, we have established that HE policy-making in the four countries 
bears numerous features of the corporatist paradigm and that relative parity in the 
intensity of consultations and policy coordination exists, at least between larger 
encompassing organizations. We also see evidence of general students’ organiza-
tions being as equally well integrated into policy-making as organizations represent-
ing university interests (i.e. rectors). However numerous questions remain open: how 
stable have these arrangements been over time? Have there been any notable changes 
since Bologna (Vukasović 2018)? And are the country-specific arrangements really 

Fig. 7  Perceived competition from organizations with similar/identical interests

10 Academies of Science and specific scientific organizations were dropped because they essentially 
stand alone.
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as similar as our aggregate data would lead us to believe? Our dataset enables us to 
comparatively address these questions (Fig. 8).

We asked all organizations:

In your opinion, is the number of interest organizations attempting to influ-
ence legislation in your area increasing, decreasing or stable over the past 
10–15 years?

Here we observe relative stability in Slovenia, the country which already exhibited a 
pluralistic pre-transformation interest group landscape, while organizations from the 
other countries report a slight increase in HE stakeholder groups. We also inquired:

How has the size of your organization’s membership changed in the past 
10–15 years?

Here we see the persistent weakness of workers’ organizations, which falls in line 
with a broader observation for CEE, where workers movements were unable to 
adapt to the capitalist economic order (Ost 2011). By contrast, students’ and rec-
tors’ organizations (with the partial exception of Slovenia) are maintaining steady 
growth. And while we see a shift towards encompassing organizations in the other 
countries, Slovenia—the country generally attested a higher level of corporatism 
(Jahn 2016)—again counters this trend. The data show a strong increase in student 
activism in Hungary, reflected in booms in membership of general and specific stu-
dent groups, as well as an increase in membership in professional academic groups. 
We would attribute this increase to the radical, systemic changes of the past tur-
bulent decade. The new 2011 HE Act together with the introduction the dual gov-
ernance system of universities in 2014–2015 (Kováts 2015) reduced institutional 
autonomy and academic self-regulation (see, for example, EUA 2017; Polónyi 

Fig. 8  Perception of number of HE interest groups trying to influence policy
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2015). Furthermore, other swiftly and unilaterally introduced measures such the 
withdrawal of the accreditation of gender studies, the encroachments on the Central 
European University and the governmental takeover of the renowned research insti-
tute network of the Hungarian Academy of Science followed one another in the past 
10 years (Labanino and Dobbins 2020) (Fig. 9).

Academies of science and professional academic organizations have also indeed 
increased their membership in Poland and Slovenia.11 For Poland, we would inter-
pret this is as a result of the state’s increased focus on re-institutionalizing com-
petitive academic research, which suffered from a myriad of structural and financial 
obstacles post-1990. Efforts to reinvigorate fundamental research with new fund-
ing incentives and initiatives are likely to have boosted organizational membership 
(Dobbins 2017).

Finally, we asked all organizations how they assess their ability to assert their 
interests compared to 10 years ago:

To what extent do you assess the ability of your organization to assert its inter-
ests as opposed to 10–15  years ago (or since its founding, if founded more 
recently)?

Again, we see picture of relative stability, but also further confirmation of numer-
ous arguments presented above. First, the graphic reflects greater strength of student 
organizations (with Poland as a slight exception), likely an effect of the Bologna 
Process, which specifically promoted direct student engagement (Vukasović 2018). 
We also see a strengthening of rectors’ and institutional organizations promoting 

Fig. 9  Changes in size of membership

11 We unfortunately lack data from the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.
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broader university interests. From the perspective of corporatist vs pluralist-style 
policy-making, the data reveal no shift away from encompassing organizations 
as the major stakeholders. And again, following the broader trend in the region, 
employees’ unions have not gained traction (Fig. 10).

Comparing HE with other policy areas

While our data show relatively strong stakeholder engagement and corporatist ten-
dencies, in particular among students, rectors’ organizations and large academic 
associations (i.e. academies of science), they still bear two major weaknesses. First, 
we still do not know how HE organizations fare against those operating in other pol-
icy areas. Second, our standardized dataset only partially grasps all country-specific 
nuances of corporatism. Therefore, we wrap up the analysis by testing whether HE 
organizations enjoy “privileged proximity” to policy-makers over non-HE organi-
zations and then provide some additional descriptive analysis of HE stakeholder 
arrangements in CEE.

This time we focus on access to the policy-makers, and specifically whether dif-
ferences can be attributed to whether organizations operate in a specific policy area 
or specific country. Our dataset also including energy and healthcare organizations 
allows us to assess whether HE policy-making is “special” (see Table 2 for response 
rate by country and policy).

To trace differences across policy fields, we looked at three avenues of access—to 
the parliament, government and regulatory authorities. Our survey questions were 
straightforward:

Fig. 10  Ability to assert interests compared to 10 years ago
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How difficult is it for your organization to access regulatory authorities/the 
parliament/the governing party? (1—extremely difficult, 2—difficult, 3—
sometimes possible, 4—easy, 5—extremely easy)

For each form of access, we also controlled not only for individual countries, but 
also the impact of organizational membership, employees, financial stability and the 
status as an encompassing organization. We assume that organizations with greater 
financial and personnel resources as well as encompassing organizations will more 
easily access decision-makers. Hence, the approach enables us  to assess whether 
merely being a HE organization is a greater determinant of access than organiza-
tional resources (i.e. finances, members, staff).

The variables regarding membership and employees were logged to prevent 
distortion and extreme values. Both variables represent added values: the variable 
employ is constructed by adding staff and volunteers as we are interested in the sum 
of the manpower of organizations. A similar logic applies for “membership”, for 
which we calculated the absolute number of members by adding individual, firm and 
institutional numbers, i.e. the size of the organization (both transformed into a loga-
rithmic scale due to extreme values). Assuming that organizations may be hesitant 
to reveal concrete financial data, we asked a less straightforward question, namely 
whether organizations are financially stable for “less than one year”, “one to two 
years”, “three to five years”, “approximately five years” or “more than five years”.

Table 2  Response rate per country in HE, energy (EN) and healthcare (HC) policy

Own elaboration

Country Total responses % of total 
responses

Total invited organiza-
tions per country

Total 
response rate 
in %

Czechia—total 123 28.3 366 33.6
CZ-HE 18 41 43.9
CZ-EN 37 106 34.9
CZ-HC 26 71 36.6
Hungary—total 97 22.3 275 35.3
HU-HE 18 49 36.7
HU-EN 26 71 36.6
HU-HC 53 155 34.2
Poland—total 97 22.3 395 24.6
PL-HE 26 37 70.2
PL-EN 25 102 24.5
PL-HC 46 256 18.0
Slovenia—total 118 27.1 228 51.8
SLO-HE 38 81 46.9
SLO-EN 30 46 65.2
SLO-HC 50 101 49.5
Total—all policy fields 435 100 1264 34.4
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We first conducted a bivariate correlation analysis of the access variables to 
determine to what degree our dependent variables are interrelated. We find a very 
strong correlation between access to government parties and regulatory bodies for 
all organizations. However, for the subsequent regressions we stick to the distinc-
tion between both types of access as they represent very different political venues. 
The former pertains to actual partisan political actors, whereas the latter comprises 
quality assurance and accreditation bodies consisting generally of both governmen-
tal policy-makers and members of the HE community. According to Table 3, parlia-
mentary access stands out from the other two forms of access. This is highly useful 
for our purposes as corporatist arrangements are generally associated with the trans-
fer of policy-making away from the parliament into other intermediate bodies.

For each type of access, we first conducted bivariate regressions to measure the 
effect of an organization’s affiliation with the HE sector on access to governing parties, 

Table 3  Access to the parliament, regulatory authorities and government parties (ordinal logistic regres-
sion—countries indicated as categorical variables)

Standard errors in parentheses
+ p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Parlaccess 
(1)

Parlaccess 
(2)

Regaccess 
(1)

Regaccess 
(2)

Govpaccess 
(1)

Govpaccess 
(2)

Policy 
field—HE

− 0.39 − 0.67* 0.83** 0.79* 0.76* 0.69+

(0.27) (0.34) (0.30) (0.32) (0.33) (0.35)
Czechia—

reference
0.00 0.00 0.00
(.) (.) (.)

Hungary − 1.21** − 0.47 − 0.72+

(0.40) (0.33) (0.42)
Poland 1.13** − 0.38 − 0.28

(0.34) (0.34) (0.37)
Slovenia − 0.42 0.02 − 0.55

(0.37) (0.34) (0.35)
Members 

(logged)
0.10+ 0.01 0.09+

(0.06) (0.05) (0.06)
Employees 

(logged)
0.14* − 0.10 0.01
(0.07) (0.06) (0.07)

Financial 
stability

− 0.11 0.04 0.10
(0.09) (0.08) (0.09)

Encompass-
ing org

0.90** 0.71* 0.49
(0.31) (0.31) (0.32)

cut1 0.45*** 1.05* − 1.09*** − 1.25** − 0.39* 0.13
(0.13) (0.41) (0.15) (0.39) (0.15) (0.41)

cut2 1.86*** 2.74*** 0.53*** 0.41 1.01*** 1.60***
(0.17) (0.44) (0.14) (0.39) (0.17) (0.43)

Observations 336 289 263 263 210 210
Pseudo R2 0.004 0.127 0.014 0.034 0.012 0.040
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regulatory authorities and the parliamentary arena. We then conducted multivariate 
ordinal regressions for which we tested for country-specific effects while also con-
trolling for members, employees, financial stability and whether the organizations are 
larger, encompassing organizations.

Table 3 shows the results. In the bivariate regressions, we assessed the ability of 
HE organizations to access national parliaments in comparison with healthcare and 
energy interest organizations. The bivariate calculations show that HE organizations 
are less likely to access the parliament, but enjoy better access to governing parties 
and regulatory authorities in their respective policy area than organizations operating in 
both other sectors. These findings are mirrored by the multivariate regressions, which 
control for numerous interest group-specific factors (members, employees and financial 
capacity). Again, we see that merely being a HE organization significantly enhances its 
ability to access the government and regulatory authorities compared to the healthcare 
and energy sectors.

By contrast, an organization’s affiliation with the HE sector decreases its ability to 
access the parliamentary arena, lending evidence to the fact that HE policy (outside 
Poland) is conducted via tight channels between organized interests, governments and 
regulatory authorities. Particularly striking is the difference between Poland and Hun-
gary. In Poland, all organizations report operating in the parliamentary arena very fre-
quently, while their Hungarian counterparts appear to be shut out from the parliament. 
This coincides with other findings on Hungary, which show that the parliament has 
essentially become a relatively closed “law factory” without functional channels for 
stakeholder participation (Greskovits 2015; Sata and Karolewski 2020; Labanino and 
Dobbins 2020).

None of the control variables appear to have substantially enhanced access to the 
three analysed decision-making forums. Only being an encompassing organization, i.e. 
representing students, university workers, the university sector as a whole, somewhat 
enhances access.

Altogether, the results support our assumption that HE is different, more corporatist 
and stakeholder-driven in CEE, albeit somewhat more “parliamentarized” in Poland. 
Thus, HE organizations, in particular rectors and institutional representatives as well 
as large student and academic organizations, have comparatively well exploited their 
position as key players in bringing down communism to set up interest intermediate 
structures akin to stakeholder democracies.

However, aggregating organizations into groups (see above) and the large-scale 
statistical analysis have the major disadvantage that it is difficult to identify organiza-
tions with exclusive or monopolistic positions. Moreover, it is unclear whether and how 
country-specific stakeholder regimes have “mutated” in different directions. To address 
these weaknesses, we again draw on our dataset to identify potential representation 
monopolies, before discussing country-specific nuances in interest intermediation.

Short descriptive overview of the four stakeholder regimes

To assess the level of the presence of each organization in policy-making, we 
returned to our dataset and attributed each organization a score for the frequency 
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of consultations with governments, regulatory authorities and parties based on the 
totality of all consultations reported in our survey. We gave organizations engag-
ing in annual consultations with governments, parties, and/or regulatory authori-
ties one point each per type of consultation, for biannual consultations two points, 
for monthly consultations 12 points and for weekly consultations 52 points each to 
roughly reflect the frequency of actual consultations. For reasons of anonymity, the 
names of the organizations are rendered indirectly (see Figs. 11, 12, 13, 14).

For Poland, we see three state-licensed organizations comprising rectors and 
(doctoral) students accounting for around 45 per cent of all consultations, whereas 
other non-formal (doctoral) students’ associations are also occasionally consulted. 
Altogether, this points in a corporatist direction, albeit with more openings for other 
organizations than the Czech case (see below).

Poland is also unique because two major students’ advocacy organizations cru-
cial in bringing about democracy—Niezależne Zrzeszenie Studentów (Independent 
Students’ Association) and Zrzeszenie Studentów Polskich (Association of Polish 
Students)—quickly lost influence in the post-communist era. Poland has thus essen-
tially experienced a “change of the guard” regarding student activism. The Parla-
ment Studentów emerged as a (state-licensed and state-financed) body voicing stu-
dents’ interests with a fixed position in all major governance bodies, e.g. the High 
Council (Rada Główna), the Polish Accreditation Committee, as well as Sejm and 
Senate committees dealing with HE (Interview PL-3). The new conservative student 

Fig. 11  Share of consultations - Polish organizations



421Exploring interest intermediation in Central and Eastern…

organization Studenci dla rzeczpospolity is also establishing itself as a key player 
and reports close ties with the Student Parliament and other student organizations, 
again reflecting a more corporatist policy style.

Characteristic of Poland is also the increasingly visible emergence of the Rectors’ 
Conference as the main mouthpiece of university interests, both in the parliament 
and towards the government. Also state-licensed, it recently successfully mobilized 
for a concentration of power in university management and downgrading of repre-
sentation of other university stakeholders (e.g. faculties, institutions, departments 
and professional academic groups). Thus, there are indications the pre- and post-
communist structures of academic democracy are evolving into a state-rector corpo-
ratist alliance which still enables active student participation (see Vlk et al. 2021).

Czech HE, by contrast, largely reflects the post-1990 status quo based on nego-
tiations between the Ministry of Education and Council of HE Institutions (Rada 
vysokých škol), which also includes student representatives since 1993 and the Rec-
tors’ Conference. Notably, rectors, academics and students have repeatedly acted 
as a consolidated unit to protect university autonomy (Interview CZ-2). The heavy 
monopoly over policy-making is reflected in the high share of consultations going 
to a small number of formally recognized organizations, with the distinction from 
Poland that university workers are also more tightly involved in the corporatist 
arrangements.

Fig. 12  Share of consultations - Czech organizations
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No other external players such as employers, chambers of business or other public 
representatives have been intensively involved in Czech HE. Another striking feature 
is the active involvement of academic management in general politics, allowing for 
intensive inner and extra-parliamentary mobilization for academic interests. Former 
or even acting rectors and deans have been represented across different political par-
ties, but consistently have been able to find a united position to defend their interests 
(Interview CZ-3). Thus, HE policy is generally coordinated directly by academic 
stakeholders with a “foot in the door” of the parliament to prevent overzealous state 
interventions into HE.

Slovenia is strikingly different. The university workers’ movement—in line with 
broader corporatist traditions in Slovenian (Jahn 2016)—is more present in policy-
making and represented by multiple organizations. Specifically, workers’ organiza-
tions operate within the Economic and Social Council (ESC), which was established 
in 1994 and still functions as an important tripartite body for social partners and the 
government.

However, unlike in Poland and the Czech Republic no formalized platform for HE 
coordination exists, and again, in stark contrast to Poland, the rectors’ conference 
emerged late (2005) as an informal organization12 and has not firmly established 

Fig. 13  Share of consultations  Slovenian organizations

12 See http:// www. rkrs. si/.

http://www.rkrs.si/.
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itself as the main addressee for university interests (see Fig. 13). Instead, individ-
ual Slovenian universities lobby the government and parliament individually. With 
only four universities, Slovenia also exhibits the greatest diversity of student inter-
est groups, again reflected in Fig. 13, while none of them report having status as a 
formalized negotiation partner such as the Polish Parlament Studentów. We attrib-
ute the diversity of student activism to Slovenia’s strong tradition of student democ-
racy (Novak and Fink-Hafner 2019). Student groups have historically represented 
the multitude of political divisions and social movements in Slovenian society span-
ning from Catholicism, nationalism, communism, pan-Yugoslavianism, anarcho-
liberalism, to market socialism and beyond (Plut-Pregelj and Rogel 2007). Hence, 
we find (often long-standing) professional organizations for nearly every academic 
discipline and sub-discipline, as well as a strikingly large number of student organi-
zations. Altogether, Slovenian HE appears corporatist when it comes to university 
workers’ organizations being tightly involved in policy-making, albeit without one 
single encompassing organization, rather multiple workers’ unions engaging with 
the state simultaneously. However, Slovenia is the most pluralist country regarding 
advocacy by students and the academic profession.

The Hungarian case reflects a continuous loss of academic freedom and increas-
ingly weakening interest intermediation. The 1993 HE Act established interest inter-
mediation forums, such as the HE Interest Intermediation Council or Accreditation 
Committee (MAB—Magyar Akkreditációs Bizottság) (Szövényi 2015, 8). In addi-
tion, the union confederation of academics’/researchers’ unions along with other 

Fig. 14  Share of consultations - Hungarian organizations
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representative public sector union confederations was a member of the national-level 
tripartite interest intermediation council. Despite the steady decline of unionism and 
the gradual weakening of tripartism, HE interest groups were quite successful in 
defending attempts at curbing their financial autonomy and the implementation of 
tuition fees. However, HE autonomy shrank gradually already with an amendment 
in 1999, reducing the number of HE institutions significantly and giving the right 
of the appointments of professors to the MAB (Polónyi 2015). Since the adoption 
of the 2011 HE Act there is a widening gap between the opportunities for access 
and interest intermediation of organizations enshrined in law (Rectors’ Conference, 
HÖOK and DOSZ)13 and other HE interest groups. In our interviews with the DOSZ 
and the Rectors’ Conference, the representatives of these organizations emphasized 
that they are consulted on every amendment and regulatory changes affecting HE (as 
stipulated by the 2011 HE act). The DOSZ even successfully initiated a significant 
increase in the state-financed PhD positions (from 1300 to 2000 a year) in 2018. Yet 
the unions and particularly upstart, grassroots organizations are often left out from 
any consultations altogether.

However, access does not necessarily mean influence (Interview HU1; Interview 
HU3). The 2011 Act effectively emptied HE interest intermediation, while signifi-
cantly constraining academic freedom. It changed the composition of the Hungarian 
HE Accreditation Committee so that the majority of its members are now govern-
ment appointees and not appointees of the Rectors’ Conference. The HE Interest 
Intermediation Council was degraded to a mere consultative body (Polónyi 2015).14

Conclusions

This analysis is, to our knowledge, the first comparative study of interest intermediation 
structures in post-communist HE. Our ambition was to outline the broader contours of 
policy-making and show how stakeholder regimes have evolved in the post-communist 
phase with a view to the Bologna Process, but also democratic backsliding tendencies. 
We relied on a combination of descriptive statistics, regression analysis as well as inter-
views and secondary literature to approach the topic from multiple angles.

While we do not have the means to compare our findings with interest interme-
diation structures in non-CEE countries, our data paint a general picture of highly 
consultative policy style, where many major stakeholder organizations enjoy easy 
access to major decision bodies. In other words, merely being a HE organization is 
a “ticket” to frequent political interactions compared to other policy groups. We also 
showed that stakeholder arrangements are only partially contingent on historical 
policy-making traditions or reflective of general forms of socio-economic corporat-
ism (Jahn 2016). In a country otherwise not known for corporatist decision-making 

13 Our scores for the Hungarian rectors’ conference and DOSZ in Fig. 13 are based on interviews, not 
survey responses.
14 In the latest European University Association (EUA) report, Hungary scored low or medium–low in 
all four dimensions of academic freedom (organisational, financial, staffing, and academic).
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and characterized by pluralism and strong party interest group ties (Roberts 2009; 
Jahn 2016), Czech HE best reflects the corporatist paradigm, as HE matters are 
essentially governed by a small group of formally recognized stakeholders (students, 
rectors, university workers) within the Council of HE Institutions. These early post-
communist arrangements have remained remarkably stable. As for otherwise corpo-
ratist Slovenia (Jahn 2016), the strong inclusion of university workers, represented 
by multiple organizations, is indeed indicative of corporatism. Otherwise, however, 
Slovenia scores low on policy coordination and lacks a formal intermediation body 
for HE, whereby university rectors only established a representative organization 
in the mid-2000s. Finally, the relative diversity of Slovenian student and academic 
organizations lacking a common voice speaks for a more pluralist interest group 
landscape, which in turn is reflective of the pluralistic organized academic and stu-
dent interests under Yugoslav socialism.

The Polish interest intermediation system also enables the relatively equal par-
ticipation of students and rectors, whereas—unlike in the Czech Republic—the aca-
demic profession and university workers are not equal consultation partners. Thus, 
our data point to a two-sided form of corporatism, in which one formally licensed 
student organization and a small number of non-licensed student organization shape 
policy along with the very influential Rectors’ Conference.

In Hungary, the government successfully co-opted the Rectors’ Conference and 
the main student organization during the 2012–2013 mass protests against a planned 
radical reduction in tuition-free places at public universities. In the new ad hoc con-
sultative body, the HE Roundtable and the grassroots movements of the protest wave 
were excluded, although the president of the main HE union eventually was given a 
seat. Thus, during the last decade the most important HE interest organizations and 
union maintained access to policy-makers and regulatory authorities. However, their 
influence has been in fact very limited (Labanino and Dobbins 2020).

We see two major challenges for future research. While our data can generate 
insights on relationships between organized interests and political actors, they do 
not reveal whether tight corporatist arrangements go to the detriment of other poten-
tially important actors, most notably external business stakeholders. Future research 
should therefore focus on how penetrable or secluded internal stakeholder structures 
are towards external stakeholders. Finally, scholars should rely on the case study 
method to examine to what extent different groups advocate opposite positions and 
explore their influence on concrete policies. Clearly, there is much to be done con-
sidering the low performance of these systems in HE rankings, a stronger focus on 
upgrading science and research in CEE amid persistent underfunding, and, above 
all, recent infringements on academic freedom in Hungary.

Appendix (List of interview partners)

Interview HU-1, Democratic Union of Teachers (PDSZ), 20 February 2019.
Interview HU-2, Labor Union of Higher Education Employees, 18 February 

2019.
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Interview HU-3: Hungarian Rectors’ Conference, 19 February 2019.
Interview HU-4: Students’ Labor Union, 20 February 2019.
Interview HU-5: National Association of Doctoral Students (DOSZ), 18 Febru-

ary 2019.
Interview PL-1: Former rector of the University of Warsaw, 10 May 2019.
Interview PL-2: Dean of large faculty at UMCS Lublin, 9 May 2019.
Interview PL-3: Member of the executive committee of Parlament Studentów RP, 

7 May 2019.
Interview CZ-1: Member of Council of Higher Education Institutions, 10 Octo-

ber 2019.
Interview CZ-2: Former rector of public university and deputy minister responsi-

ble for higher education and science, 12 December 2019.
Interview CZ-3: Former adviser to minister of education, 19 December 2019.
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