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ABSTRACT
The Bologna Process and the ensuing establishment of the
European Higher Education Area has had an impact on the ways
in which higher education in Europe operates, and the ways it is
perceived and related to in countries and regions outside Europe.
The Bologna Process has come to symbolize a form of
international cooperation in higher education policy, not only in
Europe, but all over the world. In this article, we discuss the
Bologna Process as a system of international coordination; or, in
the jargon of international relations, as a ‘regime’. The article
traces the features and methods enabling the Bologna model and
their diffusion outside Europe. This perspective offers a useful
contribution to the understanding of the Bologna Process as
constituting a foreign policy tool for the EU. Moreover, the
realization that an international regime can become a player with
a life of its own, with an independent influence on the
international system, allows us to draw conclusions about the
forces that govern the regime, and their international power.
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Introduction

Twenty years after the launch of the Bologna Process (BP), higher education (HE) systems
in Europe and throughout the world have become better coordinated, more harmonious,
and more effective. The BP has had a deep impact on the ways in which HE operates, is
perceived, and is shaped. While initially sparking significant debates over its applicability,
over the years, the BP has come to symbolize a form of international cooperation in HE
policy, not only in Europe but all over the world, as an inspiring success of joint and
mutually accepted policy.1

In this article, we discuss the BP as a system of international coordination; or, in the
jargon of international relations, as a ‘regime’. With the aim of qualifying the BP as an
international regime, the article traces the features which enabled it to diffuse not only
within but also outside Europe. We assume that although the BP was established to
provide a solution for internal European problems, it sparked interest outside Europe,
affecting the global sphere of HE. The international dimension of the BP is examined
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through the prism of regime theory, with the objective to determine whether the BP suits
the definition of an ‘international regime’.

Through an analysis of the BP’s cooperation mechanisms, an examination of its estab-
lishment and institutionalization, and by tracing its stages of development, this paper
sheds light on the forces behind it and allows inferences about the role of its participants
in general, and its leaders in particular (i.e. the EU), as international players. Moreover,
the realization that an international regime can become a player with a life of its own,
with an independent influence on the international system, allows us to draw con-
clusions about the forces that govern the regime, inasmuch as they increase their inter-
national power as well as those that govern the international arrangements promoted by
the regime.

To examine the compatibility of the BP with the definition of an international regime,
the article begins with a discussion of the various conceptual assumptions of regime
theory. The article then elaborates on the methodological tools chosen for the research.
The following section opens an empirical discussion, tracing the conceptualization of
the BP as an international regime. Lastly, the paper discusses the implications of the
findings for regime theory and international HE cooperation.

Regime theory as a theoretical framework

Regime theory serves as a theoretical framework for a discussion of various phenomena
in international relations (Adler and Haas 1992; Litfin 1994), including those related to
HE. This study is not the first to link the term ‘regime’ to the BP (Do Amaral 2010, 57;
Karseth 2006, 266). However, its innovation lies in its reliance on an international
relations perspective, offering a comprehensive examination of the BP through the con-
ceptual lens of international regimes. The paper does not address the changes that the
BP promotes in pedagogy or teaching, as others have done (Klemenčič 2017), but
focuses instead on the fact that countries adopt or are affected by an external policy
formulated intentionally, accompanied by the development of a web of international
relationships and the furtherance of the activity of pan-European organizations and
institutions.

Despite the great diversity in the literature as to the definition of ‘international regime’
(Haggard and Simmons 1987, 493–494; Keohane 1984, 57; Puchala and Hopkins 1982,
247; Ruggie 1975, 570–571; Strange 1975, 219; Young 1980, 331, 1982, 278, 1992, 44),
the definition with the broadest acceptance in the academic community seems to be Kras-
ner’s. Krasner’s definition sees an international regime as ‘implicit or explicit principles,
norms, rules and decision-making procedures around which actors’ expectations converge
in a given area of international relations’ (Krasner 1982, 186).

In an era of decentralized global governance, the need for recognition and for greater
trust increases, both among actors themselves and between actors and governance struc-
tures. This sense of trust is key to the existence of global order, because of the large degree
of players’ mutual influence on one other (Keohane and Nye 2001, 7). As the players are
increasingly commited to the international rules of conduct, trust increases, since it is
based on mutuality (Keohane 1984, 214; Nikolaidis and Shaffer 2005, 264–266).
Regimes, in this sense, are the instruments that formalize mutual relations and maintain
trust on the international level.
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The advent of an international regime entails the redesign of the political reality in a
particular field and the creation of an international institution that did not exist before-
hand. Regimes can be formed in three ways (Young 1982, 282–285):

(1) Spontaneous regimes are the product of the action of many players, without any orga-
nized direction (Hayek 1973, 37).

(2) In negotiation-based regimes, institutions are created on the basis of a document
signed by the parties that details the agreements about mutual expectations, enforce-
ment arrangements, and the like (Young 1982, 282–285).

(3) Forced regimes involve institutions created to fulfil the interests of one player (or a
coalition of players) that has the power to obligate other players to comply (Ibid).

In order to understand how regimes are created and how they operate, in light of the
typology cited above, we should look at the regime leadership that steers international
cooperation. This can be divided into two ideal types (Young and Osherenko 1993,
235): structural leadership and intellectual leadership.

Structural leadership constructs the power relations in a regime in a way that benefits a
particular player or coalition of players. As such, it reproduces the power relations external
to the regime within its very structure. Structural leadership emphasises that international
regimes have the normative and ethical ability to exert influence as if they were auton-
omous actors; they and their bureaucracy can be seen as creating tools for governance
and social construction (Barnett and Finnemore 1999, 700).

Intellectual leadership utilizes relative knowledge available to specific players who seek
to adapt the topics on the global agenda to their benefit. This leadership exploits the
knowledge at its disposal as an advantage over the other players that lack it, whether as
a way to present matters, to set the agenda, or to propose solutions or ideological inno-
vations (Moravcsik 1999, 272).

There are three major stages in the creation of an international regime: setting an
agenda; institutional choice; and the active or operational stage. The first stage, setting
an agenda, begins with the awakening of a common political need or topic that confronts
the players with a problem the solution of which relies on the joint effort of many players.
At this stage, the players meet in forums to consult and understand the topic in depth
(Levy, Young, and Zurn 1995, 282–283). The players engage in overt or behind-the-
scenes negotiations among a limited number of players, at whose end there usually
emerges a general document that explains why a new regime is necessary (Scott 2010, 164).

The stage of institutional choice begins the moment the players agree that the problem
is important enough and that a solution must be found for it. At this stage, a multi-
member committee is created to produce the final declaratory document. This is when
the new entity’s procedures of operation and rules of governance are defined. At the
end of this stage, the declaration or convention is signed; in practice this marks the
official establishment of the regime.

The operational stage includes everything achieved in the framework of the regime
from the moment its founding declaration/convention is signed. This stage is not
limited in time and includes whatever changes the regime undergoes until it ceases to
exist, such as adding or dropping members or altering its fields of activity. This breakdown
into stages is not absolute (Levy, Young, and Zurn 1995, 282–283). From the moment it is
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formed, the regime must acquire international recognition and legitimacy. Thus, the
power of an international regime stems from two sources: its structural legitimacy, in
order to implement the purpose for which it was first created; and the unique competences
or expertise of certain of its members. As a result of these two sources, the international
regime evolves into an autonomous domain of activity, which in turn influences inter-
national actors (Barnett and Finnemore 1999, 707).

The question of regime effectiveness can be broken down into several levels and
measures. In the first stage, the general success and effectiveness can be measured on
the basis of two criteria: a regime is considered to be effective if: a. its members adhere
to its laws and rules; b. it accomplishes the goal for which it was established (Hasenclever,
Mayer, and Rittberger 1997, 2). Breitmeier, Young and, Zurn expanded this above discus-
sion, asserting that the effectiveness of a regime should be examined on three different
levels: its results: the creation of a concrete and functional institutional mechanism; its
product: changes in the players’ conduct, in light of the regime’s rules; and its
influence: in terms of the status of the problem for which the regime was placed on the
agenda, changes in its definition, its solution, and the like (Breitmeier, Young, and
Zurn 2006, 7). An effective regime can thus be understood as one that has clear rules,
agreement about the symbolic meaning of its rules, and a structure that reflects its ideo-
logical principles (Franck 1990, 184).

Methodology

In order to classify the BP and the EHEA as a regional/international higher-education
regime, two core questions should be considered:

(1) What is the political mechanism that enables the EU to exert power in the field of HE
outside its borders?

(2) Is the BP an international reference point for HE policy?

In an effort to validate the assertion that the BP fits the definition of an ‘international
regime’, the research relies on the protocol and database established by Breitmeier, Young
and Zurn for the study of international regimes (Breitmeier, Young, and Zurn 2006). The
International Regime Database (IRD) was formed in order to overcome methodological
problems related to the study of international regimes, such as the inability to define a
clear set of variables to define systematic international cooperation as ‘regime’, the limit-
ations posed by comparing regimes of various types, and the determination of a regime’s
effectiveness)9–11). This database relies on a questionnaire that identifies, defines and
grades characteristics and variables which can be used to consistently define international
collaborations as ‘international regimes’. The weighting of these grades makes it possible
to define existing collaborations as regimes (23). The protocol is divided into four groups
according to a thematic breakdown of a regime’s features: the design of the public agenda
that led to its establishment; the mode of its creation; its activity vis-à-vis its institutional
structure; the dynamic that prevails among its members; its products; and the inter-
national influence stemming from its activity.

This paper adapts the IRD methodology by providing qualitative answers to its ques-
tions rather than relying on the coding mechanism it developed. This is because the
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study does not seek to evaluate the BP or compare it to other regimes in the field of HE (if
such exist), but to show that it is in fact a regime. In other words, the questions are not
meant to provide indicators for measurement, but to serve as a guideline for defining
the BP as an international regime. As such, this study turns the logic of the IRD protocol
on its head. Whereas the protocol was designed to identify a regime’s pattern of conduct
(real or imagined) and only then to address its power centres, this paper begins by iden-
tifying the power and then explains it on the basis of regime theory.2

The Bologna Process: an International Higher Education Regime

The Bologna Process and the international agenda

The first set of questions outlined in the IRD (the 100 Questions) deals with the stages in
which regimes are created and focuses on the forces leading to the creation of the regime,
the negotiations among the players before the regime is established, and the initial stages
of its establishment. These questions seek to identify the actors who set up the regime and
their incentives for doing so.

Recognizant of the low compatibility among national HE systems in Europe, the foun-
ders of the BP, understood that the creation of a common basis would not be sufficient to
achieve a minimal compatibility. It would also be necessary to ensure a basic level of
mutual trust. This meant that it was preferable to base the new process on existing con-
ventions and on international entities having already addressed topics related to mutual
recognition of academic degrees and professional training programmes – the Council of
Europe and UNESCO (Reinalda and Kulesza-Mietkowski 2005, 53–54).

Along with the four founding states (Germany, Britain, Italy, and France), several
‘supranational’ organizations participated in the creation of the EHEA: UNESCO, the
Council of Europe, the European University Association (EUA), the European Association
of Institutions in Higher Education (EURASHE), the European Students’ Union (ESU),
the Union of Industrial and Employers’ Confederations of Europe (UNICE), and the
International Association of Universities (IAU). The Council of Europe served as match-
maker, providing the institutional and technical framework for launching the process. In
the language of regime theory, this conglomerate can be referred to as a ‘hegemonic actor’,
as the founding member states and entities set the agenda, which was promoted via a cam-
paign of persuasion (Rüttgers 2013) throughout the European continent.

The role of the EU specifically in setting the agenda should be highlighted. In the initial
stages, the EU was an unofficial but active player; it was not until 2001, two years after the
process was officially launched, that the EU received ‘full membership’ status. In the first
years of the process, the EU helped fund the work of the non-governmental organizations
promoting the process (ESU and EUA), because the goals of the BP coincided with the
EU’s education policy and the economic agenda published in 2000-the Lisbon Strategy
(Reinalda and Kulesza-Mietkowski 2005, 43).

As the BP developed, and in view of its potential to overcome bureaucratic obstacles
hindering Europe’s ambition to become the ‘most competitive knowledge economy in
the world’, the EU took the reins and assumed sponsorship of the process. Some would
go so far as to say that the European Commission ‘hijacked’ the process (Tomusk 2004,
85). As realization of the process’s significance increased, and the complexity of its
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implementation and management became clearer, the leadership role of the Council of
Europe decreased, because it did not have the material and administrative resources to
manage the process effectively (Braband 2011, 11). The need for a strong effective leader-
ship (Haskell 2009, 274), was filled by the EU, after its Commission was admitted as a full
member in 2001; since then the EU has been the Process’s unofficial leader (both ideologi-
cally and organizationally) as well as its main source of funding.

As noted, international regimes are not just made up of a collection of laws, but are in
fact arenas in which officials, government entities, NGOs, and international organizations
increase their influence on the international community, despite the lack of legislative
authority to influence decision-makers in sovereign states. The tools available to the EU
as a hegemonic and leading player in the regime, are its ability to act as the ‘policy entre-
preneur’ for policy that is advanced by a multilateral international dialogue, while the
international ‘leadership authority’ stems from the ideological legitimacy it enjoys
(Barnett and Finnemore 1999, 704–706; Moravcsik 1999, 268).

The BP initially appeared to be a technical reform intended to eliminate bureaucratic
obstacles that hindered international mobility. Yet, it also has a deep political dimension,
especially in light of the fact that HE is a growth engine on which knowledge-based econ-
omies depend. The motivations behind the internationalization of HE as part of the BP
can be attributed to three spheres: cultural, with the aim of facilitating the construction
of a separate European identity as part of Europe’s efforts to define the ‘European
citizen’; economic, to make Europe more attractive in the international competition
around HE, while catalyzing its transition to a knowledge-based economy; and political,
as a tool to bolster the EU’s efforts to amass regional and international power (Robertson
2006, 29). The BP thus fosters a consensual discourse that links the social, economic, and
political domains, as higher-education policy is formed at three different levels simul-
taneously – the national and local, the European and regional, and the international
and global.

On a national level, each member country furthers its own interests in the direction of
modernization and flexibility so that it will be able to act in an entrepreneurial-techno-
logical environment and in an economically effective manner. On a regional and Euro-
pean level, the European Commission became the main actor in the BP (despite the fact
that on the surface it is an intergovernmental process that does not fall under the aegis of
the EU), because the Commission sees the Process as part of the Lisbon Strategy (Scott
2007, 66–67). The various actions undertaken as part of the BP indeed represent a
regional and European goal of strengthening social, political, and economic forces.
But their influence does not stop at Europe’s borders and effectively serve as an inter-
national and global innovation (Kwiek 2004, 759), which marks the transition to the
third level, on which the BP functions as an intergovernmental mechanism for non-
European countries that express their desire to learn about and even join it the
process. The fact that the BP is influential on these three levels at one and the same
time, thanks to the involvement of experts as well as both governmental and nongovern-
mental organizations, makes it an epistemic community with a significant influence
(Friedman 2017, 120). The good that emerges from the BP is international; all entities
interested in international higher-education policy can benefit from it, even if they
are not members of the Process. We can say, then, that the BP created an international
public good.
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When HE is discussed as a public good, there is a tendency to relate to education as the
good itself. A look at the BP and the international dynamic it created permits its classifi-
cation as a different type of public good: the good created by the BP as a regime is not HE
itself, but its infrastructure and language. These elements support the internationalization
of HE by stating clear rules of conduct that can be adopted independently by all states and
institutions in order to implement their own goals for HE. This is relevant for both
member and non-member countries, a scheme that allows the characteristics of
Bologna as public good to cross European borders and be applied internationally.

The public good created by the BP is not a national public good that benefits a particu-
lar population but an international one, which can be enjoyed throughout Europe and
beyond. Using the terms of regime theory, one can assert that Europe is the hegemon
that contributes to the creation of the regime and the promotion of the international
public good: a uniform pedagogical and administrative language that facilitates inter-
national academic collaboration. The BP does help Europe garner prestige and importance
in the world of HE, but Europe is not the only actor that benefits from it; countries outside
Europe also show interest in the Process and study the policy tools it developed, even
though they can act independently from it. Thus, the public good offered by the BP
regime, is a framework for international academic cooperation, which works to
promote the economic interests of the EU.

The institutionalization and operation of the Bologna Process

The IRD’s second set of questions (the 200 Questions) focuses on the characteristics of the
regime that make it unique. This section seeks to determine the regime’s principles, values,
norms, and decision-making rules by examining documents, protocols, and conventions
associated with the regime in order to trace its normative, ideological, and administrative
elements.

The BP is based on the idea that the individual behaviour of a state actor cannot enable
it to compete optimally with its rivals. Competition in the HE arena has many costs,
demands administrative expertise, and requires an actor to offer an appropriate and attrac-
tive alternative to its competitors. The BP is a regime that seeks to minimize the chaos in
international HE and lead to collaboration in the name of better competition. The partici-
pants are aware that this type of collaboration has costs (such as the loss of national aca-
demic traditions) and also recognize the power differentials between them, but
nevertheless opt for membership in view of the future benefits, or at the very least in
order to avoid the potential loss they would incur if they remained outside it.

The BP players are not hostile to one other, making it difficult to classify their academic
competition as an ‘arms race’, as is often invoked to explain regime stability. It is evident,
however, that the BP endeavours to strengthen trust among the players. Some have gone
so far as to term that EHEA a ‘zone of mutual trust’ (Coles and Oates 2005, 13). This asser-
tion is further validated by the document written by the Bologna Follow-up Group
(BFUG) for the ministerial meeting in Bergen 2005 (Bologna Process 2005a). The docu-
ment reviews the institutional development of the BP, which began as an inter-govern-
mental cooperation that relied on the support of the scientific and academic
community and of students. According to the BFUG, the process is based on mutual
trust among members, creating an association of different partners, that are not
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committed to collaboration by any law, aside from the agreement to abide by the Lisbon
Convention (Council of Europe 1997) when it comes to recognition of previous studies
and coursework (Bologna Process 2005a, 2). These definitions allow us to view the idea
of the BP as an international collaboration based on mutual trust as more precise. This
is an essential condition for classifying international collaboration as a regime.

The issue of mutual trust must be considered in light of the conditions for participation
in the regime, since trust among the players depends first and foremost on the question of
who is collaborating with whom. The literature identifies two types of regimes, as a func-
tion of the rules for admission: a closed regime, which is an exclusive club like NATO or the
EU; and an open international framework that every state is welcome to join, such as the
IMF or GATT (Levy, Young, and Zurn 1995, 276). The BP is an interesting example in
which the two forms of admission coexist: the terms for inclusion in the BP were
defined explicitly at the ministerial meeting in Bergen (Bologna Process 2005b),
namely, that joining the BP was contingent on signing the European Cultural Convention
and membership in the Council of Europe. In 2010, an additional item was added to the
terms for admission, that a state interested in joining must provide information on the
actions it will take in order to introduce the Bologna reforms to its HE system (Bologna
Process 2016). This clause also relates to the need to increase the level of trust among
the players. However, in view of the regime’s evolution from a regional to an international
regime, the terms for joining (even in not full membership in) the Process were loosened:
countries that are not members of the Process are invited to participate in the Bologna
Policy Fora (BPF), the Higher Education Reform Experts (HERE), and in other projects
associated with the Tempus/ Erasmus+ programme, which are aimed at promoting com-
patibility with the EHEA.

Thus, the BP can be classified as a living and expanding regime in terms of both content
and geography. Its dynamism is expressed in the expansion of the number of ‘action lines’3

from six to ten; the increase in the number of member states to 48; the establishment of
collaboration frameworks with regions and states that cannot take on ‘official’ member-
ship in the process; the association of the process with parallel developments (such as
the Lisbon Strategy); and the success of the BP in establishing a sustainable decision-
making mechanism of based on a strong secretariat (Cox and Jacobson 1973). All these
reflect the fact that the regime is not a ‘dead letter’ regime but an active and influential
entity.

The BP complies with the definition of a regime not only with regards to the establish-
ment stage and its unique characteristics, it also passes the test of power and effectiveness.
The BP satisfies the four most basic criteria for a regime: clear rules; the players’ agreement
on the symbolic meaning of the rules; a clear structure of rules; and a clear and direct con-
nection between the rules and the regime’s ideological principles, which forge the norma-
tive commitment underlying compliance with the regime (Franck 1990, 184). Because it
defines ten clear and measurable action lines that function as norms of conduct for
many national higher-education systems, the BP can be considered a strong regime
according to Keohane’s metrics, by which a strong and effective regime is one that
creates a clear set of rules to cover a wide range of activities related to its domain
(Keohane 1993, 41).

The BP and decision-making surrounding it, operates according to the standard
directives and modes of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC), which is the
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governance and management tool employed by the EU and its institutions (Laffan and
Shaw 2005, 1; Lisbon European Council 2000, par. 37; Schäfer 2004, 12). The application
of the OMC to the BP as well as to the Lisbon Strategy can be seen as linking the two in
an essential manner and reducing the potential resistance by states had the BP been
backed by a rigid enforcement mechanism. The link between the BP and the OMC,
despite the difference in their final objectives, promotes a process of Europeanisation.
This process seeks ‘to retain a formative influence in shaping the Knowledge Society
at a moment when geopolitics are moving out for the first time in three hundred
years from the North Atlantic to the Pacific Rim’ (Neave 2005, 19). In addition, the Eur-
opeanisation process incorporates economic and social dimensions expressed by the
European reform in HE (Neave 2005, 19; Van der Wende and Huisman 2004, 2;
Veiga and Amaral 2006, 283).

The OMC fills a key role in the BP: it allows the European Commission to control and
coordinate the objectives of several nation-states’ higher-education systems, despite its
lack of legislative authority to intervene in higher-education policy; it links the Commis-
sion’s economic objectives as defined in the Lisbon Strategy with the BP, while creating a
procedural connection between the two; and it supports the complex coordination
between the EU states and the other members of the EHEA; and in effect it gives the Euro-
pean Commission a spatial influence that extends beyond the borders of the EU.

The spheres of influence of the Bologna Process

The questions in the third group of the IRD (the 300 Questions) deal with the regime’s
influence (local and international); that is, its output and its ability to effect actual
impacts. These questions can be divided into three aspects through which effectiveness
can be defined: ‘compliance’, ‘achievement of the regime’s goal’, and the ‘solution of pro-
blems’. The fourth group of questions (the 400 Questions) focuses on a regime’s dynamics
– the internal processes it undergoes from the moment they are established until their
demise, as well as the forces (internal and external) that act on them. These questions
are strongly influenced by circumstances, but they have the ability to offer a theoretical
explanation of why an international collaboration developed as it did.

The potential impact of the BP is defined in its action lines. The attempt to track the
development of the action lines of the BP is not as simple as may be expected. From
the various official documents published since 1999 it is impossible to identify a
uniform attitude to the action lines of the Process, which is why they have been described
in such different ways, including the ‘Bologna/EHEA principles, objectives, standards,
rules, regulations, and even action lines’ (Zgaga 2012, 17). Noteworthy is the fact that
the disparate references to the essence of the process, its action lines, justify the assertion
that the BP is an international regime. This is because the various terms employed together
make up the accepted definition of an international regime, as ‘principles, norms, rules,
and decision-making procedures around which actor expectations converge in a given
issue-area’ (Krasner 1982, 186). Therefore, even though it had not yet been defined as
such, we can see that over the years the attitude to the BP was de facto as to an inter-
national regime.

This leads to the question as to whether there is a philosophical concept underlying the
BP. Is there an ethical backbone that regulates the diffusion of the process (geographically
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and substantively) and its transformation into an international regime? The bologna prin-
ciples (action lines)

may be procedural but also substantive; they can either be deducted from the real world or
agreed among people (nations); in the latter meaning, they can function as a fundamental
truth and/or a motivating force. They can justify the ruling opinion or form a doctrine.
(Zgaga 2012, 17)

In reality, although the Bologna principles were clearly defined, different members may
(and did) interpret their application in different manners, creating variation and flexi-
bility (Frankowitz 2012). According to Zgaga, the source of power of the BP lies in
the fuzziness of the application of its principles, which allows member countries a
wide range for action, but also a common agreed base of social and political action
(Zgaga 2012, 17–19).

The BP is an agreed-upon basis for international action; and even though its principles
are formulated in general terms and subject to interpretation, normative pressure and
expectations of mutual activity by all its member states are created, and these increase
as additional states join the process or emulate it. The demand that HE ‘should be prin-
cipled: based on propositions that provide primary ideal goals’ (Furedy 2000, 44), is
addressed by the BP, which is anchored in agreed-upon principles and set action lines,
defined in a signed compact, ‘rooted in a particular European context’ (Zgaga 2012,
18). Thus, the 1999 Bologna Declaration is an ethical statement that defines the states’
commitment to achieve their mutual vision – the creation of the EHEA.

The principles of the BP can be traced back to the Sorbonne Declaration (1998)4

and even to the Magna Charta Universitatum (1988). Its authors in 1999 did not see it
appropriate to precisely define the clear principles of the BP and the EHEA. From a his-
torical perspective, one can see how the BP was transformed from a reform focused on
particular issues such as degree credits and the use of learning outputs, into a tool that
helps articulate a broader policy, even as the discourse was increasingly focused on
general and broad topics such as ‘the social dimension’ and the ‘global strategy’
(Croiser and Parveva 2013, 81).

We can assert that the authors of the declaration did not foresee the regime character of
the process they launched but saw it as simply an instrumental reform defined in exclu-
sively technical ‘action lines’. We can also assert that the principles of the BP are normative
aspirations (Zgaga 2012, 19) set post factum after the international success of the BP and
after its regime character became evident.

An overview of the history of the BP reveals that its principles and action lines prolif-
erated from one ministerial meeting to the next, as did the list of member states. As the
Process expanded and spread, the language used to refer to it changed as well, and the
Process was transformed from an instrumental reform to one with a deeper ethical
meaning – a regime.

Starting in 2005, a clear separation was created between the ten ‘action lines’ of the BP
and its principles, because the action lines stem from a clear ethical and normative foun-
dation based on mutual trust (European Parliament 2012, Bul. 8). With the inclusion of
new elements, such as the definition of its ‘social dimension’ (Lourtie 2001, 2), an
ethical ground was added to those vague principles that became the ‘Bologna philosophy’
(Zgaga 2012) that is diffusing throughout the world.
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Pavel Zgaga identifies the evolution of the main principles of the BP by periods (Zgaga
2012, 27–29). He adds an additional principle to the apex of its pyramid of principles,
without which the process cannot survive: a partnership among the authorities, insti-
tutions, student organizations, and the various entities involved in the process (29). The
very search for clear principles to sketch boundaries for the process corroborates the asser-
tion that the BP is an international regime with mutual expectations, principles, rules, and
procedures valid not only with the European continent but also globally (30).

In this regard, it should be highlighted that the EU takes an active political step when it
breaks out of the European boundaries of the BP and develops into new spaces that will
adapt their systems of HE to comply with the BP. Examples of this can be seen in the
various projects for mutual recognition of academic credits and training programmes
by the EHEA and other countries and regions.

From an overarching perspective, one can see how the BP adapts itself to the conditions
that processes in various regions of the world impose on it, and even exploits them to its
benefit. In this sense, there is no doubt that the leadership of the Process understood its
role as the main policy entrepreneur in the field of HE and began relating to the
process as a player with an independent existence and real power. Thus, ministerial state-
ments such as ‘the EHEA has a key role’, ‘the EHEA faces serious challenges’, or ‘the EHEA
has opened a dialogue with other regions’ (EHEA 2015), can be understood as referring to
the BP as an autonomous entity. The BP functions independently, led and directed in light
of the EU’s agenda, moving to establish interregional collaboration in HE in which the EU
is a central and hegemonic player.

The interest, response, and reactions of non-European countries to developments
occurring in the EHEA (which will be further developed and examined in other chapters
of this volume) are evidence of Europe’s success as a global power. The introduction of
reforms (which seem to be instrumental) leads to a fundamental assimilation of the
values and principles that underlie the process. In this way, the diffusion of the BP
outside the borders of the EHEA is evidence that Europe not only seeks to be the
central player in the field, but even to shape the arena in its own image.

Discussion

The ambition to forge a cosmopolitan European citizen who moves freely across the con-
tinent, as well as Europe’s aim to become the most competitive knowledge economy in the
world, remain at the top of the EU’s priorities. These aspirations and desires often run into
bureaucratic obstacles and technical barriers stemming from the diversity in the format
and structure of national systems of HE. The realization that these problems could be
solved by the creation of a framework for international cooperation was the spark that
triggered the founding of the EHEA and launching of the BP. This article has tried to
show how the BP was institutionalized as an international regime, from the realization
of the need for a cooperation mechanism in HE to its transformation into a global and
international regime.

By creating a framework that permits the consolidation of an international epistemic
community, the EU advanced from being a bench player in the Process to the star that
leads and guides the regime. We have observed the regime’s coalescence as an institution,
progressing from a local European reform to an entity that sets the standard rules of
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conduct for the international level. In addition, we saw that the public good the regime
achieves is not HE itself, but the infrastructure that supports the internationalization of
HE on the basis of the ethical principles that make up the ‘Bologna philosophy’ – a world-
view based on distinctly European values.

Even though the international system of HE is decentralized and anarchic, the Euro-
pean humanistic tradition, which sanctifies the academic freedom to investigate and
express oneself without bias or favouritism, serves as the common ethical basis of all
the institutions. For many years, academic institutions functioned alongside one
another and even collaborated on specific topics, both research and teaching, based on
a commitment to shared core values; in the language of regime theory this demonstrates
collaboration in anarchic conditions. Without a ‘global police officer’ to act as a regulator,
the HE systems, as self-help systems, created a work environment that enables inter-
national collaboration with systems of similar value and structure. As long as academia
was an elitist system that served as an agent of national socialization, funded by the gov-
ernment, on the one hand, and was not threatened by external competition, on the other
hand, the need for such a regulatory body did not arise.

But things changed. The social and economic globalization of the twenty-first century
required universities to produce generations of graduates qualified to function in a com-
petitive global environment. These global trends began to dictate a new agenda for HE,
seen as a tool for economic development and growth. This led to significant transform-
ations in academia and its institutions, as well as to changes in the mode of academic
governance.

The fact that the BP is a successful international collaboration based on a voluntary and
non-binding agreement, is decisive for its classification as an international regime. From
the point of view of regime theory, the BP serves as a self-restraint mechanism which
players take upon themselves, because they understand that international collaboration
and its regulation by an outside entity is the solution that enables the realization of aca-
demia’s role in the age of globalization. The merger of interests of the various players
involved in HE (students, institutions, nation-states, and the EU itself), highlights the
vacuum the EU filled as a policy entrepreneur, in that it successfully orchestrates a
system of international governance and coordination that is an effective mechanism for
dealing with an international challenge.

It follows that the classification of the BP as a regime has a far-reaching consequence:
the BP has a concentric influence on states and regions that are not part of the EHEA; so,
accordingly, does the EU itself, as the leader of the regime. The fact that states and regions
discuss the BP, volunteer to take part in it, adopt its elements (even if only in part), and
even apply its rules without being asked or required to do so, proves that it is a political
process with normative elements. In other words, the BP can be seen as an international
regime, inasmuch as it leads to the expression of principles, norms, rules, and procedures of
decision-making around which the expectations of players in higher education and inter-
national academic collaboration can coalesce.

The BP, as a regime, has undergone several incarnations, so it is difficult to classify it
clearly as with one of the three types of regimes. A review of the development of the
regime, starting with the birth of the idea in the 1990s, shows that the BP first appeared
spontaneously as a local collaboration by four education ministers, with no clear
guiding hand. With the spread of the idea, the broadening of the circles of participation,
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and the improvement of the institutional mechanism, the regime evolved into a nego-
tiation-based regime: the drafting and signing of the Bologna Declaration, the further
international negotiations about the scope and application of the Declaration, and the
articulation of the terms for joining the club all reveal the political nature of the BP as
a negotiation-based regime. Ever since the EU entered the picture and became the main
player in the Process, another substantive transformation arose: the consolidation of the
global strategy of the BP. This along with the clear linkage the EU made between the
Lisbon Strategy and the process shows how the regime became a ‘forced regime’, no
longer a spontaneous collaboration but rather an institution that implements the interests
of the hegemon on the international scale.

In this sense the EU displays both types of regime leadership: it provides structural lea-
dership in that it molds the BP in its image as a tool to promote regional integration by
replicating its power and internal policy in the Process; it also provides intellectual and
entrepreneurial leadership by exploiting the weaker players’ deficiency of organizational
ability and knowledge in order to set the agenda according to its needs and to develop
policy tools that will promote its own policy. Thus, since the initial stages of the
process (and more so since 2001, when it became a full partner), the EU drives the BP
and defines problems the regime must deal with, sets the agenda, and proposes solutions.
In addition, it is the main funder of the BP and its means of diffusion, using the local lack
of organizational ability and knowledge in order to introduce its policies in non-European
regions and states.5 As a regime, the BP succeeds in promoting international cooperation
in HE, because its tools and policy clarify the mutual expectations of all the players, reduce
the costs of repeated collaboration, create previously nonexistent knowledge, and forge the
illusion of the shadow of the future that perpetuates the collaboration.

We have seen that the BP is an effective regime; not only has it been successful in estab-
lishing the Higher Education Area for which it was created, it also induces its members, as
well as nonmember players, to study its rules and comply with them when they come in
contact with it. This ability provides strong evidence that the EU possesses ‘normative
power’ (Manners 2002) that leads other players to follow its lead, viewing it as a model.
By creating a supranational framework, with the nature of a regime, the EU became a
major axis of inter-regional ties in HE; or, in the language of regime theory, a hegemon.

Notes

1. Nevertheless, still today there is critique on the implementation of the BP and its conse-
quences in different settings (Guccio, Martorana, and Monaco 2016; Soltys 2015; Wihlborg
and Teelken 2014).

2. This reversal is why the protocol’s instructions are altered in our methodology.
3. The Bologna action lines are commonly agreed Bologna objectives, many times referred as

the fundamental items on which the EHEA is based (Zgaga 2012, 18).
4. From the Bologna Declaration: ‘[w]hile affirming our support to the general principles laid

down in the Sorbonne Declaration […].’
5. An excellent example of this mode of conduct is provided by a memorandum published by

the European Commission in 2013, ‘European Higher Education in the World’ (European
Commission 2013, 14). Here it explains its mode of action and policy with regard to the oper-
ation of the Bologna Process as part of the EU’s economic policy and sets forth its concept of
the appropriate mode of international action in a way that emphasises the EU’s place as an
intellectual and entrepreneurial leader.

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 13



Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank the reviewers, the editors, and Dr. Hannah Moscovitz for the
helpful contrastive suggestions. A great acknowledgment reserved to Prof. Sharon Pardo for his
devoted guidance.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Notes on contributors

Hila Zahavi is the Director of the Simone Veil Research Centre for Contemporary European
Studies, Ben-Gurion University of the Negev. As part of her work, Hila is involved in managing
the European Commission-funded Near-EU Jean Monnet Network. Her PhD research – completed
in August 2018 – dealt with higher education as a tool in foreign policy.

Yoav Freidman received his PhD from the Department of Politics and Government at Ben-Gurion
University of the Negev. His doctoral research dealt with EU’s higher education policies, namely the
Bologna Process and internationalization policies. Currently, he serves as the head of Bezalel
Academy of Art and Design’s Research & Innovation Authority.

ORCID

Hila Zahavi http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8933-9489
Yoav Friedman http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4782-419X

References

Adler, Emanuel, and Peter M. Haas. 1992. “Conclusion: Epistemic Communities, World Order, and
the Creation of a Reflective Research Program.” International Organization 46 (1): 367–390.

Barnett, Michael N., and Marthe Finnemore. 1999. “The Politics, Power, and Pathologies of
International Organizations.” International Organization 53 (4): 699–732.

Bologna Process. 2005a. The European Higher Education Area. BFUGB8 5 Final. April 27. Accessed
October 16, 2018. http://www.aic.lv/ace/ace_disk/Bologna/Bergen_conf/EHEA_beyond2010.
pdf.

Bologna Process. 2005b. [Bergen Communiqué]. The European Higher Education Area – Achieving
the Goals. Communiqué of the Conference of European Ministers Responsible for Higher
Education. Bergen, May 19–20, 2005.

Bologna Process. 2016. Accessed October 17, 2018. http://www.ehea.info/cid101089/how-apply.
html.

Braband, Gangolf. 2011. “The Bologna Process as an Instance of Strategic Europeanisation–the Role
of the European Commission.” Paper presented at EUSA 12th Biennial International
Conference.

Breitmeier, Helmut, Oran R. Young, and Michael Zurn. 2006. Analyzing International
Environmental Regimes: From Case Study to Database. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Coles, Mike, and Tim Oates. 2005. European Reference Levels for Education and Training Promoting
Credit Transfer and Mutual Trust: Study Commissioned to the Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority, England.

Council of Europe. 1997. Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications Concerning Higher
Education in the European Region. April 11. Accessed October 16, 2018. https://www.coe.int/
t/dg4/highereducation/recognition/lrc_EN.asp.

14 H. ZAHAVI AND Y. FRIEDMAN

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8933-9489
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4782-419X
http://www.aic.lv/ace/ace_disk/Bologna/Bergen_conf/EHEA_beyond2010.pdf
http://www.aic.lv/ace/ace_disk/Bologna/Bergen_conf/EHEA_beyond2010.pdf
http://www.ehea.info/cid101089/how-apply.html
http://www.ehea.info/cid101089/how-apply.html
https://www.coe.int/t/dg4/highereducation/recognition/lrc_EN.asp
https://www.coe.int/t/dg4/highereducation/recognition/lrc_EN.asp


Cox, Robert W., and Harold K. Jacobson. 1973. The Anatomy of Influence: Decision Making in
International Organizations. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Croiser, David, and Teodora Parveva. 2013. “The Bologna Process: Its Impact in Europe and
Beyond.” Fundamentals of Educational Planning, 97. Paris: UNESCO.

Do Amaral, Marcelo Parreira. 2010. “Regime Theory and Educational Governance: The Emergence
of an International Education Regime.” International Perspectives on Education and Society 12
(1): 57–78.

EHEA. 2015. Yerevan Communique. Accessed October 16, 2018. http://bologna-yerevan2015.ehea.
info/files/YerevanCommuniqueFinal.pdf.

European Commission. 2013. Communication from The Commission To The European Parliament,
The Council, The European Economic And Social Committee and The Committee of The Regions:
European Higher Education in the World. Brussels, 11.7.2013 COM(2013) 499 final. Accessed
December 10, 2016. http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2013/EN/1-2013-499-EN-
F1-1.Pdf.

European Council. 2000. Presidency Conclusions. Lisbon European Council 23 and 24 March 2000.
Accessed October 16, 2018. http://www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/lis1_en.htm.

European Parliament. 2012. Report on the Contribution of the European Institutions to the
Consolidation and Progress of the Bologna Process 2011/2180)(INI((. Committee on Culture
and Education. February 9, A7-0035/2012. Accessed October 16, 2018. http://www.europarl.
europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=//EP//NONSGML+REPORT+A7-2012-0035+0+DOC
+PDF+V0//EN.

Franck, ThomasM. 1990. The Power of Legitimacy among Nations. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Frankowitz, Marek. 2012. The Bologna Process and Its Implementation in Europe. BTC 1st

International Conference: From Europe to Israel and Back. Jerusalem. May 22, 2012. Speech.
Friedman, Yoav. 2017. “The European Higher Education Area, Bologna Process and the Normative

Power of Europe.” PhD diss., Ben-Gurion University of the Negev.
Furedy, John J. 2000. “The Seven Principles of Higher Education: A Primer.” Academic Questions

13 (4): 44–51.
Guccio, Calogero, Marco F. Martorana, and Luisa Monaco. 2016. “Evaluating the Impact of the

Bologna Process on the Efficiency Convergence of Italian Universities: A Non-Parametric
Frontier Approach.” Journal of Productivity Analysis 45 (3): 275–298.

Haggard, Stephan, and Beth A. Simmons. 1987. “Theories of International Regimes.” International
Organization 41 (3): 491–517.

Hasenclever, Andreas, Peter Mayer, and Volker Rittberger. 1997. Theories of International Regimes.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Haskell, Barbara G. 2009. “Weak Process, Strong Results: Cooperation in European Higher
Education.” In Innovative Governance in the European Union, edited by Ingeborg Tömmel,
and Amy Verdun, 273–290. Boulder, CA: Lynne Rienner Publishers.

Hayek, Friedrich A. 1973. Law, Legislation and Liberty: A New Statement of the Liberal Principles of
Justice and Political Economy, v. 1: Rules and Order. London: Routledge.

Karseth, Berit. 2006. “Curriculum Restructuring in Higher Education after the Bologna Process:
A New Pedagogic Regime?” Revista Española de Educación Comparada 12: 255–284.

Keohane, Robert O. 1984. After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political
Economy. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Keohane, Robert O. 1993. “The Analysis of International Regimes: Towards a European-American
Research Programme.” In Regime Theory and International Relations, edited by Volker
Rittberger, 23–48. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Keohane, Robert O., and Joseph S. Nye Jr. 2001. Power and Interdependence. 3rd ed. New York:
Longman.

Klemenčič, Manja. 2017. “From Student Engagement to Student Agency: Conceptual
Considerations of European Policies on Student-Centered Learning in Higher Education.”
Higher Education Policy 30 (1): 69–85.

Krasner, Stephen D. 1982. “Structural Causes and Regime Consequences: Regimes as Intervening
Variables.” International Organization 36 (2): 185–205.

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 15

http://bologna-yerevan2015.ehea.info/files/YerevanCommuniqueFinal.pdf
http://bologna-yerevan2015.ehea.info/files/YerevanCommuniqueFinal.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2013/EN/1-2013-499-EN-F1-1.Pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2013/EN/1-2013-499-EN-F1-1.Pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/lis1_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=//EP//NONSGML+REPORT+A7-2012-0035+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=//EP//NONSGML+REPORT+A7-2012-0035+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=//EP//NONSGML+REPORT+A7-2012-0035+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN


Kwiek, Marek. 2004. “The Emergent European Educational Policies under Scrutiny: The Bologna
Process from a Central European Perspective.” European Educational Research Journal 3 (4):
759–776.

Laffan, Brigid, and Colin Shaw. 2005. “Classifying and Mapping OMC in Different Policy Areas.”
Report for NEWGOV New Modes of Governance.

Levy, Mark A., Oran R. Young, and Michael Zurn. 1995. “The Study of International Regimes.”
European Journal of International Relations 1 (3): 267–330.

Litfin, Karen T. 1994. Ozone Discourses: Science and Politics in Global Environmental Cooperation.
New York: Columbia University Press.

Lourtie, Pedro. 2001. Furthering the Bologna Process: Report to the Ministers of Education of the
Signatory Countries. Prague, May.

Magna Carta Universitatum. 1988. Rectors of European Universities.
Manners, Ian. 2002. “Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?” Journal of Common

Market Studies 40 (2): 235–258.
Moravcsik, Andrew. 1999. “A New Statecraft? Supranational Entrepreneurs and International

Cooperation.” International Organization 53 (2): 267–306.
Neave, Guy. 2005. On Snowballs, Slopes and the Process of Bologna: Some Testy Reflections on the

Advance of Higher Education in Europe. Oslo: University of Oslo: ARENA – Centre for European
Studies.

Nikolaidis, Kalypso, and Gregory Shaffer. 2005. “Transnational Mutual Recognition Regimes:
Governance without Global Government.” Law and Contemporary Problems 68: 262–317.

Puchala, Donald J., and Raymond F. Hopkins. 1982. “International Regimes: Lessons from
Inductive Analysis.” International Organization 36 (2): 245–275.

Reinalda, Bob, and Ewa Kulesza-Mietkowski. 2005. The Bologna Process: Harmonizing Europe’s
Higher Education. Opladen: Barbara Budrich.

Robertson, Susan L. 2006. “The Politics of Constructing (a Competitive) Europe(an) Through
Internationalising Higher Education: Strategy, Structures, Subjects.” Perspectives in Education
24 (4): 29–44.

Ruggie, John G. 1975. “International Responses to Technology: Concepts and Trends.”
International Organization 29 (3): 557–583.

Rüttgers, Jürgen. 2013. The Bologna Process – Origins. BTC 2nd International Conference.
Jerusalem. June, 16. Speech.

Schäfer, Armin. 2004. “Beyond the Community Method: Why the Open Method of Coordination
Was Introduced to EU Policy-Making.” EIoP, 8. Accessed October 16, 2018. http://eiop.or.at/
eiop/texte/2004-013a.htm.

Scott, Peter. 2007. “The External Face of the Bologna Process: The European Higher Education Area
in a Global Context.” Part I: EUA thematic working group papers, 65.

Scott, Shirley V. 2010. International Law in World Politics: An Introduction. 2nd ed. London: Lynne
Rienner Publishers.

Soltys, Dennis. 2015. “Similarities, Divergence, and Incapacity in the Bologna Process Reform
Implementation by the Former-Socialist Countries: The Self-Defeat of State Regulations.”
Comparative Education 51 (2): 179–195.

Sorbonne Joint Declaration. 1998. “Joint Declaration on Harmonisation of the Architecture of the
European Higher Education System.” By the four ministers in charge for France, Germany, Italy
and the United Kingdom. Paris.

Strange, Susan. 1975. “What Is Economic Power and Who Has It?” International Journal: Canada’s
Journal of Global Policy Analysis 30 (2): 207–224.

Tomusk, Voldemar. 2004. “Three Bolognas and a Pizza Pie: Notes on Institutionalization of the
European Higher Education System.” International Studies in Sociology of Education 14 (1):
75–96.

Van derWende, Marijk, and Jeroen Huisman. 2004. “Europe.” InOn Cooperation and Competition:
National and European Policies for the Internationalisation of Higher Education, edited by Jeroen
Huisman, and Mrijk Van der Wende, 17–50. Bonn: Lemmens.

16 H. ZAHAVI AND Y. FRIEDMAN

http://eiop.or.at/eiop/texte/2004-013a.htm
http://eiop.or.at/eiop/texte/2004-013a.htm


Veiga, Amélia, and Alberto Amaral. 2006. “The Open Method of Coordination and the
Implementation of the Bologna Process.” Tertiary Education and Management 12 (4): 283–295.

Wihlborg, Monne, and Christine Teelken. 2014. “Striving for Uniformity, Hoping for Innovation
and Diversification: A Critical Review Concerning the Bologna Process – Providing an
Overview and Reflecting on the Criticism.” Policy Futures in Education 12 (8): 1084–1100.

Young, Oran R. 1980. “International Regimes: Problems of Concept Formation.” World Politics 32
(3): 331–356.

Young, Oran R. 1982. “Regime Dynamics: The Rise and Fall of International Regimes.”
International Organization 36 (2): 277–297.

Young, Oran R. 1992. “International Regime Initiation.” International Studies Notes 19 (3): 44–49.
Young, Oran R., and Gail Osherenko. 1993. Polar Politics: Creating International Environmental

Regimes. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Zgaga, Pavel. 2012. “Reconsidering the EHEA Principles: Is There a ‘Bologna Philosophy?’” In

European Higher Education at the Crossroads, edited by Adrian Curaj, Peter Scott, Lazăr
Vlasceanu, and Lesley Wilson, 17–38. Dordrecht: Springer.

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 17


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Regime theory as a theoretical framework
	Methodology
	The Bologna Process: an International Higher Education Regime
	The Bologna Process and the international agenda
	The institutionalization and operation of the Bologna Process
	The spheres of influence of the Bologna Process

	Discussion
	Notes
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	ORCID
	References

