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Introduction

The accelerated processes of eco-
nomic, social and political change that 
marked the end of the 20th and the be-

ginning of the 21st century have actuated 
the reconsideration of the mission and 
functions of universities in the new en-
vironment. Public debate on changes in 
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fied as main exogenous factors, while massification, national specificities (political and 
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the higher education system, particular-
ly on the reform of universities and re-
thinking of their role in contemporary 
society,1 is increasingly pronounced. It is 
an essential part of academic hearings, 
but even more a part of political dis-
course, actually – a very significant part 
of public policies.

Those policies, although at the level 
of national governments, are strongly in-
fluenced by the global trends that inevi-
tably impact all of them. Their main goal 
is a reform of the higher education sys-
tem in order to adapt it to the challenges 
and demands of the global environment 
(competitiveness), to fulfill public ex-
pectations in their own societies (educa-
tional and social), and to achieve sustain-
ability (in terms of economic viability). 
Although most of the higher education 
policies start from those or similar rea-
sons – due to the various higher educa-
tion systems, educational legacies, prac-
tices and actors – their effectiveness and 
results are different. Because of the in-
creasing need of adjustments to fast and 
large-scale changes that occur in the po-
litical, economic and social environment 
both nationally and globally, universities 
as the central institutions of higher edu-

1 Universities serve many purposes in contem-
porary societies and have direct and indirect 
impacts on the whole society. They are mul-
tifaceted and essential public-good institu-
tions that serve as engines of the knowledge 
economy, but also as a base for realization of 
the humanistic and cultural goals of society 
and of individuals. Although education and 
research are the basic and the most promi-
nent roles of universities, no less important 
is their role in overall social development in 
terms of socialization, participation and so-
cial mobility through the education of citi-
zens (cf. Newman, 2000).

cation systems are going through a tran-
sitory crisis. 

Therefore, this article will try to exa-
mine the main aspects of current trends 
in ongoing processes of universities’ re-
structuring, pointing out particularly 
the Bologna process as a major reform of 
the higher education system in Europe. 
It will try to determine the key factors 
which drive those trends and basically 
examine both its background and direc-
tions. In so doing, there will be a distinc-
tion between the exogenous and endog-
enous factors that play a crucial role in 
higher education system reforms. Glo-
balization, internalization and marketi-
zation would be considered as the main 
exogenous factors, which consist of a 
complex set of various processes caus-
ing large-scale changes both at global 
and national levels, including the higher 
education systems as well. Massification, 
as a product of modernization and de-
mocratization, national specificities (po-
litical and cultural), educational legacies, 
long-lasting practices, and local gov-
ernment capabilities and engagement – 
could be considered as the most signifi-
cant endogenous factors that determine 
reforms of the higher education system. 
One might assume that the former factors 
largely impact trends that affect changes 
in higher education systems, while the 
latter factors are mainly responsible for 
the success of reforms. This will be exa-
mined further in the article.

Globalization and its Impact 
on Higher Education System 
Transformation 

There are many reasons for the trans-
formation of the contemporary higher 
education systems. Yet, most of them 
arise from a substantially altered social 
environment that emerges under the im-
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pact of various factors – whether those 
that are imposed from outside of indi-
vidual societies, or those that arise from 
internal (national) specificities. But it is 
no exaggeration to say that most of them 
are coming from (or are induced by) the 
globalization and the knowledge-based 
economy that demand (or rather force) 
transformation of the traditional type of 
universities, not only in terms of their 
educational content and organization, 
but also in terms of their mission and so-
cial role generally. Globalization exerts a 
strong pressure that pushes toward the 
changes, and in many ways creates the 
trends that directly affect the transfor-
mation policies in certain societies, not 
only the higher education system and 
universities as an important segment of 
the public sphere, but also the national 
public policies in general.

Globalization, as a complex structure 
of multiple economic, political and cul-
tural processes,2 rapidly and fundamen-
tally changes the nature of the academic 
enterprise to a degree that until recent-
ly seemed almost unimaginable. It acts 

2 Globalization is primarily an economic pro-
cess, but also political and cultural, and com-
munication linking of different societies and 
states that are establishing a historically new 
type of their multiple connections, relation-
ships and interference. It is a phenomenon 
of space located on a continuum between the 
local at the one end, and the global at the oth-
er. Decisions and actions within a communi-
ty are increasingly affecting the lives of other 
communities, often having global repercus-
sions. Globalization affects a series of politi-
cal, social and economic activities which are 
becoming interregional or intercontinental, 
and intensifies the mutual relationship, both 
within and between states and societies (cf. 
Giddens, 1990; Parry and Moran, 1994; Cas-
tells, 1996; Maldini, 2008).

as an impersonal and inevitable force in 
order to justify certain policy directions 
(like internationalization, privatization 
or marketization). It is not just a set of 
(economic, cultural, political) processes, 
it is also an ideology. In this sense, one 
of its effects has been the intensification 
of debate over the most desirable struc-
tures for governing national economy, 
state institutions (including the higher 
education system as well), and even the 
political system. 

From the political point of view, 
what is most obvious is that globaliza-
tion processes strongly impact nation-
-states as classic forms of political com-
munity, and it is reflected through a 
decomposition of their sovereignty and 
authority. Their role and position under 
the new circumstances are significantly 
transformed. The changed position of 
the nation-state is visible through the 
objectively reduced (divided) and sub-
stantially different form of sovereign-
ty, through the forming of new political 
identity and legitimacy of the political 
community, and through the new rela-
tionships within the international poli-
tical community (a “new world order”). 
Among other things, political decision-
-making processes, guidance and con-
trol over the national economies are no 
longer the exclusive rights of nation-
states as classic political communities. In 
many ways, they are shared with differ-
ent supranational institutions or/and at 
least taking into account diverse interests 
from the international environment. 

In other words, worldwide integra-
tion inevitably leads to diminishing ca-
pacity of national governments to con-
trol the economic and social activities 
within their countries. Power is shift-
ing from traditional political systems to 
a global economy beyond full control of 
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the nation-states, limiting the ability of 
governments to function successfully 
under the old rules (cf. Mohrman et al., 
2008: 21). Once a very important terri-
torial control (as an expression of sove-
reignty) becomes less important than 
control and access to markets, which 
in turn is linked to education by the ca-
pacity to build new technology, maxi-
mize human resources, and generate 
and use new knowledge. In that context, 
globalization is more often associated 
with competitive education markets and 
commercial knowledge-transfer rather 
than with vanishing national borders. 

In the changed political, econom-
ic and cultural environment, national 
identity ceases to be the most important 
social glue, and therefore its produc-
tion, cultivation and inculcation – ideals 
that stood behind the modern universi-
ty – cease to be crucial social tasks. The 
university seems to be no longer capable 
of maintaining its modern role as a cul-
tural institution closely tied up with the 
nation-state of Enlightenment and post-
-Enlightenment Europe.3 In the globaliz-
ing world of today, references made to 
national culture as the raison d’être of the 
university sound less and less convinc-
ing, especially considering the fact that 

3 In the era of Enlightenment, the ideal of 
education was cultivation, or culture, i.e. pro-
ducing a responsible, autonomous and ma-
ture individual – with strong emphasis on 
national education (“bildung”), i.e. inculcat-
ing nation-state consciousness and nation-
al aspirations, producing citizens of emerg-
ing nation-states. Universities were consid-
ered as national treasure contributing to na-
tional consciousness and national identity, 
therefore as central national institutions of 
the highest national importance, and their 
prosperity was of national interest (cf. Kwiek, 
2000: 3; 2003: 6).

the state itself, undergoing transforma-
tion, disregards its tradition. The uni-
versity in its traditional modern form is 
no longer a partner of the nation-state as 
it is incompatible with the perspective of 
global consumerism. Therefore, togeth-
er with the decline of modernity as a so-
cial, political and cultural project, the 
political and economic role of the na-
tion-state decreases in the global circu-
lation of capital, and the decreasing role 
of the state goes hand in hand with the 
decreasing role of its modern ideological 
arm – the university (Kwiek, 2000: 3-4).

Within the modern nation-state as 
the dominant form of sovereign political 
community, the university had a central 
role in promoting national culture, con-
sciousness and education. Dissolution 
of traditional forms of national state and 
change of the function of its institutions 
– significantly alter the role of universi-
ties. It is obvious that universities – de-
prived of their modern culture and na-
tion-state-oriented mission – are lesser 
partners to the state, and no longer have 
such a role. In the global environment, 
which is increasingly international, na-
tional determinants play a less impor-
tant role. National pride – formerly used 
to guide the public attitude to higher 
education – is not of prime importance 
any more. In such a situation, when there 
is no longer a nation-building-oriented 
ideal of higher education (national cul-
ture and consciousness) with universi-
ties as its main holders and hence strong 
arms of the nation-state – there emerges 
the question of appropriateness of high-
er education system public financing.

This is closely related to the weaken-
ing of the functions of the welfare state, 
which is manifested through the inva-
sion of economic rationality and cor-
porate culture into the public sector 
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(neo-liberal concept in economy).4 A 
public sector reform – which has been 
the hot topic and significant part of pub-
lic policies in many countries in the last 
two decades – implies a reformulation 
of the scope and responsibilities of the 
state for the public sector in general. As 
a consequence, there is a decomposition 
of the welfare state, i.e. considerable re-
ducing or cutting down of its functions 
and/or privatization (marketization) of 
some traditionally public (state) sectors, 
which certainly includes lesser govern-
ment support to higher education, par-
ticularly universities. Namely, the core 
argument in this context is the inabili-
ty of the state to finance public higher 
education, especially in the situation of 
its massification, enhanced complexity, 
and highly grown costs. So, the finan-
cial burden is increasingly transferred to 
the users through various kinds of cost-
-sharing arrangements or similar me-
chanisms.5 It is the same as in other seg-

4 Although such impact is strong and has a 
factual basis, responses to global challenge 
to the welfare state are not uniform across 
countries. They depend mostly on whether 
a particular country passively accepts such 
pressures or seeks ways to limit the destruc-
tive tendencies which globalization may hold 
for the welfare state. Namely, according to the 
evidence, multiple responses to globalization 
pressures are possible and the fate of the wel-
fare state depends on institutional structures 
and policy decisions rather than on inevita-
ble capitulation to global forces (cf. Bowles 
and Wagman, 1997: 332-333).

5 As far as cost sharing in higher education 
is concerned, Johnstone argues that “recent 
years have seen a dramatic, albeit uneven and 
still contested, shift in the burden of higher 
education costs from governments or tax-
payers to students and families. Thus, we can 
observe cost sharing entering into the pub-

ments of the public sector that undergo 
similar treatment (e.g. healthcare, pen-
sions, social care, and primary educa-
tion).

Besides, in the situation of diversifi-
cation of higher education institutions, 
there is increasing public attention to 
the mission and accountability of pub-
lic universities. It is present especially in 
postcommunist societies, which are ex-
periencing both transformation of old 
public universities (usually according 
to the Bologna process) and emergence 
of various new higher education institu-
tions, mostly private and specialized for 
vocational education. The reluctance of 

lic policies of countries with totally differ-
ent social-political-economic systems and at 
totally different stages in their expansion of 
higher educational participation: e.g. China, 
Vietnam, the UK and Austria” (Johnstone, 
2003: 352). Expenditure on educational in-
stitutions in terms of percentage of GDP il-
lustrates the priorities a country places on 
education in relation to its overall allocation 
of resources. According to the OECD study 
“Education at a Glance” published in Sep-
tember 2010, total expenditure (public plus 
private) of GDP on higher education in the 
United States was 3.1% of GDP, in Canada 
2.6%, in France 1.5%, in Germany 1.2%, and 
in UK 1.1%. If we consider only the state allo-
cation account, the data are somewhat differ-
ent: Canada 1.5% of GDP, France 1.2%, U.S. 
1%, Germany 1%, UK 0.7% (cf. OECD, 2010: 
208-220). Private expenditures, in terms of 
percentage of total higher education spend-
ing, are visible from another international 
comparison: Chile 76%, Korea 83%, Thai-
land 67%, the United States 53%, Austra-
lia 44%, Canada 43%, the United Kingdom 
37%, France 14%, and Germany 8%. State in-
tervention can be highly restrictive in terms 
of granting or denying posts and budgets (ac-
cording to B. R. Clark, cf. Pritchard, 2006: 99-
-100). 
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public universities and academic staff to 
adapt to the new situation, immunity to 
criticism, and relative lack of transpa-
rency – raise questions of their account-
ability and justification of public fund-
ing of their institutions. They are losing 
public trust and credibility, particular-
ly with regard to significantly enhanced 
possibilities of choice between various 
types of education provided by newly-
-emerged higher education institutions. 
Such a situation in turn suits perfectly 
the trends of reducing support to high-
er education institutions, which simply 
closes this vicious circle.

In this context, it is very important to 
consider the consequences of massifica-
tion, the process that makes it increasing-
ly difficult to maintain the higher edu-
cation system. Massification emerges as 
a direct product of the modernization 
process (significantly fostered by demo-
cratization that has opened up new chan-
nels of social mobility and enabled wider 
social groups to access higher educa-
tion). It is caused by a relatively constant 
economic growth and associated social 
development in all highly developed and 
middle developed societies at the end 
of the 20th century and the beginning of 
the 21st. Postindustrial societies, among 
others, are characterized by a strong 
growth of the middle class, by diversi-
fication of professions and jobs, and by 
a strong increase in the number of peo-
ple participating in the tertiary stage of 
education. Namely, the economic, tech-
nological and social developments have 
caused the need for increasing num-
bers of highly educated professionals as 
well as the variety of different and new 
professions and jobs. Accordingly, the 
number of appropriate higher education 
curricula (as well as the number of uni-
versities) has also increased in order to 

meet the needs of such social develop-
ment. Certainly, it has directly affected 
the growing number of students at uni-
versities.6 A direct implication of such a 
process was significantly increased pub-
lic expenditure for higher education. 

Furthermore, massification has 
brought about a change in the structure 
of students. Namely, besides the usually 
prevailing structure of regular students 
(usually aged 18-24), the new structure 
is increasingly characterized by diver-
sity in ages (almost all age groups) and 
types of students (regular, working, re-
turning, and life-long learning students) 
(Eurydice/Eurostat, 2002: 16-18, 91-
-115). In this way, the changed structure 
required appropriate adaptation of stu-
dies (curricula, organization, and facul-
ty) to different segments of the student 
population, which in turn also produces 
increased costs. 

To this should also be added the in-
creased costs of the university level edu-
cational process by itself, because it is 
more sophisticated and technologically 
advanced than ever before, needs more 
faculty to be engaged, and more facili-
ties. Such costs become unbearable for 
state budgets, especially in countries 
where higher education systems (par-
ticularly universities) are completely or 
dominantly publicly funded. This situ-
ation, with the tendency of further in-
crease in the number of students, fa-
ces governments with the serious prob-
lem of sustainability – both the state 

6 Over the 1998-2006 period, the student po-
pulation in tertiary education continued to 
rise steadily in the European Union. In all, 
the number of students in the EU increased 
in these years by 25%, or by an average an-
nual growth rate of 2.8% (Eurydice/Eurostat, 
2002: 108).
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budget and the higher education sys-
tem.

Coping with such a situation, they 
try to find solutions. In order to cut the 
state budget expenditures and to provide 
further maintenance of the higher edu-
cation system – most of the policy mak-
ers are oriented toward introduction of 
different forms of marketization. Eco-
nomic rationality increasingly pushes 
higher education policies in that direc-
tion; the more as the financial crisis and 
problems of sustainability deepen. Eco-
nomic rationality and the market logic 
are imposing the primacy of economy 
over politics, the public good, and gene-
ral (particularly social) interests.7 Such 
principles implemented to the higher 
education system are directing govern-
ments to finance public higher educa-
tion only partly, and pushing universi-
ties to transform from public institutions 
into academic enterprises organized on 
a corporate-like basis, which includes 
introduction of management and profit-
-oriented activities.

Market-driven forms of adminis-
tration in higher education are based 
on the classical postulates of microeco-
nomic and macroeconomic manage-
ment in companies or in economy. This 

7 Globalization of higher education is ultimate-
ly based on the market-driven fundamentals. 
Deregulation rather than state control, li-
beralization of trade and capital circulation, 
privatization of public enterprises – these are 
the strategic parts of public policies of go-
vernments. Global competition is increasing-
ly being used as a rationale for governmen-
tal policy options. The politicians in charge 
often have no choice but to cut spending in 
areas where no powerful interest groups pre-
vent it. Among such areas are cultural facili-
ties, schools and universities (cf. Yang, 2003: 
272, 276). 

is the way the role of the contempo-
rary university is understood. The long 
present concept of education as a pub-
lic good in terms of market competi-
tion is replaced by the concept of edu-
cation as a private commodity, the “raw” 
or “enriched” (value added) form. As in 
the classical market trade of goods and 
services, the universities have to trade 
commodities, primarily knowledge. 
Therefore, it is possible to determine 
the constitutive elements of supply and 
demand for higher education. Thus, we 
can say that there is a “student market”, 
an “academic market”, a “market of edu-
cational services”, and a “market of re-
search”. Such understanding also points 
to a market-led organization of educa-
tion (as it is common in Great Britain), 
and a market-led definition of higher 
education contents, which are oriented 
towards the needs of an “employment 
market” (that’s common in most of the 
other countries). The concept, expressed 
in such a bare form, certainly seems 
rough and inappropriate to academic 
institutions such as universities, parti-
cularly in the context of the (continen-
tal) European tradition. However, rapid 
changes brought about by global trends 
and changes within the higher education 
system inevitably revise the long-lasting 
model of state support to the public sec-
tor and the higher education system as 
its significant part, and force govern-
ments to implement policies which con-
sist of certain market-oriented mecha-
nisms. 

Seen from that perspective, it seems 
that there are many reasons to introduce 
market mechanisms in higher education. 
One of the most important is undoubt-
edly the need for greater economic (and 
not only economic) efficiency of higher 
education, particularly in the situation 
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of huge massification and increasing-
ly grown costs. It is achievable through 
market competition in higher education 
which takes place through prompt and 
permanent innovation and adaptation 
of educational content to the omnipres-
ent changes in society. In an increasingly 
competitive world, there is less and less 
space for universities whose education-
al quality and research achievements are 
not up to the peers and to public expec-
tations. More and more, they will have 
to prove themselves individually in the 
competition arena – which can be of-
fered in most aspects only by the mar-
ket.8

But such adaptation needs admi-
nistration in higher education which 
is quite different from the tradition-
al ones, particularly those typical for 
government control and state funding. 
Although significant reforms are un-
dertaken, especially in the European ed-
ucational area, most of the higher edu-
cation institutions and policy makers 
are not quite ready for the upcoming 
changes. Namely, both search for mech-
anisms which are more stable and regu-
lated, and which can provide more cer-
tainty for higher education institutions 

8 “Colleges and universities are being tested on 
a marketplace. The fiscal problems they face, 
in our view, are directly related to whether 
they offer good value to the public. The claim 
can no longer be made that such institutions 
‘deserve’ support because they have good 
reputations or big libraries or prestigious fa-
culty. The inexorable changes we are now 
witnessing – both economically and politi-
cally – place the burden of proof directly on 
each college and university to show how and 
why it is worth supporting.” Their aim is to 
“provide an attractive product at a fair price 
– giving society value for its money” (Leslie 
and Fretwell, 1996: 26).

– unlike the market, which is in that 
sense merciless. Although the commit-
ment for change and adaptation of the 
higher education system is clearly ex-
pressed in the Bologna process, there 
is also a fear of leaving the higher edu-
cation system to uncontrollable market 
forces, which could destroy some im-
portant and long-lasting institutions, 
particularly by exposing them to global 
competition. This could be like sailing 
between Scylla and Charybdis, both for 
policy makers and for higher education 
institutions. But there is no doubt that 
reluctant and hesitating higher educa-
tion institutions surely will be losers if 
they don’t find a way to cope with these 
challenges and adapt to the new situa-
tion where the best already dominates 
and sets the rules of the game. 

Marketization and privatization 
have become buzzwords that policy an-
alysts and policy makers promote as a 
solution and core part of higher educa-
tion reform in the global environment. 
But things are not so simple, and differ-
ent societies have different approaches. 
American universities, already adapted 
to the highly competitive environment 
within their own society, find it much 
easier to cope with global challenges; 
moreover, the best among them impose 
global benchmarks of academic excel-
lence. European societies – aware of the 
global environment’s challenges while 
conducting higher education system re-
forms – at the same time try to preserve 
their authenticity and legacy. But mar-
ketization, in one way or another, seems 
unavoidable, and universities in the Eu-
ropean higher education area have to 
find an appropriate balance between 
maintaining their legacy, high quality 
and sustainability in a rapidly changed 
environment (cf. Newman and Coutu-
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rier, 2001: 4-11; Clark, 2004: 9-96; Gei-
ger, 2004: 7-27, 232-274).

Privatization is actually another 
name for marketization, which is a no-
tion used in Great Britain and America 
rather than in other European societies, 
although the meanings are essentially 
not different. Namely, while marketiza-
tion means that university functions are 
subjected to market forces,9 privatization 
in the European context is understood 
as a gradual process where higher edu-
cation leaves the public sector of pure-
ly state-supported services and moves 
towards greater self-sustainability. The 
modes and degrees of privatization may 
vary, and different kinds of privatization 
may occur. So, diverse models of part-
nership with various industries and cor-
porations are desired, as well as increa-
ses in students’ participation through 
higher tuition fees. 

One of the essential questions that 
appears over the last few decades is 
whether higher education is a public 
good – one which adds value to socie-
ty by educating its people, who will then 
be productive citizens, or a private good 
– one which mainly benefits individuals, 
who earn more money and enjoy other 
advantages as a result of their education 
(cf. Bloom et al., 2006). In other words, 
if education is a private good, then those 
who benefit from it (i.e. students) have to 
pay for it, just like for any other good on 
the market that has usable value. If it is 
a public good, then it should be funded 

9 The marketization of higher education is 
closely related to privatization. The functions 
of the university are increasingly subjected 
to market forces. Knowledge that can earn 
income is valued and supported. Fields that 
produce little income are de-emphasized or 
even discarded (Altbach, 2008: 11). 

publicly, by the state, since the responsi-
bility for the common good lies with the 
state and government. When such cri-
teria are applied in the knowledge sec-
tor, this defines the educational content 
and students are regarded as consum-
ers, or as human resources who have to 
be made fit for the employment market. 
In both cases, the actors (students and 
their families, the state and, to some ex-
tent, private companies) are considered 
entrepreneurs who regard education as 
an investment.

In addition, within the European 
area, particularly in postcommunist so-
cieties where the citizens were accus-
tomed during the decades of socialism 
to the state’s strong support to the pub-
lic sector (particularly social benefits 
that includes completely free education 
at all stages), it is difficult to accept the 
changes brought by marketization of the 
higher education system (cf. Johnstone, 
2003: 356). Policymakers are there-
fore inclined to compromise in order 
to maintain social peace and strength-
en their position of power, regardless of 
ideological and party affiliation.

Another outcome of marketization 
is its diminishing of positive impacts of 
massification, particularly the increased 
access to higher education for wide so-
cial groups, and consequently a rise of 
inequity. Many until recently deprived 
social groups (racial, religious and eth-
nic minorities, women and low-in-
come groups) were enabled for higher 
education. Scholarships and loan pro-
grammes, as well as a variety of other 
similar mechanisms have been put into 
place in order to facilitate wide access 
to higher education, which was recog-
nized as an important social goal. How-
ever, social groups with a higher socio-
-economic status still have greater ac-
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cess than others, while certain social 
groups are still facing large social dif-
ferences that act as obstacles to their 
admission to higher education. This is 
more present at the global level than at 
the national level (differences between 
the most developed and others, parti-
cularly undeveloped). Namely, middle 
and undeveloped countries cannot af-
ford adequate quality of high education, 
of either teaching or research, not even 
near to that in the highly developed 
countries. Their universities cannot 
compete; they cannot even be compared 
with those in the most developed coun-
tries.10 Despite the widest ever access to 
higher education, disparities and social 
inequity will not decrease, quite the op-
posite. Marketization trends are deep-
ening these disparities and compromis-
ing the higher education’s goal of giving 
a chance to obtain appropriate educa-
tion to all those deprived – whether in 
terms of the lack of financial sources or 
just the low quality of educational pro-
grams they could afford. 

In this context, the cultural im-
pact of globalization could be seen at 
least from two viewpoints. The first en-
compasses the global level, where cer-

10 In general, these universities have modest 
entry requirements so as to provide fairly 
wide access to students. They focus main-
ly on teaching, but often have some inter-
est in research, and are frequently involved 
in a range of social service activities. Mass 
higher education has brought with it great-
er inequality in academic systems – dispari-
ties between the high-quality universities at 
the top and the many modest or low-quality 
mass-access institutions at the bottom. It is 
likely that the top institutions have improved 
in industrialized countries, while worldwide 
the bottom sector has declined in quality 
(Altbach, 2008: 7).

tain structures, patterns, values and 
norms from the most developed (West-
ern) societies are transferred to other 
world’s societies (usually referred to as 
“westernization”).11 Quite simplified, it 
means that the most successful univer-
sities originated in the most developed 
Western societies serve as templates for 
others, regardless of their legacies and 
cultural compatibility. The second view-
point has to do with the national level, 
i.e. the above-mentioned gradual de-
composition of nation-state sovereign-
ty and the welfare state social functions, 
which are part of (particularly Europe-
an) cultural heritage. Both levels of this 
impact significantly influence higher 
education systems and the driving po-
licies of their transformation. Although 
economic reasons are usually put for-
ward, the cultural impact is even more 
prominent, especially in the long run. 
It seems that globalization is the most 
fundamental challenge which European 
universities face in its long history.

Finally, on the margins of the eco-
nomic aspects of globalization’s impacts 
on higher education, but by no means less 
important, is the use of economic stand-
ards as benchmarks.12 This in turn has 

11 From the cultural aspect, globalization can 
be understood simply as westernization, i.e. 
as global diffusion of Western modernity. 
Though there is a lot of truth in such a claim, 
a distinction should be made between them. 
There are many relevant explanations of glo-
balization which are beyond this narrow 
comprehension, highlighting the complex 
intersection between a multiplicity of driving 
forces, embracing economic, technological, 
cultural and political changes (cf. Giddens, 
1990; Robertson, 1992; Scholte, 2000).

12 The idea of evaluating and ranking know-
ledge is congruent with the paradigm of 
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led to emphasis on the practical (tech-
nical) values of education, i.e. usabili-
ty and market valuation whether of the 
acquired knowledge in the education-
al process or of research results. Such a 
situation produces tensions between the 
profitable, market-oriented institutions 
(often elite, private-funded, technologi-
cally oriented research universities) and 
those that are not (such as liberal arts or 
humanities, as well as publicly-funded or 
financially weaker institutions that can-
not sell their educational programmes 
or research results on the market, hence 
getting weak and lower quality). Anoth-
er consequence is a simplification of sci-
entific standards and their identifica-
tion with the results of applied science 
(which are judged according to their us-
ability and market valuation). This in 
turn leads to the benchmarking of sci-
entific outputs by measuring in num-
bers (number of scientific papers, pub-
lications, grants, graduates, etc.), which 
means setting aside scientific quality or 
educational values.

business and economic viewpoint accord-
ing to which schools and universities had 
to be transformed to companies suitable for 
measuring according to market-oriented re-
sults. The underlying idea is restructuring 
the higher education sector in order to “no 
longer be driven by the knowledge, scientif-
ic curiosity, and academic freedom but by ef-
ficiency, utilization, control, high efficiency 
and adjustments”. The process of economiza-
tion of knowledge and its directing toward 
the criteria of applicability are particularly 
emphasized. Thus, science and education in 
a knowledge society are reduced to the level 
of instrument for expanding the market, eco-
nomic growth, acquiring the necessary job 
qualifications and increasing mobility of ser-
vices (Liessmann, 2008: 74, 124-136).

The Bologna Process – European 
Answer to Global Challenges

Language barriers, different educa-
tional legacies,13 and the long-lasting 
closure of education systems within na-
tional borders are the main reasons that 
Europe has not used all of their com-
petitive potential14 at the global know-
ledge market. Consequently, this made 
them weaker compared to the Ameri-
can, Australian and rapidly evolving 
Asian (particularly in Japan, China and 
India) higher education systems. Aware-
ness of the necessity of Europe’s joint ac-
tion at the global education market in 
order to strengthen their position by or-
ganizing their educational potential has 
led to the significant reform of nation-
al education systems toward mutually 

13 The major European educational legacies 
are French, German, British, and Scandina-
vian. While the latter is confined to a rela-
tively narrow area, the other three have had 
significant impact far outside of societies in 
which they emerged. Thus the French tradi-
tion is extended to the Mediterranean and to 
some Eastern European countries, while the 
German (Humboldtian) tradition influenced 
the shaping of higher education systems in 
most of the Central and East European coun-
tries. The British (Anglo-Saxon) tradition, 
however, is rather idiosyncratic, although 
very influential. Outside Europe, the Ameri-
can higher education system, though inherit-
ing European legacies, presents a quite origi-
nal model. Because of its vitality and success, 
it has become very influential and serves al-
most as a template at the global level (cf. Ash, 
2006a; Altbach, 2008; Serbanescu-Lestrade, 
2005; Scott, 1995; Kwiek, 2001).

14 Europe has more than 530 universities, about 
one hundred million students in 41 countries, 
and is the world’s largest center of knowledge 
(Eurydice/Eurostat, 2002).
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compatible and structurally harmonized 
higher education systems. 

The Bologna Declaration15 was the 
most important document that initiat-
ed large-scale reform aimed at establish-
ing a European Higher Education Ar-
ea16 by 2010 in which students and aca-
demic staff can move with ease and have 
fair recognition of their qualification de-
grees. The underlying documents of the 
Bologna process17 – that specify the con-
tent, methods and objectives of reform – 
reflected the gradually evolving attitude 
that Europe can increase the interna-
tional competitiveness of the European 
higher education system and compete 
with the increasingly powerful and ad-

15 The Bologna Declaration was signed in 1999 
by 29 European national ministers of educa-
tion. In 2010, the Bologna process encom-
passed 47 participating countries (cf. Bolo-
gna Secretariat, 2010). 

16 The envisaged European Higher Education 
Area is meant to ensure more comparable, 
compatible and coherent systems of higher 
education in Europe. It has to facilitate mo-
bility (of both students and education staff), 
prepare students for their future careers and 
for becoming active citizens in democrat-
ic societies, and offer broad access to higher 
education (in a way between competitiveness 
and solidarity).

17 The Bologna Declaration encompassed state-
ments and intentions from several previous 
declarations that were made over the first 
decade (Magna Charta Universitatum 1988, 
Lisbon Recognition Convention 1997, Sor-
bonne Declaration 1998), and was broad-
ened and completed in the next few minis-
terial conferences through the next decade 
(Salamanka Convention and Goteburg stu-
dents’ Declaration 2001, Prague Communi-
qué 2001, Berlin Communiqué 2003, Bergen 
Communiqué 2005, London Communiqué 
2007, Leuven Communiqué 2009, and Buda-
pest-Vienna Declaration 2010).

vanced rivals in the global field of sci-
ence and education only by uniting re-
sources.18

The Bologna Declaration was an ex-
pression of the idea of necessity of inter-
national cooperation aimed at achieving 
a unified higher education area in Eu-
rope with distinctive educational stand-
ards, and with the common goal to cre-
ate a European higher education area in 
order to enhance the employability and 
mobility of students and faculty and to 
increase the international competitive-
ness of European higher education.19 In 
the Bologna Declaration, inter alia, Eu-
ropean education ministers affirmed 
their intention to: adopt a system of easi-
ly readable and comparable degrees with 
diploma supplement; implement a sys-
tem based essentially on two main cy-
cles (bachelor and master with duration 
of 3+2 years; the third is added later – 
the postgraduate or doctoral cycle with 
duration of 3 years); establish a system 
of transferable credits (ECTS) including 
life-long learning; support the mobili-
ty of students, teachers and researchers; 
promote European cooperation in quali-

18 For more, see: Haug and Kirstein, 1999; 
Pechar, 2007.

19 As a part of a wider European integration 
process, the Bologna Declaration “reflects 
a search for a common European answer to 
common European problems. The process 
originates from the recognition that in spite 
of their valuable differences, European high-
er education systems are facing common in-
ternal and external challenges related to the 
growth and diversification of higher edu-
cation, the employability of graduates, the 
shortage of skills in key areas, the expansion 
of private and transnational education, etc. 
The Declaration recognizes the value of co-
ordinated reforms, compatible systems and 
common action” (CRE, 1999).
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ty assurance; and promote the European 
dimension in higher education (in terms 
of curricular development and inter-in-
stitutional cooperation).

However, it did not come from na-
tional governments or universities them-
selves, but from the top of the EU as a 
significant part of the European integra-
tion process. As stated in the Declara-
tion, it is “not just a political statement, 
but a binding commitment to an action 
programme to all signatories”. This fact 
has drawn attention to potential prob-
lems: the question of agenda-setters in 
the Bologna process implementation 
and the reluctance of higher education 
institutions to implement the reform.

Being a reform implemented from 
the top, without consultation with the 
academic community or possibility to 
choose for higher education actors, par-
ticularly universities – the design and 
implementation of the Bologna pro-
cess has remained almost exclusively in 
the domain of policy makers.20 They im-
posed themselves not only as the princi-
pal agenda-setters, but also as those who 
mainly conduct the reform. Thus the 
Bologna process became a significant 

20 Many scholars and relevant analyses con-
firm Bologna as a top-down process. It start-
ed as an intergovernmental initiative at the 
EU level, and it was conducted predominant-
ly by national governments according to the 
key EU guidelines and (political) decisions, 
whether as a part of EU integration policies 
or/and as a reform (Europeanization) of na-
tional higher education systems, particularly 
in postcommunist countries (cf. Duhs, 2011; 
Kozma, 2008; Kwiek, 2004; Great Britain 
Parliament, 2007; Ohanyan, 2011; Välimaa, 
Hoffman and Huusko, 2007; Szolár, 2011; 
Suárez and Suárez, 2005; Trondal, 2002; 
Pechar, 2007, as well as numerous studies 
which these authors rely on).

part of European national governments’ 
public policies. The already existing 
control of the state over the higher edu-
cation system in Europe, and hence the 
latter’s limited autonomy – became even 
more pronounced. But now, through the 
reform’s intervening in the curriculum 
design and structure, even the academic 
autonomy was threatened. On the other 
hand, this has caused different reactions 
of academics and universities, but there 
was more skepticism, criticism and re-
luctance toward changes than accept-
ance and praise. It was particularly so 
because they were placed in a position 
of passive recipients rather than active 
participants in the reform, and because 
of numerous problems that the reform 
brought to universities at the implemen-
tation level. From that standpoint, one 
can argue that the whole reform is rather 
a policy process than an academic pro-
cess that causes increasing government 
interference, direct and indirect.

Regarding the policy process in the 
European higher education sector (re-
lying on the key Bologna documents) it 
could be considered at three levels: su-
pranational (European), national (na-
tion-states), and institutional (higher 
education institutions). Actors from the 
three levels could be deemed as main 
policy drivers in implementing the re-
form. Supranational level actors (Euro-
pean Commission) regard the reform 
process as an aspect of European inte-
gration and collaboration in order to re-
duce the risks of the competitive global 
environment; hence they use the oppor-
tunity to be the dominant agenda-setter. 
Their agenda in turn is focused on en-
dogenous horizontal coordination with-
in the European higher education area. 
National level actors (nation-state go-
vernments/ministries of education) – 
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acting within the EU common policies 
framework and processes of higher edu-
cation systems harmonization – deter-
mine the pace of reforms in their coun-
tries as the integral part of their policies. 
Despite the multi-level structure of this 
policy process, they are usually recog-
nized as the main agenda-setters in the 
higher education sector because they act 
at the national level with direct implica-
tions of their policies. Finally, at the in-
stitutional level, we have universities and 
other higher education institutions with 
very little opportunity of being policy 
makers (or to have any significant im-
pact on the policy-making process), in-
stead of mere implementers of policies 
already determined from above.

Since a detailed analysis of problems 
regarding the implementation of the Bo-
logna process goes far beyond the scope 
of this article, the attention must be paid 
only on the most prominent and com-
mon for most countries within the Euro-
pean higher education area.

One of the most visible changes was 
the abandonment of the classical Hum-
boldtian model of university, which was 
perceived among many academics as 
“Americanization” of good old Euro-
pean tradition that will, among other 
things, undermine the freedom of teach-
ing and learning, separate undergradu-
ate teaching from research, and thereby 
degrade university study to high profes-
sional school, lower the quality of educa-
tion and diminish the dignity of the aca-
demic profession (cf. Ash, 2006a, 2006b; 
Serbanescu-Lestrade, 2005; Liessmann, 
2008). Yet, dissolution of the traditional 
Humboldtian idea of the unity of teach-
ing and research, and the current ori-
entation of European higher education 
systems based on Bologna principles – 
could be regarded as two sides of a single 

process. The Bologna process redefines 
the roles, missions, tasks and obliga-
tions of contemporary university in ra-
pidly changing and increasingly market-
-driven and knowledge-based Europe-
an economies. Under such circumstan-
ces, teaching and research are undergo-
ing substantial transformations and the 
institution of the university, which un-
til recently has been almost exclusive in 
hosting the two interrelated activities, 
will not be able to avoid the process of 
substantial, partly planned and partly 
chaotic, transformation of its function-
ing (cf. Kwiek, 2001, 2004).

The division of study on bachelor and 
master levels established by the Bologna 
process was the biggest change in the aca-
demic structure. It was an attempt both 
to adjust education to market demands 
and provide vocational education, and 
to improve the European education as 
a market product, thereby gaining new 
international students, spreading Eu-
ropean influence abroad, and bringing 
foreign spending money into the Euro-
pean market. But is it possible to have 
a quality education at the bachelor le-
vel that is both: a sound foundation for a 
top-level scientific education at the mas-
ter’s and PhD levels, and vocational edu-
cation giving people skills which make 
them employable? Furthermore, could 
the bachelor degree obtained through a 
three-year cycle be equal to the Ameri-
can four-year BA? Namely, the argu-
ment stressed most often is the fact that 
a short (3 years) bachelor diploma does 
not assure both a sufficient discipli-
nary background for a professional oc-
cupation recognized by the market and 
a sufficient background for postgradu-
ate studies. What remains is an obvi-
ous compromise, because the European 
labor market still doesn’t clearly recog-
nize bachelors, and compatibility with 
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the American (or global) model of edu-
cation is not achieved (cf. Liessmann, 
2008; Ash, 2006b).

Regarding the main outcomes of the 
Bologna process, it is necessary to con-
sider mobility in the context of the barri-
er-free Higher Education Area that was 
one of the most important goals of the 
entire reform. In theory, the Bologna 
process with the level system stimulates 
mobility. In practice, mobility in Europe 
is largely insufficient. If we look only at 
the Erasmus programme, as one of the 
most important mobility mechanisms, it 
is obvious that its impact was very limit-
ed. Namely, its objective of 10% student 
mobility in practice was only 1% of stu-
dents that are mobile. At the same time, 
most of the academic staff do not believe 
in a better international interrelation-
ship. Their point of view is that inter-
relationship always exists through links 
between researchers. The major part of 
staff members think that the students’ 
mobility won’t grow significantly (cf. 
Serbanescu-Lestrade, 2005: 9-10).

One of the main guiding ideas of the 
Bologna process was to offer more pos-
sibilities for graduates to continue their 
studies. By expanding their offerings 
(particularly on the master level), they 
hope to increase their importance. Thus 
universities have transformed the struc-
ture of their study programmes in order 
to meet such goals and become more 
competitive. However, this required in-
creased resources, both academic fa-
cilities and academic staff (due to the 
student-centered orientation in the si-
tuation of substantial increase in the 
number of students). It didn’t contribute 
to reducing costs (on the contrary), or 
to an increase in quality of the lecturing 
process. In addition, the costs of accre-
ditation have slowed down the develop-

ment of new degrees. At the same time, 
demands and expectations addressed to 
universities were increased, which re-
sulted with pressures toward marketiza-
tion and other modes of greater self-fi-
nancing of universities.

It is obvious that the Bologna pro-
cess has produced a number of posi-
tive effects, primarily in terms of in-
tensified cooperation, partnership (en-
hanced study offer, stimulated mobility, 
better recognition), and improvement 
of international comparability/compa-
tibility. Despite various assessments, the 
positive effects are undoubtedly modu-
larization of curricula and creation of 
transparency (course evaluation, diplo-
ma supplement, transferable credits), as 
well as quality assurance standards and 
mechanisms. Although the improve-
ment in that area may not be significant, 
it is notable that effective study duration 
is reduced, while practice-orientation is 
considerably enhanced.

On the other hand, it is obvious that 
the Bologna process has remained in-
complete in certain aspects, and the 
higher education system has not become 
sufficiently competitive in relation to 
world leaders as it is supposed to be. At 
the same time, through standardization 
and harmonization, it abandoned cer-
tain elements of the educational legacies 
that once used to be part of the national/
European identity and a comparative ad-
vantage over the others. Besides, it failed 
(more or less) in achieving a curricu-
lum design in accordance with the de-
sired competences/abilities of graduates 
(Karseth, 2006: 278), in providing mobili-
ty of students/academic staff, and in pro-
viding bachelor background sufficient 
for continuation of study at higher le-
vels. In addition, the reform has stimulat-
ed additional bureaucratization of higher 
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education; some newly-established pro-
cedures act as barriers to innovation and 
to creation of new degrees (e.g. accredi-
tation); mutual recognition between dif-
ferent universities and quality assurance 
are still not as developed as they were 
supposed to be; and most industries and 
the labor market still don’t recognize new 
profiles, particularly bachelors (cf. Rei-
chert and Tauch, 2003: 27-32). 

Transformation of the Higher 
Education System in the 
Postcommunist Context

In postcommunist countries, the Bo-
logna process was adopted as a model 
of higher education system reform and 
instantly became a significant part of 
public policies led by transitional politi-
cal elites (cf. Duhs, 2011; Kozma, 2008; 
Kwiek, 2004; Ohanyan, 2011; Szolár, 
2011; Krištof, Pisk and Radeka, 2011). 
That reform in turn was characterized 
by specificities of the process of demo-
cratic transition.

Regarding the implementation of 
the Bologna process in postcommunist 
countries, one should distinguish be-
tween those that have already became 
its members (since the fifth EU enlarge-
ment), accession countries, and those 
that are not, but have adopted the reform 
in accordance with the Bologna princi-
ples. Namely, the level of acceptance and 
the dynamics of implementation differ 
in relation to that status. Without going 
into detail, especially not into the diffe-
rences among the various postcommu-
nist countries, only some features com-
mon to most of these countries will be 
indicated.

First, the commitment of those 
countries towards the introduction and 
implementation of the Bologna process 
was a clear political message of support 

to the European integration process. Se-
cond, it was an expression of urgent need 
to reform the old and inert higher edu-
cation systems shaped in the commu-
nist regime and completely unprepared 
for the global competitive environment. 
Third, it was a sign of identification of 
national political elites who largely legi-
timized their policies by almost unques-
tionable adherence to European politics, 
and in that way made themselves recog-
nized by the domestic public as pro-Eu-
ropean democrats. These are the main 
reasons why the Bologna process was 
quite eagerly adopted in postcommunist 
countries as higher education system re-
form after 1989.

Another important reason was the 
absence of their own original ideas and 
concepts about how to reform their 
higher education systems. Political eli-
tes – leaders of democratic transitions in 
postcommunist countries – usually tried 
to import as templates the various mo-
dels (not only educational) developed in 
the West, and apply them in their own 
social and political space. However, this 
one, like many other imported arrange-
ments, in many respects did not meet 
expectations, nor did its application go 
smoothly and without problems. Na-
tional specificities in different countries 
– in this case, characteristics of the pre-
vious higher education system, in par-
ticular the overall socio-cultural context 
– played a crucial role in determining 
the overall degree of success in imple-
menting the Bologna process.

After the fall of communism and 
the dissolution of the bipolar Cold-War 
world, postcommunist countries have 
become independent players on the glo-
bal stage. So, the higher education sys-
tem transformations were doubly af-
fected – not only by the local post-1989 
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transformations, but also by profound 
global transformations. The global en-
vironment imposed the need for prompt 
and adequate action in order to make 
them able to cope with new, global chal-
lenges. Understandably, the pressure sig-
nificantly contributed to the adherence 
of postcommunist societies to the Bolo-
gna process, since they saw in it a certain 
amount of protection against these global 
impacts, which they were not ready for. 

But, while EU countries are respond-
ing proactively to global challenges in 
higher education with the Bologna re-
forms, most of the postcommunist coun-
tries seem to be just reacting to the Eu-
ropean initiatives. Such reactive, instead 
of proactive policies, facilitate most-
ly formal changes, while a significant 
part of the content and habitual prac-
tices remain essentially untouched, just 
reshaped, and therefore not quite com-
patible with those in the EU, or as com-
petitive as it was expected. This is visible 
through the issues of quality assurance, 
accreditation process, predominantly 
one-way student mobility, and a signifi-
cant burden of the past in the approach to 
curricula design (cf. Reichert and Tauch, 
2003: 31-34, 45-49, 60-89; Crosier, Pur-
ser and Smidt, 2007: 34-46, 53-56, 69-
73). Implementing the Bologna system 
only as a structural or institutional re-
form can weaken the education systems, 
unless policy makers recognize that such 
a reform requires essential changes in 
the approach to both content and orga-
nization. Besides, funding problems and 
reluctance of the academic community 
to accept and implement changes addi-
tionally slow or even undermine the im-
plementation process.21

21 Higher education in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope has been in a state of permanent crisis 

Being a part of the overall (transi-
tional) policy, the Bologna process in 
postcommunist countries shares the 
same socio-cultural context that is cha-
racterized by a discrepancy between the 
needed civic culture (which is still un-
developed) and the authoritarian legacy 
(which is still, more or less, dominant). 
Incongruence between the institution-
al structure of the newly-established 
democratic system and patterns of the 
dominant political culture is manifest-
ed as a deficit of socio-cultural prerequi-
sites necessary to accomplish democra-
tic transformation. It acts as one of the 
most significant obstacles to the demo-
cratic consolidation of postcommunist 
societies (cf. Maldini, 2006). The dis-
crepancy between the proclaimed goals 
and policy makers’ practices and priori-
ties in their implementation – as a con-
sequence of that situation, as well as of 
poor governance and weak institution-
al capacity to implement the Bologna 
process in many postcommunist coun-
tries (cf. Ohanyan, 2011: 9) – signifi-
cantly determines its (lack of) success. 
So, it can be argued that no success-
ful reform will be accomplished unless 
there is sufficient commitment to appro-

since the fall of communism, and there has 
not been enough general reflection on its 
transformations. The Bologna process could 
be a useful policy agenda, but it is not be-
cause it does not meet the expectations of 
the academic community in the region; it is 
unclear in its visions, and consequently in its 
recommendations for action. While it may 
be quite successful in promoting its agenda 
in Western Europe, it could fail in the transi-
tion countries, especially because of the com-
bination of old and new challenges and be-
cause of chronic underfunding of national 
higher education systems (Kwiek, 2004: 763, 
768, 771).
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priate values underlying both the goals 
and decision-making in the higher edu-
cation system reform. Certainly, differ-
ences between various postcommunist 
countries are considerable – from those 
who completely transformed their high-
er education systems which are not par-
ticularly different from those within the 
EU (most of them in the meantime be-
came EU member states) to those whose 
achievements of democratic transition, 
and regarding the reform of higher edu-
cation, are relatively modest.

In many respects, the Croatian ex-
perience in the implementation of the 
Bologna process shares similar char-
acteristics with other postcommunist 
countries, but it also has a number of its 
own peculiarities. The adoption of the 
Bologna process in Croatia was an ex-
pression of declared pro-European ori-
entation of political elites, and the best 
(if not the only) solution in a situation 
with no coherent national strategies and 
plans for reforming various parts of the 
public sector, including the higher edu-
cation system. Lacking its own higher 
education policies – based on analysis 
of previous experiences and deliberately 
defined goals – Croatia adopted the Bo-
logna process as part of the national po-
licy process and an undisputable recipe 
for transformation of the higher educa-
tion system in order to achieve harmony 
with the European Area of Higher Edu-
cation. Although relevant laws for con-
ducting the Bologna process were enact-
ed, as well as certain strategic documents 
in which the higher education system 
has a very important place (cf. Govern-
ment of RC, 2006), reform implementa-
tion faced many problems and it was not 
adequately realized. Policy makers made 
decisions regarding the Bologna process 
implementation without proper prepa-

ration, and without selective and deli-
berative incorporation of previous prac-
tices that have proven to be good and ef-
fective. Decisions were reached under 
pressure of daily politics’ interests rather 
than corresponding to thoughtfully and 
clearly defined transition goals. Conse-
quently – they were not systematic. A 
sort of self-sufficiency of political actors 
(mostly socio-culturally determined), a 
lack of both understanding and appro-
priate reaction of the public, and the 
weakness of the academic community – 
allow the dominance of the government 
in setting the agenda of higher educa-
tion transformation policy. In addition, 
the reform was carried out fairly quickly 
and intensely (with regard to the scope 
of change that was introduced), while 
the encompassed institutions and aca-
demics were unprepared.

At the same time, in spite of the 
rhetoric (“knowledge society develop-
ment”), universities are not treated as 
places where future has to be created, 
but rather as budget expenditure items. 
Hence, the efforts of policy makers to-
wards marketization of the higher edu-
cation system became an integral part 
of their policy, even in spite of the 2008-
-2009 students’ protests (against mar-
ketization and for free education), fol-
lowed by the 2010-2011 protests of the 
awakened academic community (against 
the government’s proposal of new laws 
on higher education). Although the pro-
tests have been successful in their cri-
ticism of the neoliberal agenda and in 
making the public more sensitive – they 
were more reactive than proactive, since 
they offered no clear alternative solu-
tions. That is why they failed to impact 
government policy and received insuffi-
cient public recognition and support.
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On the other hand, at universities 
and in the academic community there is 
a general disappointment with the Bolo-
gna process implementation, although 
for different reasons (whether related to 
content or organization, to personal or 
institutional interests). Being a top-down 
reform and led almost exclusively by 
policy makers, it seems that the reform 
managed to change merely the form of 
the higher education system (reconfigu-
ration of the study into a three-cycle sys-
tem, introduction of ECTS points and 
quality assurance mechanisms), while 
the learning outcomes and qualifica-
tion levels are not significantly changed 
compared to the old system (cf. Rodin, 
2009). However, there has essentially 
been no substantive change in content 
and structure of institutions as well as 
accustomed practices of the academic 
staff. Reluctance and skepticism toward 
the Bologna system – evident among a 
significant part of the academic commu-
nity – has significantly contributed to 
this. It is mostly due to the lack of prior 
preparation to the reform, widespread 
criticism of the new system, unwilling-
ness to change, and distrust due to re-
membrance of failed reforms in past pe-
riods.

In addition to these factors, Croatian 
universities also suffer from other 
(mostly structural) problems. The most 
significant are the absence of clear and 
distinctive mission and policy, poor 
high school preparation (reduced quali-
ty of enrolled students’ knowledge), the 
disintegration of the four major univer-
sities (which blocks their quality work), 
lack of funding and equipment, lack of 
concern about the employment of assist-
ants and non-teaching staff, lack of in-
terest and motivation of students, un-
equal representation of all stakeholders 

in the university authorities, insufficient 
information on the work of key universi-
ty bodies, underdeveloped international 
cooperation, and neglected science. The 
implementation of the Bologna process 
has created additional problems, in par-
ticular too much burden on faculty staff, 
inappropriate curricula, poor allocation 
of ECTS credits (which is complicating 
successful study), insufficient quality of 
education, decline of criteria in students’ 
evaluation, poor employment of bache-
lors, lack of external evaluation of the 
Bologna process, dissatisfaction of the 
academic community with poor imple-
mentation of the Bologna process, low 
mobility of students and faculty, and lack 
of the student-centered learning princi-
ple (cf. Krištof, Pisk and Radeka, 2011).

One of the general indicators of the 
success (or failure) of the Bologna sys-
tem and its integration in social and eco-
nomic reproduction in Croatia (so far) is 
reflected in the fact that the majority of 
bachelors continue their studies instead 
of going to work, while the labor market 
still doesn’t recognize “baccalaureates”, 
even after seven years of Bologna model 
implementation. 

Conclusion

The previous considerations have 
tried to explore and explain the trends 
that drive the restructuring of contem-
porary universities and shape the pub-
lic policies of higher education systems’ 
transformation. The main factors, par-
ticularly the exogenous, that cause re-
thinking of the contemporary univer-
sities’ role and mission are tied up with 
globalization and its growing impact on 
change of almost all relevant economic, 
social and political structures and cul-
tural patterns. In the global environ-
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ment and with changes that globaliza-
tion brings into many spheres of society, 
further survival of traditional, philoso-
phy-inspired, nation-state oriented, and 
welfare state supported university is not 
to be expected. Today’s universities are 
asked to adapt to more complex soci-
etal needs and increased expectations 
in a situation of generally reduced re-
sources. They have to be more respon-
sive to challenges coming from a much 
broader environment than ever before, 
and to cope with rapid and profound 
social changes. Various trends, particu-
larly economic, but also political, social 
and cultural – significantly reshape the 
environment in which universities act. 
These trends in turn push them to be 
more market, performance, and student 
oriented, to be more cost-effective and 
accountable to their stakeholders, and to 
be competitive with other higher educa-
tion providers – more numerous than 
ever, and now on the global scene. In 
their modern history, universities never 
experienced such a challenge. It is obvi-
ous that universities and the higher edu-
cation system in general are changing 
their traditional relations with the social 
environment – the state, the market, and 
the public – with increased expectations 
different than before. 

The impact of global factors on the 
transformation of higher education is 
visible through two main and interre-
lated processes. The first is manifested 
through a diminishing of the key role 
of the nation-state in its social and eco-
nomic development. It implies a reduc-
tion of national governments’ capacity 
to control the economic and social ac-
tivities within their countries, and a shift 
of power beyond the national borders. 
Along with that, the long-lasting vision 
of higher education as a national treasure 

which contributes to national conscious-
ness and culture is also diminished. The 
second process closely follows the first 
and it is visible through the gradual de-
composition of the welfare state and 
the reduction of its core functions. Due 
to increasingly low financial capabili-
ties of the state, significant parts of the 
traditionally state-funded public sec-
tor are subjected to marketization (pri-
vatization) and economic rationality. It 
certainly includes the higher education 
system, particularly in the situation of 
its rapid massification, enhanced com-
plexity, and consequently highly grown 
costs. In order to ensure its continued 
sustainability, policy makers increas-
ingly shift the financial burden from the 
state to the users (most notably, through 
increased tuition fees) and introduce va-
rious forms of market-led arrangements 
into the universities’ management and 
operation (self-financing, commerciali-
zation, privatization). At the same time, 
the financing of research is increasingly 
being channeled toward applied science 
projects, and through linking univer-
sities and research institutes with vari-
ous kinds of industries and enterprises 
which have a direct economic benefit 
from them.

Marketization, under which nation-
al governments cede direct control over 
the higher education system and move 
to more of a steering role, makes edu-
cation increasingly characterized as a 
commodity, i.e. rather a private than a 
public good. The neo-liberal concept 
of cutting public expenditures has been 
largely introduced in the space of tra-
ditionally public higher education sys-
tems in European societies. Those who 
advocate education as a private good are 
motivated, above all, by the economic 
reality and pragmatics, which have an 
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increasingly rational foundation in to-
day’s world of global market economy 
and internationalization. Problems with 
state funding and sustainability of high-
er education systems in a situation of in-
creased demands for a broader access to 
the tertiary level of education make their 
influence even stronger. 

Regarding the national specifici-
ties, particularly educational legacies, it 
is obvious that they significantly affect 
the modes and pace of transformation. 
Specifically, liberalism, diversity and in-
dependence (especially economic) are 
tradition in America, which has en-
abled their universities not only to adapt 
quickly to the global trends, but also to 
determine the trends or even impose 
benchmarks (especially the best ones). 
On the other hand, the European tradi-
tion inherits the concept of public edu-
cation as part of the welfare state (which 
is both political and social issue in Eu-
rope, particularly in postcommunist 
countries), as well as the public funding 
– and therefore has a difficult time ad-
justing to the global trends. 

Thus the Bologna process is an at-
tempt to simultaneously preserve the 
traditions and excellence and adapt to 
the global trends, especially to the high-
ly competitive environment (America 
and, increasingly, Asia). From the very 
beginning, it was an integral part of the 
European integration process and an ex-
pression of the need for international 
cooperation aimed at achieving a uni-
fied higher education area in Europe 
with distinctive educational standards. 
Its main goals were to create a Europe-
an higher education area, facilitate mo-
bility of students and faculty, enhance 
employability, prepare students for their 
future careers and for active citizenship 
in democratic societies, and offer broad 

access to higher education (in a way be-
tween competitiveness and solidarity). 
Being a top-down reform and without 
any significant influence of academic 
community and universities – its imple-
mentation remained almost exclusively 
in the domain of policy makers as do-
minant agenda-setters. Thus the Bologna 
process became a significant part of the 
European national governments’ pub-
lic policies, which enabled even greater 
state control over their higher education 
systems. On the one hand, it caused a 
more controlled and unified reform im-
plementation, but on the other it caused 
skepticism, criticism and reluctance to-
ward changes among a significant part 
of the academic community (mostly 
due to the fear of losing their autonomy, 
freedom of teaching and doing research, 
of lowering the teaching/learning qua-
lity and running their universities by 
state funding as it was during the past 
decades). Thus the reform success varies 
in different countries, depending of the 
national specificities, educational lega-
cies, and commitment of both the politi-
cal actors and academic communities to 
reform realization. 

In the postcommunist context, to all 
of the above must be added the problems 
which emerge from the deficit of socio-
-cultural prerequisites and from weak 
institutional capacity – which makes 
transformation even more complex. 
This is so since it is not possible simply 
to transplant templates originated in the 
developed European democracies into 
the transitional and socio-culturally dif-
ferent context of postcommunist socie-
ties. However, what is crucial in those 
particular countries is the motivation 
and capability of political actors, as well 
as the willingness of the academic com-
munity, not only to be passive observers 
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of changes or mere responders to policy 
makers’ decisions, but their active crea-
tors. Passivity, inherited mostly from the 
authoritarian past, does not contribute, 
but rather leaves the entire space of de-
cision making to policy makers – which 
are not always competent enough, and 
usually are driven by (daily) political in-
terests.

Based on previous considerations, it 
could be argued that exogenous factors 
(globalization, internalization and mar-
ketization) largely impact, and even di-
rectly create trends that affect changes 
in higher education systems, particular-
ly in transformation of the role and mis-
sion of universities. At the same time, 
the endogenous factors (massification, 
national political and cultural specifici-
ties, educational legacies and long last-
ing practices, as well as national go-
vernment’s capabilities and institution-

al capacities) are mainly responsible for 
the success of higher education transfor-
mation processes in certain societies.

Clearly, not all will succeed in re-
structuring universities and transform-
ing the higher education system in re-
sponse to those challenges. That will 
certainly depend on how policy mak-
ers recognize the importance of know-
ledge, science and education, as well as 
on the capability and adaptability of the 
particular academic communities. How-
ever, what is common to all is that fur-
ther development of individual societies 
in many respects will depend on exact-
ly how the knowledge and science as 
main drivers of social development will 
be positioned on the policy agenda, and 
whether the universities will succeed in 
restructuring and adapting their mission 
in the conditions of significantly altered 
environments.
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Politike visokog obrazovanja u tranziciji:
što usmjerava trendove u restrukturiranju sveučilišta?

SAŽETAK Članak nastoji istražiti glavne aspekte suvremenih trendova koji utječu na poli-
tike visokog obrazovanja u tekućim procesima restrukturiranja sveučilišta, poglavito pita-
nje transformacije sustava visokog obrazovanja u Europi (bolonjski proces), s naglaskom 
na postkomunističkim društvima. Globalizacija, internalizacija i marketizacija su utvrđe-
ni ključnim egzogenim faktorima, dok su masifikacija, nacionalne specifičnosti (političke 
i kulturalne), obrazovne tradicije te kapaciteti lokalnih samouprava utvrđeni kao endo-
geni faktori koji određuju reforme sustava visokog obrazovanja. Autor istražuje trendo-
ve restrukturiranja sveučilišta u uvjetima promjene tradicionalnih odnosa koje ona ima s 
društvenim okruženjem, poglavito državom. Spomenute trendove naročito karakterizira 
smanjena uloga nacionalne države u provođenju društvenog i ekonomskog razvoja te de-
kompozicija socijalne države i smanjivanje njezinih temeljnih funkcija, što je za posljedicu 
imalo signifikantno smanjivanje potpore sustavu viskog obrazovanja. Oba procesa gur-
nula su kreatore politika u smjeru politika visokog obrazovanja zasnovanih na djelovanju 
tržišta, što uzrokuje niz problema – bilo da se radi o pitanjima održivosti visokog obrazo-
vanja, o pitanjima njegove kvalitete i kompetitivnosti, ili pak o pitanjima pristupa visokom 
obrazovanju i njegovoj pravičnosti. Autor ističe da na promjene u sustavima visokog obra-
zovanja prije svega utječu (ili ih čak izravno kreiraju) egzogeni faktori, napose s obzirom 
na ulogu i misiju koju imaju sveučilišta, dok su endogeni faktori prvenstveno odgovorni 
za uspjeh reformi u pojedinim društvima.

KLJUČNE RIJEČI sustav visokog obrazovanja, globalizacija, marketizacija, masifikacija, na-
cionalna država, socijalna država, javne politike, bolonjski proces




