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Abstract 

The Bologna process is a paradigmatic case to understand how regions 

conceive higher education as a strategic asset in a context of increasing 

global economic competitiveness. The article argues that one of the main 

drivers of the Bologna process is raising the competitiveness of European 

universities in the global higher education market. However, it also argues 

that with the passing of time, Bologna became also committed to the 

broader objective of increasing the international competitiveness of the 

European economy itself. The European Commission (EC or Commission), 

as the executive body of the European Union (EU), has played a major 

role in setting these priorities within the process, above all, since the 

Lisbon Strategy was launched in the year 2000. More recently, the 

Commission has become an active player in the promotion and 

dissemination of the Bologna process in other world regions. The article 

shows that this more recent development is very much linked, as well, to 

the ambitions of Europe in raising its global competitiveness. 
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Regionalización de la educación superior y globalización 

económica: El caso del proceso de Bologna 

 

Resumen 

El proceso de Bologna es un ejemplo paradigmático para entender 

cómo y por qué las regiones conciben la educación superior (ES) 

como un recurso estratégico de competitividad en el contexto de la 
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globalización económica actual. Este artículo sostiene que el leit 

motive del proceso de Bologna y su principal objetivo, por el que se 

constituye un Espacio Europeo de Educación Superior (EEES), es 

precisamente aumentar la competitividad de las universidades 

europeas en el mercado global. A su vez, otro objetivo, aunque más 

implícito que el anterior, es poner la ES al servicio de la 

competitividad internacional de la economía Europea. La Comisión 

Europea (CE o Comisión), como órgano ejecutivo de la Unión 

Europea (UE), ha desempeñado un papel importante para 

establecer esta última prioridad en el marco del proceso, sobre 

todo, desde que la Estrategia de Lisboa se puso en marcha en el 

año 2000. Asimismo, la Comisión ha adoptado un papel muy activo 

a la hora de promocionar el proceso de Bologna en otras regiones 

del mundo como América Latina, lo cual está muy asociado también 

a la ambición del viejo continente de incrementar su competitividad 

internacional a través de todo tipo de políticas sectoriales, las de ES 

entre éstas. 
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La régionalisation de l'enseignement supérieur face à la 
globalisation économique. 

Le cas paradigmatique du processus de Bologne  
 

 

Résumé 

Le processus de Bologne est un exemple paradigmatique de nouvelles 

stratégies régionales dans le domaine de l'enseignement supérieur dans 

un contexte de concurrence mondiale accrue. L'article argumente que l'un 

des principaux moteurs du processus de Bologne est d'accroître la 

compétitivité des universités européennes dans le marché mondial de 
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l'enseignement supérieur, bien que, avec le temps, il se soit également 

rattaché à l'objectif plus large d'accroître la compétitivité internationale de 

l'économie européenne elle-même. La Commission Européenne en tant 

qu'organe exécutif de l'Union Européenne a joué un rôle majeur dans la 

définition des priorités du processus, surtout, depuis que la stratégie de 

Lisbonne a été lancée en l'an 2000. Plus récemment, la Commission est 

devenue un agent actif de la promotion et de la diffusion du processus de 

Bologne dans les autres régions du monde. L'article démontre que cette 

évolution plus récente est ainsi étroitement liée aux ambitions de l'Europe 

d’améliorer sa compétitivité mondiale. 

 

Mots-clefs 
Mondialisation, régionalisation, enseignement supérieur, processus de 

Bologne, compétitivité, Union Européenne. 

 

 

Introduction: globalization, regionalization and higher education 

 

Higher education is the education level most affected by globalization and, 

at the same time, the most involved in international dynamics. The 

internationalization of higher education is not a new phenomenon at all. 

Since their creation, universities have been, inherently, international 

institutions and have counted on a transnational dimension. The 

knowledge that was built and disseminated in the middle age universities, 

such as in those of Paris, Bologna or Oxford, was universal or had 

universal vocation. Moreover, these institutions had already numerous 

international students and counted on teachers coming from different 

countries to develop their activity (Brock, 2006).  

However, today, globalization processes —in the economic, political, 

cultural and ICT domains— have extraordinarily intensified the 

internationalization dynamics in the higher education field. This is 

reflected, for instance, in the increase of a range of cross-border activities 

such as the provision of on-line courses, the settlement of branch 

campuses abroad, students and scholars’ mobility, international research 
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partnerships, joint education programmes between universities from 

different countries. Most of these internationalization activities count on a 

commercial nature, i.e. they involve international trade in education 

services flows and/or foreign direct investment in education.  

The commercialization of higher education has been intensified in 

the recent decades. This is due to factors such as the increasing economic 

benefits that trade in education can generate —above all, those coming 

from the recruitment of international students, who usually pay much 

higher fees than locals— as well as to the introduction of education in the 

services catalog that, since the nineties, is being negotiated in the context 

of the trade in services agreement of the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

and in analogous regional and bilateral trade agreements (Verger, 2010). 

The higher education market that is being constituted around these new 

trade regulatory frameworks is highly profitable in many developed 

countries and, in particular, is clearly dominated by rich countries in the 

Anglo-Saxon world (OECD, 2004). For instance, in a country such as 

Australia, after coal and iron, “education services” are the most exported 

asset and generate an income of $2.9 billion for the country (Australian 

Government, 2009; Olds, 2008).  

Apart of trade in higher education services, another phenomenon 

that speeds-up the internationalization dynamics in the sector consists of 

the projects for the regionalization of higher education. Today, most 

countries in the world are involved in, more or less ambitious, projects for 

the coordination, certification or promotion of exchanges in higher 

education systems at the regional level. Consequently, regions are 

increasingly becoming important political actors in the higher education 

field and the regional scale is becoming a more recurring space to deal 

with higher education issues. This is happening to the extreme that inter-

regional relations on higher education affairs are more frequent than ever 

and, this way, regions themselves are becoming sources of influence in 

the higher education realm of other regional spaces (Robertson, 2010).1  

                                                
1 The phenomenon of inter-regionalism got its start as a result of the EU’s foreign policy 
and its preference for interacting with regional instead of nation-state actors (Hettne, 
2005).  
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In the matter of higher education regionalism and inter-regionalism, 

the most extraordinary and well-known case has been developed in 

Europe recently. I refer to the constitution of the European Higher 

Education Area, also known as the Bologna process, a policy coordination 

process for the construction of a common space of higher education at the 

European level. The Bologna process aims at improving the quality, 

readability and comparability of the European higher education systems 

and, at the same time, at raising the attractiveness of European 

universities globally. To achieve these objectives, the member countries of 

the process have had to adopt deep changes at the structural, 

organizational, educational and cultural levels of their university systems. 

However, the Bologna process is not only affecting higher education in the 

member countries. Recently, the promoters of the process have engaged 

in inter-regional relations with other regions of the world, such as Africa 

and Latin-America, and have become very much influential when it comes 

at promoting higher education reforms a la Bologna in these regions 

(Robertson, 2008). 

This article analyzes the Bologna process as a paradigmatic case of 

the new strategies of regions in the higher education sector in a context of 

increasing global competitiveness. The article argues that the origin of the 

Bologna process is associated with the emergence of a global higher 

education market and, specifically, with the increasing competitiveness in 

cross-border trade in higher education services. It also argues that, with 

the passing of time, the Bologna process, beyond raising the 

competitiveness of European universities, has been aligned to the broader 

objective of increasing the competitiveness of the European economy itself. 

As it will be shown, the EC as the executive body of the EU has played a 

major role in these developments, above all, since the Lisbon Strategy 

was launched in the year 2000. More recently, the Commission has 

become an active player in the promotion of inter-regional dynamics and, 

in particular, in the promotion of the Bologna process in other world 

regions. In this respect, the article argues that this new development in 

the Bologna process, also known as the “external dimension of Bologna” 

(Zgaga, 2006), is to a great extent related to the economic and political 
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interests of the EU and, again, very much linked to the ambitions of 

Europe in raising its global competitiveness.  

The article is structured in two main parts. In the first one, I 

introduce the Bologna process, its origins, governance system and 

evolution. In particular, I focus on the role and the main drivers of the 

EC’s participation in the process, as well as on the main policy 

mechanisms of the Commission to influence it. In the second part I focus 

on the external dimension of Bologna and, specifically, I explain the 

rationale behind the European promotion of Bologna in other world 

regions. I also detail what are the policy mechanisms activated by Europe 

to promote Bologna abroad. I develop my arguments by focusing in the 

Latin-American region.  

 

The Bologna process and the role of the European Commission 
 

Usually, higher education literature considers the Bologna Declaration, 

signed in 1999 by twenty-nine European countries, as the starting point of 

the ambitious process for restructuring European university systems 

known as the Bologna process. However, a more precise starting date of 

the process was one year earlier, in 1998, when the ministers of education 

of four EU member countries, United Kingdom, Italy, Germany and France, 

signed the Sorbonne Declaration (1998), whose contents —it should be 

acknowledged— are almost identical to those of the Bologna one. 

Among the four signing countries of the Sorbonne Declaration, the 

Franco-German axis was the most active at defining the priorities and 

focus of the Declaration. In the nineties, both France and Germany were 

extremely worried about the loss of competitiveness of their universities, 

at expenses of the increasing popularity of the US universities.2 They were 

especially concerned with the loss of overseas students, reason why they 

decided to create, almost simultaneously, state agencies to promote their 

national universities abroad and attract foreign students (EduFrance in 

France and DAAD in Germany). The French education minister at that time, 

Claude Allegre, was fascinated by the American academic model, 

                                                
2 This was not the case of the UK, who is unable to satisfy the international demand, or 
Italy, that traditionally has not had this kind of aspirations. 
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characterized by highly autonomous and well-funded universities due to 

the existing high student fees and the research services they offer to the 

business sector. As a consequence, Allegre thought that the American 

system was a source of inspiration for education reform in his country and 

all around Europe. The German education authorities, on their part, were 

concerned about the long duration of the university studies in their 

country, about the high levels of drop-outs and, consequently, about how 

costly the university system was for the state. Thus, the German 

government thought that a change in the education degree structure 

could contribute to solve some of these problems (Charlier and Croché, 

2007).  

One year after the Sorbonne meeting, twenty-nine European 

countries signed the Bologna Declaration. This declaration stated the 

commitment to constitute the European Higher Education Area and that, 

to this purpose; the signatory countries had to address a range of existing 

problems such as the complexity in the procedures for the comparability 

of degrees among the member states or the lack of competitiveness of 

European universities in an increasingly globalised university environment. 

In order to address these problems, a broad policy agenda was adopted 

that aimed at: 

 

a. Adopting a system to make degrees interpretable and 

comparable on a Europe-wide scale. 

b. Setting up a shared credit system that would facilitate mobility. 

c. Promoting mobility by eliminating obstacles and encouraging 

recognition of certificates. 

d. Promoting international cooperation on quality assurance. 

e. Promoting the European dimension in higher education with 

regard to a wide range of measures such as inter-institutional 

cooperation, the content of study programmes, and research and 

training partnerships.  

 

The Bologna process widened its membership with the passing of 

time and, from the initial 29 countries that signed the Declaration in 1999, 
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it counted on the participation of the ministers of education of 45 

countries plus the EC as fully-fledge members in 2010. The members of 

the process have been meeting at biannual ministerial conferences —

Prague 2001, Berlin 2003, Bergen 2005, London 2007, and Louvain 2009. 

The implementation of the most important reforms associated to the 

Bologna process had a deadline, which was the year 2010. This is 

precisely the reason why the last ministerial conference held in Vienna and 

Budapest, March 2010, was said to have a celebratory character and not a 

political profile at the level of the previous meetings.3  

The agenda and goals of the Bologna process also evolved with the 

passing of time, and as far as more countries and social agents became 

involved. For instance, in the consecutive ministerial conferences, topics 

such as the social dimension (Wachter, 2004), and lifelong learning 

(Jakobi and Ruskoni, 2009), were included. One of the most original and 

most recent developments of the agenda has been the emphasis on the 

external dimension of Bologna given in the 2007 London ministerial 

conference, and which I will develop later.  

However, in terms of the evolution of the Bologna agenda, a range 

of scholars coincide to consider that the main source of change has come 

from the increasing involvement of the EC in the process (Keeling, 2006; 

Dale, 2007; Robertson, 2010; Wolf, 2009; Croché, 2009). Initially, the EC 

had a very secondary role in the Bologna process and its active 

participation was not in the plans of the member states. Actually, the 

French education minister, Claude Allegre, wanted to exclude the 

Commission from the Sorbonne meeting celebrated in 1998 —although, 

finally, the Commission got the status of member observer. Furthermore, 

in the first ministerial meetings of the Bologna process, some ministers 

showed their irritation when the right to speak was given to the 

Commission (Croché, 2009). 

                                                
3 Since the Berlin conference, a range of non-governmental actors, representing different 
interests and constituencies in the Higher Education field formed part of the Bologna 
process follow-up group, which plays a role in the deliberation and monitoring of the 
Bologna process, although does not count with decision-making powers. They are teachers 
unions, represented by Education International, student unions (ESU), quality assurance 
agencies, represented by the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education (ENQA), the European employer association and university associations, like the 
European University Association (EUA). 
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However, the Commission gradually gained centrality and 

acceptance in the context of the Bologna process. Its source of legitimacy 

and authority within the process came from the fact that the Commission 

started providing the economic means that contributed to the 

development of many of the coordination activities required by the 

process. In fact, today, the centrality of the Commission has changed to 

such an extent that some observers consider that, in the end, the EU 

interests, through the EC as its executive arm, have largely driven the 

Bologna process (Keeling, 2006; Robertson, 2010).  

But, why has the EC been so active in contributing to the Bologna 

process since it is a process that goes beyond the EU borders? If a single 

factor should be identified to respond this question, I would point out to 

the set-up and the development of the Lisbon Strategy. As shown below, 

the launching of this Strategy has contributed to raise the political profile 

of the higher education policy issue in the context of the EU and, in 

particular, it has triggered importantly the interest of the EU in the 

Bologna process. 

 

The Lisbon Strategy as a milestone 

 

At the Lisbon Summit held in 2000, the EU determined that by 2010 

Europe should become the most dynamic knowledge economy in the world 

(Keeling, 2006). Education played a key role in the context of that summit, 

as was reflected in the high expectations placed in education when 

defining the action lines through which had to be developed the Lisbon 

Strategy (European Council, 2000). The European universities and, 

therefore, the Bologna process were considered key elements in the 

success of the Lisbon Strategy’s agenda for the modernization of the 

European economy. This is the logical consequence of the fact that 

universities are a key institution in the production and dissemination of 

the human capital and the knowledge needed to strengthen the 

“knowledge economies” (Jessop, Fairclough and Wodak, 2008; Robertson, 

2005). Therefore, the Commission, as the executive branch of the EU and 

the main guarantor of the enforcement and defense of the Union’s treaties, 
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decided to intervene in the Bologna process with renewed enthusiasm and 

with the mission of ensuring that Bologna would feed the Lisbon Strategy 

(Huisman and Van Der Wende, 2004). 

One of the central governance instruments in the development of 

the Lisbon Strategy is the open method of coordination (OMC). This 

method, which is coordinated by the EC, has shown itself to be highly 

effective when coordinating several economic and social policy measures 

among the EU member states. The OMC covers three issues related to the 

higher education sector: educational policy, research and development 

and the information society. This mechanism has served to extend the 

member states’ awareness of ideas such as the link between education 

and employment, the Europeanization of research and development and 

the importance of research for the competitiveness of the European 

economy (de Ruiter, 2008; Veiga and Amaral, 2006). 

Other sources of influence at the Commission’s disposal are the 

dissemination of ideas —priorities, norms, causal theories, principles— 

through well-disseminated communications and reports such as The Role 

of the universities in the Europe of knowledge, Researchers in the 

European research area: one profession, Multiple careers or mobilising the 

brainpower of Europe: enabling universities to make their full contribution 

to the Lisbon Strategy (European Commission 2003a, 2003b, 2005), and 

through the financing of international seminars on issues related to the 

Bologna process that are held parallel to the official ministerial gatherings 

(Wachter, 2004). It also funds the “Trends” reports, which assess the 

state of the process before each Ministerial conference and places the 

Commission in a privileged situation at the level of producing and 

interpreting large scale empirical data on the implementation of Bologna 

all over the region (Croché, 2009). 

The Commission has also aligned the Tuning project with the Lisbon 

Strategy.4 The Tuning project, which is funded by the Commission itself, 

was created to assist in the practical implementation of the Bologna 

process and its main goal is to harmonize university policies on several 

aspects, such as workload, academic level, outcomes and competencies, 

                                                
4 http://www.tuning.unideusto.org/tuningeu/index.php?option=com_frontpage&Itemid=1. 
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and, this way, to develop the avenues of action contained in Bologna. The 

EC is also funding the Reflex project —also known as The Flexible 

Professional in the Knowledge Society project— which aims to adapt the 

university degrees to a more flexible knowledge society with highly 

changing labour demands. 

Through these and other initiatives the Commission recommends 

and advocates for the introduction of pro-market policies in the European 

higher education systems, such as linking scholars’ salary schemes to 

productivity, tax incentives for university-enterprise cooperation and 

university funding formulas according to results (Keeling, 2006). Generally 

speaking, the Commission focuses on financing policies that supply 

incentives for universities —and the groups and individuals making the 

universities up— to innovate, become more efficient and, at the same 

time, provide high quality educational and research services (Dale, 2007).  

The EC shares the existing consensus among European university 

authorities and education ministries that Bologna provides a key 

momentum for turning Europe into an appealing place to attract students, 

researchers and scholars from all over the world in a context in which 

increasingly competitive global university markets are being developed. 

However, the Commission adds a new dimension to the competitiveness 

principle. It considers that, besides promoting the international 

competitiveness of European universities, the founding of the common 

higher education area should contribute to the universities themselves 

promoting the international economic competitiveness of Europe. Thus, 

and still more in line with the goals of the Lisbon Strategy, the EC has 

stressed the importance of linking academic studies to employability, 

research partnerships with the business sector and, in general, 

encouraged university institutions to be more sensitive to the needs of the 

European industry (EC, 2003a). In fact, the Lisbon Strategy puts such a 

clear emphasis on university-enterprise links and on the role of the 

universities in economic competitiveness that it seems as if the main focal 

point of the Bologna process, from EU’s vantage point, is the European 

economy itself (Keeling, 2006).  



 12 

Obviously, the Commission does not have the capacity to impose its 

preferences and goals one hundred percent, and they often meet 

opposition from other stakeholders like the universities and university 

associations themselves. The latter very often refuse to focus their 

functions on the economically-oriented values to which the EU seemingly 

would like to relegate them (Neave, 2003). 

In conclusion, despite the fact that it has no formal competences in 

the higher education area, the Commission does play an important role in 

higher education governance and, specifically in the evolution of the 

Bologna process, through funding, dissemination of norms and ideas and 

opening spaces for the harmonization and the standard setting of policies 

at the national level. 

 

The external dimension of Bologna: the case of Latin America 

 

The external dimension of Bologna is the way the Bologna process 

participants refer to the policy dialogue and to the international relations 

on higher education affairs that they have opened with other world 

regions. The main document on the external dimension of Bologna, which 

condenses its main principles and actions lines, is titled the Strategy for 

the European Higher Education Area in a Global Setting. This Strategy was 

written by the Working Group on the External Dimension of the Bologna 

Process and outlines five core policy areas that all the actors involved in 

the process —regardless of whether they operate at the European, state 

or university level— should promote. These are:  

 

1. Improving information on the European Higher Education Area. 

2. Promoting European higher education to enhance its world-wide 

attractiveness and competitiveness. 

3. Strengthening cooperation with other regions based on 

partnership. 

4. Intensifying policy dialogue. 

5. Furthering recognition of qualifications (Bologna follow-up group, 

2007). 
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The promoters of the Bologna process consider that one of the 

factors that have triggered the new emphasis on the external dimension 

of Bologna is the so-called “magnetism of Bologna”. Accordingly to their 

narrative, the Bologna process has become so popular all over the world 

that numerous countries and regions are showing interest in the process 

and are even considering emulating it, i.e. implementing Bologna-style 

reforms (Zgaga, 2006; Olds, 2008b; Sirat, 2008; WES, 2007). Because of 

this reason, they had to open this international relations line and, in this 

way, satisfy the demands and curiosity of other regions on the European 

experience. However, the international convergence towards Bologna is 

not taking place so spontaneously, nor is the emulation initiated on a 

totally voluntary basis and exclusively by the emulator. As I will 

demonstrate with evidence coming from Latin America, the EC is playing 

an important role to encourage this to happen. 

 

Promoting Bologna in Latin America 

 
Latin America is one of the regions with which Europe is more proud of 

having closest ties in the higher education realm (Zgaga, 2006). The most 

emblematic initiative in this respect is the European Union–Latin America 

and the Caribbean Common Higher Education Area (EU-LAC). This 

initiative foresees encouragement towards better comparability of degrees 

and the establishment of compatible credit systems between the two 

regions.5  

The origins of the EU-LAC Common Higher Education Area initiative 

date back to 1999, when the first summit of EU-LAC states was held in Rio 

de Janeiro. In that summit, the necessity to step up relations between 

both regions was stated and higher education was deemed one of the 

priority sectors to achieve this objective. The next year, in 2000, the 

Conference of Ministers responsible for Higher Education from the 

                                                
5 The fact that we focus on EU-LAC in this article does not mean that there are no other 
spaces of interaction between Europe and Latin America in the higher education field. 
Another remarkable experience is the Iberoamerican common space of knowledge 
(Brunner, 2009). 
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European Union, Latin America and the Caribbean was held, with 

participation by the EC and governmental representatives from 48 

countries. The Conference affirmed the desire to promote the creation of a 

common area of cooperation in higher education between Latin America, 

the Caribbean and the EU, which was to become a key element in 

strengthening the relations between the two regions and their member 

states on both sides of the ocean. This common area was proposed with 

the mission of facilitating the exchange of knowledge, technology transfer 

and the movement of students, professors, researchers and administrative 

staff, focusing on the articulation between training, employment and 

scientific knowledge in the affected countries (Brunner, 2009; Verger and 

Hermo, 2010).  

In 2002, the ‘2003-2004 Action Plan for the Construction of the EU-

LAC Common Area of Higher Education’ was approved, which stressed 

stepping up cooperation between higher education institutions, especially 

with regard to mobility and quality assurance of education. In this plan, 

EU-LAC openly mentions that the accreditation mechanisms that are being 

adopted follow the same method as applied in the Bologna process. At the 

summits in Guadalajara (2004), and Vienna (2006), the validity of the 

Action Plan was extended until 2008, in view of the lack of specific 

outcomes achieved until then. As proof of the close ties between these 

two regions, the Bologna process Berlin 2003 ministerial conference 

invited EU-LAC to join the process as an observer. 

Despite the objective of creating a common higher education area 

in EU-LAC has been clearly stated, the common area has not yet 

crystallised as such. However, progress has been made in specific 

programmes, which are clearly inspired by analogous policies developed 

by the EU in the context of the Bologna process, and that serve to lay the 

groundwork to make political convergence possible in the middle term. 

These include Project 6x4, Tuning-Latin America and Proflex.  

The 6x4 EU-LAC project has laid the technical groundwork for the 

convergence of evaluation and accreditation policies inter-regionally. It is 

defined as a specific project that seeks to analyze six professions along 

four axes with the purpose of proposing operational conditions that foster 
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higher compatibility and convergence of the higher education systems in 

Latin America and the Caribbean and their comparison and approach to 

the systems in the European Union (http://www.6x4uealc.org).  

Project 6x4 is envisioned as a project aimed at promoting the 

transformation of higher education in Latin America, although under no 

circumstances does it consider the possibility that European institutions 

might also be modified as a result of the exchange within EU-LAC. In fact, 

as noted in the definition above, 6x4 encourages Latin America to draw 

closer to Europe instead of mutual convergence. Furthermore, in its 

development, the project experiments with the European Credit Transfer 

System (ECTS), and with a diploma supplement mechanism similar to the 

one adopted as part of the Bologna process. Although they claim that 6x4 

is not trying to replicate Bologna, its promoters acknowledge that the 

Bologna process is being used to incite change in higher education in Latin 

America as well as to illustrate some of the possibilities and difficulties of 

change (UEALC, 2008, p. 7).  

In turn, the Tuning-Latin America Project seeks to fine-tune the 

existing higher educational structures in Latin America. Accordingly to the 

project, it tries to initiate a debate whose aim is to identify and improve 

cooperation among higher education institutions so as to develop 

excellence, effectiveness and transparency. Specifically, its core goals are 

to contribute to developing easily comparable degrees in an articulated 

way throughout all of Latin America, and to develop professional profiles 

in terms of generic competences relative to different fields of study 

(González, Wagenaar, Beneitone, 2004). Tuning-Latin America is financed 

by the EC’s Latin America Academic Training Programme (ALFA). The 

website of the project insists on Tuning-Latin America being grounded in 

the Latin American reality, but acknowledges that it is totally inspired by 

the European Tuning:During the 4th follow-up meeting of the EU-LAC in 

Cordoba (Spain) in October 2002, the representatives of Latin America 

who took part, after listening to a presentation of the results of the first 

phase of Tuning, suggested the possibility of developing a similar project 

in Latin America. From this moment, the project began to be prepared, 

and was presented to the EC by a group of Europeans and Latin 
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Americans at the end of October 2003. It can be said that the Tuning 

proposal for Latin America is an inter-continental idea, a project that has 

been nurtured by both European and Latin American academic 

contributions. The search for consensus is inter-continental too, and 

unique and universal (http://tuning.unideusto.org/tuningal/). 

In a very similar way, at the European University Association’s 

Glasgow Convention, celebrated in 2005, the dean of the University of 

Chile, Luis Riveros, acknowledged the impact of the Bologna experience 

on the EU-LAC common higher education initiative in general and on the 

Tuning-Latin America in particular: The Bologna process is considered a 

key conceptual background for the change that is being implemented in 

several Latin American traditional universities. The observation of the 

Bologna process has pointed out the importance of more flexible 

programmes to foster student mobility both across universities and 

disciplinary fields. The process is also important to make labour mobility 

easier in order to adapt to changing market conditions. The occurrence of 

an ‘undergraduate reform’ in several Latin American institutions has been 

originated from those issues, as a key instrument to attain more flexible 

and efficient formative programmes. Bologna has been an intellectual 

input to it, as well as the Tuning initiative to create a more compatible 

system of credit assignment across the region (Riveros 2005, in Zgaga 

2006, p. 29). 

On its part, the Reflex Project, which is also being developed in 

Europe in the context of the Bologna process, has been exported to Latin 

America under the acronym Proflex. Three quarter parts of this project are 

also financed by the EC ALFA programme. Similarly to its European 

analogous, Proflex aims at gathering results about higher education and 

university graduate employment in different Latin American countries to 

prepare the university degrees for a more flexible knowledge society with 

highly changing labour demands (Brunner, 2009). Proflex, which counts 

with the participation of German, Dutch and Spanish universities, pretends 

to facilitate the comparison of university graduates in the Latin American 

labour markets with the European ones and, therefore, to strengthen the 
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cooperation in the area of higher education and graduate employment 

between the two regions (Mora, 2008).  

To date, everything indicates that the ambitious project of creating a 

common transatlantic higher education area including Europe and Latin 

America is being developed based on European policies, European 

standards and the Bologna integration experience. Actually, the ‘inter-

regional integration’ rhetoric is not yet making headway as such. To date, 

with major economic outlays by the EC, only specific programmes whose 

goal is to adapt the South American higher education systems to the 

European model are really advancing. Thus, the groundwork is being laid 

for a future inter-regional convergence, in which one of the parts, Latin 

America, would adapt to the other, Europe. The reciprocity of the 

‘exchange’ would be quite scarce and most likely, as seen to date, would 

never go beyond mere rhetoric. 

The mechanisms of European influence in the Latin American higher 

education region are diverse. Emulation by Latin American governments 

and universities is an important one, since they consider that the Bologna 

experience can help them to construct more competitive higher education 

systems. But this is not only happening in Latin America. Even countries 

with globally competitive university systems, like Australia, want to ensure 

their compatibility with the EHEA to do not lose positions in the race for 

international students (Harttmann, 2009). However, beyond emulation, 

other mechanisms of external influence are activated also by the 

European counter-part. First, dissemination, based on widely disseminated 

reports, technical assistance, exchange programmes or training seminars. 

Second, penetration 6  and, to a great extent, standardization through 

initiatives like 6x4, Proflex or Tuning, which are generously funded by the 

EC. In these spaces, the European experts usually act as ‘teachers of 

norms’ and the European model are drawn as the benchmark.  

In relation to the external dimension of Bologna, an analogous 

question to the one I posed in the earlier section applies: Why is the EU, 

                                                
6 Penetration is a policy mechanism that involves the use of power and is coercive entailing 
a compulsion to conform (Stone, 2001). It is usually activated by international 
organizations in developing contexts, mostly by conditionality to funding. Other scholars 
refer to the concept of imposition instead of to that of penetration (Dale, 1999).  
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and the EC in particular, putting so much effort and resources in the 

globalization of Bologna? To some extent, the global competition to 

capture foreign students contributes to respond this question. The 

equation that links ‘exporting the Bologna model globally’ and ‘attracting 

foreign students to Europe’ is simple: the higher the comparability and 

compatibility between European and other regions’ higher education 

systems is, there are more chances for Europe to attract students from 

the regions in question. These students will find the European university 

system familiar and, even more importantly, they will not have 

compatibility problems with their certificates once they are back to their 

countries of origin. However, Dale (2010), provides a more 

comprehensive answer to the question. This scholar considers that the 

main driving forces behind the external dimension of Bologna are “money, 

brains and loyalty”. This means that, not only pure economic interests 

associated to the attraction of foreign students are involved in the 

external dimension of Bologna, but a more complex matrix of interlinked 

interests and policy agendas. These include brain gain —to bring to 

Europe first class researchers that will make the European economy more 

competitive and innovative— international cooperation —and the 

legitimation and solidarity principles that are related to the technical and 

economic assistance to poorer countries and regions— and the promotion 

of political loyalty to Europe all around the world —which would be the 

consequence of the establishment of inter-university partnerships and 

cooperation links, but also of having the professional, economic and 

political elites of different countries living and studying in Europe. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The initial concerns of France and Germany with the competitiveness loss 

of their university systems unchained an ambitious process for the deep 

transformation of European university systems known as the Bologna 

process. In fact, this process has had such a huge impact that it has 

provoked effects even in non-European countries, such as the Latin 

Americans. 
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The role and leadership of the EU, and in particular of the EC, in the 

Bologna process has become a key factor to understand the depth and the 

rhythm with which the European Higher Education Area has been 

constituted (Verger and Hermo, 2010). However, the Commission’s strong 

involvement in the Bologna process comes also with major political 

implications. Based on this involvement, the economic rationality of 

Bologna has become more important than the underlying educational or 

cultural logic (Wolf, 2009). The Commission has taken advantage of the 

political opportunities being generated by Bologna to drive its own 

competitiveness and employability agenda in several ways. First of all, by 

promoting the introduction of quasi-markets into European university 

systems; secondly, by promoting the recruitment of students and research 

staff to enrich European universities and make them more competitive; 

and finally, by putting universities and their scientific endeavors at work 

for the European economy and the European industry in particular.  

On the other hand, the EU is politically and economically supporting 

the exportation of the Bologna model abroad. The rationale behind this 

new development can be found again, in the global race for foreign 

students, and the high tuition fees they pay, but also in the political 

returns of attracting overseas students and researchers from all over the 

world. Money, brains and loyalty would be, as Dale (2010) puts it, the 

main drivers behind the external dimension of Bologna.  

In conclusion, the evolution of the Bologna process, both in its 

internal and external dimensions, has been marked by the efforts of the 

EU to adjust itself to economic globalization and to increase its 

competitiveness in an increasingly globalized economic and political 

environment. The EC has been able to advance in the achievement of 

these objectives thanks to the important economic and technical resources 

it counts on, and the way it has mobilized them in the context of the 

Lisbon Strategy. 
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