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Resumo: Este capítulo tem como objetivo contribuir para um 

maior conhecimento sobre a implementação da mobilidade 

académica na Europa no âmbito do Processo de Bolonha, e 

procura analisar se este foi um estímulo para a convergência 

política doméstica no âmbito das políticas relacionadas com a 

mobilidade académica na Alemanha e na Itália, desde meados 

dos anos noventa em diante. O capítulo faz a ponte entre a 

literatura sobre convergência de políticas públicas e Estudos 

Europeus e as abordagens neo‑institucionalistas da Ciência 

Política. Aborda o Processo de Bolonha sob o prisma da go-

vernança, utilizada aqui como uma ferramenta para compreen-

der como o processo político é dirigido, e refere‑se à conver-

gência como o processo que leva ao aumento de similaridades 
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nas políticas domésticas inter‑relacionadas com a promoção da 

mobilidade académica na direção do modelo do Processo de 

Bolonha, no caso da Alemanha e da Itália. Ambos os países 

foram promotores da Declaração de Bolonha desde o seu início, 

da Declaração da Sorbonne, e partilham uma longa tradição 

de mobilidade académica que remonta a muito antes de Bolo-

nha. Em 1998, à luz da sobreposição das prerrogativas políticas 

nacionais no setor do Ensino Superior na Europa, perceberam 

a necessidade e a urgência de reformar o sistema de Ensino 

Superior, e de aumentar a sua qualidade, desempenho e inter-

nacionalização, sendo que esta última se tornou, mais tarde, 

no núcleo do Processo de Bolonha. No entanto, quando se fala 

em mobilidade académica, a Alemanha e a Itália apresentam 

um desempenho muito diferente. Considerando as diversas 

semelhanças entre os dois países mas também a escassez de 

contribuições de políticas públicas orientadas para a mobilida-

de académica no âmbito do Processo de Bolonha, ambos os 

países foram selecionados como estudos de caso para esta 

análise, com um foco na promoção doméstica da mobilidade 

académica estimulada pelo Processo de Bolonha, para avaliar 

a ocorrência de convergência nas políticas domésticas. Para 

tal, propomos um desenho de pesquisa qualitativa original, 

baseado em análise documental, para analisar este amplo pilar 

transversal.

Palavras‑chave: Mobilidade académica; Processo de Bolonha; 

Ensino Superior; convergência de políticas; políticas públicas

Abstract: This article aims to advance the available knowledge 

about the implementation of Academic Mobility (AM) at the 

domestic level in Europe under Bologna Process (BP), and it 

seeks to analyse whether its stimulus resulted in the occurrence 
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of domestic policy convergence in the realm of AM related 

policies in Germany and Italy, in the twenty years span of time 

since mid‑nineties onward. The article bridges insights by schol-

ar literature on policy convergence and European studies, as 

well as it draws on what enlightened by new‑institutionalist 

strands of research in political sciences. It tackles BP under 

the lenses of governance, intended here as a tool to grasp how 

political process are steered, and it refers to convergence as 

the process leading to the increasing of similarities in domes-

tic policies interrelated to the promotion of academic mobility 

toward the BP model in the case of Germany and Italy. Both 

countries have been promoters of the BP since its very begin-

ning, the Sorbonne Declaration (SD), and share a long tradition 

of AM that goes back large before BP. In 1998, they funded it 

in light of overlapping national policy rationales on the High-

er Education (HE) sector common in Europe at the end of the 

nineties – the perceived and urgent necessity of reforming HE 

system, and the one to increase its quality, performance and 

internationalization – that later became the core of BP. How-

ever, when it comes to AM, Germany and Italy currently perform 

very differently within the global landscape. In light of their 

several similarities and of the dearth of policy oriented contri-

butions focusing on AM within BP realm, the two countries 

have been selected as case studies for this analysis focusing 

on the ‘domestic promotion of AM’ ‘under BP stimulus’ to assess 

the occurrence of convergence in domestic policies. It propos-

es an original qualitative research design to analyse this wide 

cross‑cutting transversal pillar based on document analysis. 

Keywords: Academic Mobility; Bologna Process; Higher Edu-

cation; Policy Convergence; Public Policy
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1. Introduction and Scope of the Article

Academic Mobility (AM) represents a tool and a policy instrument, 

as well as it constitutes the overarching aim of Bologna Process (BP)21. 

Also its perceived necessity across the continent lead to the estab-

lishment of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) in 2010. 

In light of its growing expansion22 and increasing salience in po-

litical and policy‑making discourse, as it applies to the BP experience, 

this analysis seeks to enlighten the potential for policy studies of 

approaching AM beyond confining it within the single policy field of 

Higher Education (HE), in line with what suggested by Sa and Sab-

zalieva23. Coherently to BP’s evidence on policy paper, the expression 

‘Academic Mobility’ refers in the article to the mobility of students, 

interns, researchers, teachers and staff, as well as to its promotion at 

the institutional level by Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and 

HE system. 

The article proceeds as follow. The second section presents BP, 

the transversal AM pillar, and sets the analytical lenses of this anal-

ysis. The third section focuses on the research design, while the 

fourth one on empirical evidence. The main findings are discussed 

in section five, and the sixth one wraps the article up presenting 

conclusive observations.

21   Vögtle (2014).
22   Murphy‑Lejeune (2008) reports a 41% rate of growth of student mobility between 

1991 and 2004. Forecasts suggest the number of mobile students are expected to reach 
7.2 million students in 2025, a value about 1.2 million in the 2000 (Knight 2012).

23   Sa and Sabzalieva (2017).
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2. Framework

2.1. Bologna Process and Academic Mobility

Bologna Process is the way scholars refer to the process started 

in Bologna in 1999, where 29 European countries signed a common 

declaration stating the will to modernize and reform HE systems24. 

It is an intergovernmental process that can be seen ‘as the product 

of a regular series of meeting of national ministers responsible for 

higher education25’. As widely known, it is characterized by a non

‑legally binding nature. Although it relies on voluntary engagement26, 

shared frameworks of policy actions and common aims emerged 

along the way to the goal of launching the EHEA by 2010, perhaps 

the most impressive project in Europe beside the common currency27.

AM is a feature present across Europe since centuries, other than 

a BP goal since its very early stage. As van der Hijden28 suggests, 

‘there cannot be an EHEA where students are not free to leave their 

place and study abroad, in particular for degree mobility29’, reason 

why it constitutes a crucial pillar of the entire process. According to 

Teichler30, it enlightens a timid tentative of cooperation between HE 

systems before BP, while Vögtle31 claims it constitutes the main BP 

goal that should create ‘a more complete and far reaching Europe32’.  

24   UNESCO (2013).
25   EURYDICE (2010).
26   Heinze and Knill (2008).
27   Capano and Piattoni (2011).
28   van der Hijden (2012).
29   Curay et al. (2012).
30   Teichler (2011).
31   Vögtle (2014).
32   Bologna Declaration (1999), p. 1.
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As Teichler33 suggests, the BP could be read as a global‑oriented 

shift in HE systems toward the internationalization of policies34. It 

may also, in light of globalization, represent a systemic effort to 

tackle external pressure and respond to the necessity of the globalized 

knowledge economy35 due to serious changes in the HE sector – i.e. 

the necessity of mass education and the one of excellence, the strong 

increase in competition and the societal need of research within the 

knowledge economy, as core political rationales of BP underline. 

In light of Europeanization, instead, Papatsiba36 argues that BP 

could be seen as a tentative, by the European Union (EU), ‘to estab-

lish the primary foundation for a European HE system’, beginning 

with the promotion of student mobility in the eighties. To this regard, 

Van Damme37 notes that ‘a process of more structural convergence 

[…] [started with the Bologna Process in 1999, after a] series of pio-

neering and voluntary forms of cooperation’. They are the Erasmus, 

Socrates, Leonardo and Tempus programmes, and reveal the growing 

salience of AM within European policy making, as the EC flagship 

Erasmus program and the inclusion of BP by the European Commis-

sion (EC) within the Lisbon Agenda will later confirm. A number of 

scholars’ point indeed the EC interest in promoting AM in the context 

of BP as a means to ‘Europeanize’ HE in Europe38. 

2.2. Analytical approach

Convergence has been defined by Kerr ‘at root […] as the tenden-

cy of societies to grow more alike’, to ‘develop similarities in struc-

33   Teichler (2004).
34   Green (1990).
35   See Papatsiba (2006) and Veiga and Neave (2015).
36   Papatsiba (2006).
37   Van Damme (2009), p. 39.
38   See Van Damme (2009) and Papatsiba (2006).
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tures, process and performances39’. This would explain the tendency 

of advancing industrial societies to organize themselves in a sort of 

constant increasing similar away40, mediating ‘certain determinates 

process […] set in motion which tend over time to shape social struc-

tures, political processes and public policies in the same mould41’. 

Since within public policy this concept rises several concerns, 

three observations shall be addressed to begin. Firstly, it shall be 

highlighted that convergence is more about ‘becoming’ than ‘being 

alike’42. As Kerr noted, it implies the decrease of differences in time 

of domestic policies or the increasing of their similarities. Secondly, 

policy convergence may occur in policy goals, as well as in policy 

content, instruments, outcomes and even in policy styles – ‘a more 

diffuse notion signifying the process by which policy responses are 

formulated43’. Third, movement in time represents its key dimension: 

to speak of policy convergence ‘there must be movement over the 

time towards some identified common point44’. In the words of Hein-

ze and Knill45 I am speaking of ‘delta’ rather than ‘sigma’ convergence, 

meaning two countries moving toward a third common identified 

point rather than towards each others. 

I move beyond Bennet’s framework of processes under which 

policy convergence may occur46, and draw on Holzinger and Knill’s 

classification47. Mainly due to its non‑binding nature, the assumption 

of this article relies in the fact that policy convergence within BP 

39   Bennet (1991), p. 215.
40   Ibidem.
41   Ibidem, p. 216.
42   Ibidem.
43   Ibidem, p. 218.
44   Ibidem, p. 219.
45   Heinze and Knill (2008).
46   Bennet (1991) distinguished between emulation, penetration, harmonization/

elite working and policy community. 
47   Holzinger and Knill (2005a).
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signatories’ would occur through a process of ‘transnational commu-

nication’, rather than of ‘imposition’, ‘international harmonization’, 

‘regulatory competition’ or ‘independent problem solving’. In their 

understanding of convergence under ‘transnational communication’, 

they in fact refer to policy convergence as ‘driven by the joint devel-

opment of common perceptions and solutions to similar problems 

and their subsequent adoption at the domestic level’, rather than ‘the 

result of bilateral transfer’48. In ‘such constellation’, ‘common educa-

tional and normative backgrounds typically facilitate joint develop-

ment of common policy models49’. 

They highlight two families of factors that may result of specific 

relevance in ‘affecting the degree’ of domestic policy convergence by 

mean of transnational communication, pointing out the caveat that 

basic conditions should already be in place – and specifically the 

existence of a ‘corresponding communication network’ where coun-

tries are ‘actually represented’, two aspects in line with BP intergov-

ernmental platform. 

Of interest to our discussion are the former, identified as the 

‘density of information exchange within transnational networks’ and 

the exchange occurring ‘between countries with strong cultural links’. 

Under such circumstances, two mechanisms should lead to conver-

gence: policy copying (summarized as the synthesis of policy learning 

and emulation) and benchmarking. So doing, the authors shed light 

on the implications the emergence of a ‘benchmark’ country may 

have, mentioning this could ‘hence induc[e] an upward shift of 

the mean50’. 

Knill groups factors that may favour the occurrence of policy 

convergence according to countries similarities (institutional and 

48   Ibidem, p. 784.
49   Di Maggio and Powell (1991) in Holzinger and Knill (2005), p. 784.
50   Holzinger and Knill (2005).



Academic Mobility within the framework of the Bologna Process:  
About Policy Rationales, Patterns of Development and Convergence

55

cultural, socio‑economic structures), and the characteristics of their 

underlying policies (type of policy, policy characteristics in terms of 

paradigms, instruments and settings)51. 

They then enlighten ‘transnational communication might poten-

tially affect ‘constellations’ above described, while ‘this does not 

imply, however, […] cross‑national policy convergence in each con-

stellation52’. What may foster, or interfere, the occurrence of policy 

convergence toward this ‘third common identified point’ is grouped 

here according the number of countries already aligned to it, the 

extent of cultural linkages, the extent of institutional arrangement 

present between countries (regulation frameworks, administrative 

structure, policy legacy) and finally the extent of interlinkages in 

various transnational networks. 

Drawing on Hall’s works on the ‘order of change’53, Lenschow et 

al. also shed light on domestic structural factors that may ‘permit or 

constrains’ domestic adaptation54. This implies a division between 

cultural factors – ideas and narrative of policy discourse, institution‑

al structures – intended in a more strictly frame including ‘organiza-

tional structures, formal and informal rules and policy making pro-

cess’ and ‘opportunities for and impediments to change55’, plus the 

socio economic structure.

These scholars point out the crucial role of domestic factors in 

the process leading to the occurrence of policy convergence, and 

indeed the relevance of cultural factors over institutional and socio

‑economic ones, building on Strang and Meyer56 relation of the former 

51   Knill (2005).
52   Holzinger and Knill (2005), p. 790.
53   Hall (1989, 1993).
54   Lenschow et al. (2005).
55   Ibidem, p. 801.
56   Strang and Meyer (1993).
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to policy diffusion, and ‘by implication to convergence57’. Regulatory 

settings are indeed between those factors that may strongly influence 

the setting of the instruments, and everything would be here reduced 

to a mere ‘can we afford this?58’. They shed light, however, on the 

necessity of interplay beyond cultural factors over institutional and 

socio‑economic ones, instead not capable of altering the process of 

policy convergence. 

Radaelli focuses on the case of the Regular Impact Assessment to 

assess the impact of Lisbon Strategy in domestic policies and suggests 

the absence of policy convergence despite the presence of policy 

diffusion, adding insight on the debate about the extent to which 

‘policy diffusion actually lead to policy convergence59’. He shows how 

domestic context matters in altering the development of policy con-

vergence, a ‘common argument of historical institutionalist litera-

ture’60, and eventually concludes the supranational stimulus of the 

European Union (EU) resulted in feeling new bottles with ‘poor wine, 

or no wine at all’. 

Borras and Radaelli’s effort for analyse ‘intervening variables’ which 

may alter domestic policy change shed indeed light on the role played 

by the level of ‘communication and co‑ordination of the discourse at 

national level’, ‘the national traditions of political and administration 

organization’ and ‘the presence‑absence of institutional opportunities 

for coupling and entrepreneurship’61. The authors conclude that 

Lisbon Strategy ‘end‑point (the most competitive, sustainable, so-

cially inclusive knowledge based society)’ is either perceived in 

different ways by key member states and remains in any case dif-

57   Lenschow et al. (2005).
58   Ibidem, p. 806.
59   Vögtle (2014), p. 1.
60   Radaelli (2005), p. 940.
61   Borras and Radaelli (2011).
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ficult to achieve given the current performance of the European 

economies and societies62’. 

Veiga and Neave63 underline how Bologna inputs are often incor-

porated within national policy designs and strategies, and provide 

‘windows of opportunity’ in order to pursue national goals, while 

Witte argues each country ‘implemented its own Bologna’64. Capano 

and Piattoni point out the Lisbon agenda may represent a ‘patchwork’ 

in Héritier words65, but they opt for the concept of ‘script’ to ‘fully 

grasp the flexible, albeit constraining effects of Lisbon66’ strategy. 

Papatsiba reminds how ‘many scholars contend that during the last 

two decades, converging HE policies have reinforced disparity among 

European systems instead of leading to more harmonized systems 

within Europe67’.

2.3. Interplay: Convergence in Bologna Multilevel System

Higher education systems are multilevel governance systems by 

definition68, due to the fact they imply several levels where the phase 

of policy implementation represents a phase for policy formulation. 

The BP added a new level of policy‑making into the equation of 

European HE multi‑level governance, moving beyond the time Euro-

pean HE system was ‘perceived as a policy field based on the prin-

ciple of subsidiarity, with no direct interference in the more idiosyn-

cratic features of national system […] where Europeanization 

(weather convergence or simple harmonization) […] was clearly per-

62   Ibidem, p. 480.
63   Veiga and Neave (2015).
64   Witte (2008).
65   Héritier (1996).
66   Capano and Piattoni (2011), p. 601.
67   Musselin (2005) in Papatsiba (2006), p. 1.
68   Capano et al. (2011).



A Europa do Conhecimento

58

ceived as something to be avoided69’. Huisman and van der Wende70 

magisterially made this point arguing that the ‘unthinkable have been 

implemented’ in the framework of BP. 

The inherent tension between the supranational and national lev-

el of policy making – clearly emerged soon after BP aftermath – is 

of crucial importance in the investigation of the extent to which the 

multilevel governance of BP was eventually able to shape the domes-

tic formulation of national implementation, therefore stimulating the 

occurrence of convergence between domestic policy of signatures’ 

countries. The drivers of domestic policy convergence within HE 

system are currently at the core of the academic debate, as Vögtle 

summarizes: ‘In the course of internationalization of higher education 

policies, researchers have increasingly begun to conduct more com-

paratives studies, trying to identify causes for convergent develop-

ments, and issues related to “convergences versus divergence” are 

currently at the top of the research agenda71’.

‘Although not mentioned in the official declaration […] convergence 

is the process leitmotiv72’. The concept of ‘harmonization’ has been 

in fact soon abandoned within BP framework, leaving space to the 

softer sentence of converging toward ‘greater compatibility and com-

parability’ within European HE systems’. Harmonization was perceived 

as leading to standardization, while Bologna and following commu‑

niques remark frameworks of actions and agreed goals should in any 

case undermine specificity and peculiarities of national systems, their 

languages, methods, and contents73. The firm will of participants to 

keep their imprinting within their national HE system is visible in 

69   Capano and Piattoni (2011), p. 586.
70   Huisman and van der Wende (2004).
71   Vögtle (2014), p. 224.
72   Witte (2008), p. 82.
73   Witte (2006).
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BP’ pattern itself, built by non‑binding agreements and voluntary 

leaving aside the EC74. 

Coherently to this panorama, any specific level of policy conver-

gence to be achieved has been set in stone in BP framework. The 

perceived need of convergence due to external pressure – notably 

the spread necessity of the nineties of modernize and international-

ize European HE systems and the one of increase their competitive-

ness globally – at the eve of the establishment of the so‑called cap-

italist knowledge economy75 have eventually been translated in a 

stimulus ‘to make system similar76’. The boundaries of convergence 

as ‘increasing similarities’, however, have not been clearly defined, 

and the measurement of convergence against an ‘exemplary model’ 

is complex due to their degree of vagueness77. This is clearly showed 

by the first column of table I, reporting the ten measures emerged 

within BP discourse from the aftermath to its last development, 

Berger‑2015, in the realm of AM. The second column shows related 

insights emerged during the analysis. The second column of the table 

II, moreover, enlighten how also policy rationales often results vague.

As Papatsiba argues, ‘it is important to investigate the extent to 

which mobility outcomes […] reflect the perceptions and fulfil the 

expectation of political actors’, as well as ‘to tackle the ‘legitimating 

ideas’ or ‘rationales’ that accompanied the institutionalization of stu-

dent mobility by political actors, since these are likely to mark future 

promotion of mobility78’. However, as shown, we still don’t know to 

what extent domestic policy is converging in the course of BP79. Many 

BP dimensions have been analysed to shed light on the extent to 

74   Witte (2008).
75   Heinze and Knill (2008).
76   Van Damme (2009), p. 41.
77   Witte (2008).
78   Papatsiba (2005), p. 1.
79   Heinze and Knill (2008).
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which priorities, aims and goals shared on papers driven policy con-

vergence within the EHEA, yet scholar literature offer instead few 

insights on this transversal pillar of AM.

The analysis of AM may instead enable a policy‑privileged per-

spective due to its idiosyncratic wide nature that implies linkages 

with a relevant number of policy‑making levels – at least seven, the 

international, supranational, national and regional ones, the institu-

tional level, the sub‑level of the single institution and finally the 

individual – and it has interlinkage in a plethora of policy fields, as 

shown by table III. 

TABLE I: Bologna Process main goals/measures, from Bologna to 
Berger Declaration
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TABLE II: Policy Rationales for the Development and 
Implementation of Academic Mobility Policies
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TABLE III: Policy Areas Interlinked to Academic Mobility 
and sub-fields

3. Research Design

3.1. Case Selection 

AM has a long story within and across Europe that goes back to 

Greek ancient times80 to reach the middle age, when academia was 

not yet under nations control. Germany and Italy share this tradition, 

as Guruz’ outstanding reconstruction of scholar mobility remind us. 

Beyond their medieval experience, both countries appear between 

the ‘top hosting’ and ‘sending’ countries since the second World War 

until the eighties81, when Italy disappear while Germany seems to 

held his top position. 

Throughout the nineties, both countries began to experience loss 

of efficiency and quality of their national HE system, especially when 

compared to the Anglo‑Saxon university model82. Fears of brain drain 

80   Guruz (2011).
81   Guruz (2008), pp. 168‑170.
82   Veiga and Neave (2015).
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and overall necessity of reform their HE systems were present in the 

period immediately before the aftermath of BP, of which they are 

indeed th e founders together with France and the UK with the 

Sorbonne Declaration. The BP was in Italy mainly linked to the do-

mestic need of ‘pushing’ reform, as in the German case it was meant 

to tackle very high dropout rates and degree effective length83. In 

the same years, a shift from a procedural oriented mode of govern-

ance toward a more steering‑at‑distance mode began in both countries. 

The challenge their continental HE tradition implied, as the per-

ceiving of HE as a public good and the presence of powerful ‘aca-

demic guilt’ within the domestic system drove them to agree for the 

establishment of a supranational platform that should have driven 

change, together with France and the UK, resulted in the BP. Italy 

and Germany also resulted early ‘implementers’ of its key features, 

such as the Bachelor (BA) and Master (MA) structure, the European 

Credit Transfer System (ECTS) and the Diploma Supplement (DS), 

basic BP ‘technology’ and pre‑condition for the ‘promotion of AM at 

the domestic level’ shared aim, as presented by table IV. 

Despite the very similar panorama at the time of Bologna after-

math, however, the Organization for Cooperation and Economic 

Development (OCED) report ‘Who studied abroad and where?84’ re-

ports Germany belong to the six states that receive more than the 

50% of foreign students’, hosting the 6% of worldwide international 

students85. Italy hosts the two 2% of them, and only belong, as Ger-

many, to major sending OCED countries. Indeed, while Germany 

clearly distinguish by 6% share of international student within foreign 

students (10%) – as emerge comparing data with the one provided 

by Altbach et al. (2009) – the share for Italy always reports 2%,  

83   Capano and Piattoni (2011).
84   OCED (2014).
85   Data refers to the year 2012.
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meaning the number of mobile students hosted could drastically 

drop down for the country if using these indicators. This analysis 

aims to enlighten how the supranational BP stimulus shaped the 

domestic promotion of mobility over the fifteen years of BP, and to 

investigated whether policy convergence eventually occurred in the 

case of Germany and Italy. 

TABLE IV: BP Core Features Implementation

3.2. Research Puzzle

Despite its strong growing salience, the AM poor European picture 

appears in line with the global one, characterized by the dearth of 

the necessary quantitative and qualitative exercises necessary to  

adequately describe mobility86, especially in the realm of the moni-

toring, assessment and evaluation of related international, national 

or local policies and regulations. 

86   Teichler (2015).
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A closer look to the Stocktaking exercise of the Bologna Follow 

Up Group (BFUG) on Internationalization, reveals how the develop-

ment of AM began assessment relatively tardy. Objectives agreed are 

too often vague, diffused and difficult to be measured, as already 

introduced. Few solid efforts have been done87, and despite the in-

crease of AM since BP aftermath88, it is not possible to draw a sys-

tematic picture in numbers neither at the global level, since the 

UNESCO, OECD, EUROSTAT (UEO) still rely on national collection 

often incomplete, partial and non‑comparable, as showed by the 

Italian case. 

Crosier and Parveva report that very little has been done concern-

ing the analysis of national policies within the EHEA89, but a first 

preliminary assessment on the development of the domestic promo-

tion of mobility is available, as showed by appendix I90. Despite this 

survey already revealed a very unsystematic domestic promotion of 

mobility across the EHEA, the report was in fact not assessing im-

plementation of declared measures. First systematic qualitative evi-

dence in this direction appears with the pioneering operationalization 

of a ‘national policies/strategy on academic mobility’ provided by 

Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) in 201291, that identify how 

a ‘fully‑fledged’ national policy/strategy on AM should look like, 

and notably: 

– it should clearly identify targets and type of mobility, diplo-

ma and degree mobility, funding schemes;

87   Teichler (2012).
88   Teichler (2011, 2015).
89   UNESCO (2013).
90   EURYDICE (2010).
91   Ferentz and Wächter (2012).
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– it should clearly identify levels of education and it should 

have regional targets;

– it should set quantitative and qualitative targets/policy aims, 

rationales, linkages to other policy areas or national development;

– it should name instruments and means to be employed to 

reach specific targets.

In contrast to official evidence reported by EURYDICE92, the au-

thors themselves note that out of the 48 BP signatures countries, only 

few appear to be equipped with such an effective policy, Denmark, 

Finland, Estonia, Lithuania and the Netherlands – with Germany 

standing in the ‘middle‑category’. 

Due to the current state of available quantitative and qualitative 

primary source data on academic mobility, I draw on the former 

definition of fully‑fledge ‘national policy or strategy for academic 

mobility’ to control the occurrence of convergence under the stimu-

lus of BP in the ‘national promotion of academic mobility’, as an 

ideal type framework of reference. This ideal‑type framework enables 

to identify two crucial points to investigate how the dependent var-

iable – the domestic promotion of student mobility – developed ac-

cording to Bologna stimulus since time zero (before BP), where the 

path to policy convergence should have begun, and time one (about 

twenty years since BP). 

The development of the dependent variable will be observed in 

several policy fields beyond HE. In fact, ‘for practical reasons, the 

comparative policy literature is cast mainly within the traditional, 

but atheoretical, set of sectoral policy categories (education, health, 

environmental, social, etc.). Yet, […] it is necessary to break away 

from such artificial sectoral boundaries93’. The analysis of academic 

92   EURYDICE (2010).
93   Bennet (1991), p. 217.
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mobility constitutes a privileged case study also in light of this reason, 

as largely shown above. 

The research question playground of this article asks ‘to what 

extent the supra‑national multilevel governance of Bologna Process 

has been an effective stimulus capable to shape national policy ra‑

tionales, policies and outcomes and resulted in the occurrence of 

policy convergence between German and Italian domestic policies 

interlinked to the national promotion of academic mobility, over the 

twenty years span of time considered’. 

I control how ‘Bologna Process stimulus in the domestic promotion 

of academic mobility’ shaped the ‘domestic promotion of academic 

mobility’ according to three dimensions. They are:

– The appearance/development/presence of policy rationales 

before and following Bologna Process aftermath and the develo-

pment/presence of a declared/effective coherent national policy/

strategy on AM over the time, as the presence/establishment of dedi-

cated bodies to this end and measures taken to pursue agreed aims; 

– The domestic establishment of mobility programs and the 

promotion of EHEA Attractiveness, core feature related to AM 

within BP, as reported by table I;

– Since the very vague character of BP’s aim, I undertake an 

additional direct comparison to assess the occurrence of con-

vergence, resulted in the operationalization of the ‘removing 

obstacles to mobility’ in 13 indicators that may be grouped as 

belonging to five different policy areas (HE and Research and 

Development (RD)/Labour Market/Economy/Immigration). 

Table II, presented in the section 2.3, enlightens how the agreed 

aim ‘overcoming obstacle to mobility’ includes each but three aim/

measures present within the other rows of the table. Of the three 

left out, the unique indicator excluded by the analysis would be the 
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promotion of mobility at the PhD level, which it included anyway 

in this article. In fact, ‘Promotion of the EHEA Attractiveness’ con-

stitutes the second dimension according to which I am already con-

trolling how the IV shapes the ‘domestic promotion of academic 

mobility’, while the implementation of the aim ‘Strengthening Bolo-

gna Measures Implementation’ has been addressed in the ‘case se-

lection’ paragraph.  

This article follows a qualitative and historical comparative ap-

proach. It has been drawn on academic scholarship, Bologna and 

national steering documents, and undertaken throughout document 

analysis. The unite of analysis is the national level of policy‑making.

4. Empirical Evidence

4.1. Part I – Germany

Policy Rationales and Academic Policy 

As aforementioned, Germany had many concern about the mod-

ernization of its HE system and its attractiveness among foreign stu-

dents at the end of the eighties. Although internationalization was 

already seen as an important parameter of the quality of education 

in the country, fears of brain drain were behind the strong promotion 

of in‑bound mobility instead of outgoing. Two documents related to 

Mobility and Internalization in Germany date back before BP, and 

reveals the economic and foreign policy functions underlying its 

promotion (Studienstandort Deutschland Attraktiver Machen and 

Steigerung der Internationalen Wettbewerbsfähigkeit des Studien‑

standort Deutschland of 199694). 

94   National Report Germany 2003.
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Since the begin of Bologna, its orientation towards international-

ization has been seen as one of the most important driver and pri-

ority95. This is already visible during the establishment of the new 

degree structure, accompanied by the introduction of the pilot pro-

gramme ‘International oriented study course’ the programme ‘Master 

Plus’ and the ‘Binational integrated double‑degree study programmes’. 

Already in 2002, a statement linked internationalization of HE to 

other policy sectors, such as funding acquisition and flexibility of 

public services. Until 2005, the German Academic Exchange Service 

(DAAD) supported approximately 10.000 of the 128.000 students 

from another EHEA nation, and Germany resulted strongly involved 

in the promotion of European schemes, participating in 13 out of the 

19 Erasmus Mundus Master ongoing96. 

The release of the International Marketing of Germany as an 

Education and Research Location (Internationales Marketing für den 

Bildung – und Forschungsstandort Deutschland) is reported in steer-

ing documents, as the establishment of Gate Germany Consortium. 

The latter, funded by the Bundesministerium für Bildung und 

Forschung (BMBF), DAAD and German Rectors Conference (HRK), 

involves 115 institutions and it has been established to promote in-

ternational exchange in the field of higher education in over 20 coun-

tries, with 40 information points around the world under DAAD 

coordination. The stock‑taking exercise undertaken for the period 

2005‑200797 reports growing number of mobility in the case of stu-

dent, researcher, teaching and staff. The German Mobility Centre has 

been established at the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation in 2006. 

Founded by the German Federal Ministry for Education and Research, 

it is part of the European Network of Mobility Centres (ERA – MORE). 

95   Ferencz and Wächter (2012).
96   National report Germany (2004‑2005).
97   National Report Germany 2008.
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The development of talks with the Fulbright commission, to achieve 

the recognition of bachelor degrees obtained in the USA appears also 

in agenda during these years. 

Exactly ten years since BP, with the Foreign Office’s Research and 

Academic Relations Initiative in 2009, the crucial role of internation-

al exchanges has been directly linked to the overall development of 

Germany in the globalized knowledge‑based society: Germany aims 

to became a high level centre for global learning, and International-

ization is generally referred in terms of innovation (see Bildung und 

Forschung weltoffen – Innovation Durch Internationalität98). At this 

point, a Deloitte report99 indicates nineteen programs providing and 

supporting mobility according to four areas: cross border grants, 

promotion of global carriers, supporting outbound mobility and in-

ward mobility. The HRK‑Audit Internationalisierung funded, until 

2015, 42 different projects. Increasing international mobility of stu-

dents is included in the nine action of the Strategy of International‑

ization of the HEIs100. The latter clears specific rationales and goals 

in supporting mobility, such as the expansion of international net-

working and campus oriented HEIs. 

The main actors involved in mobility are the Federal Foreign Offic-

es, the Federal Ministry for Education and Science, the Federal Minis-

try for Development and Cooperation, the Lander, the Standing Con-

ference of the Ministries of Educations and Cultural Affairs, the Joint 

Science Conference (GWK), the WR, the Alexander Humboldt Foun-

dation (AvH) and DAAD101. The former bodies provide policy orienta-

tion and funding, while DAAD has delegation to implement measures, 

mainly funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research. It 

98   Ferencz and Wächter (2012).
99   Deloitte (2013).
100   National Report Germany (2015).
101   Ibidem; Ferencz and Wächter (2012).
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acts as a mediator between governmental bodies and HEIs to promote 

mobility especially within and beyond the Erasmus framework, for 

which it serves as national agency102.  Most of the Lander, that have in 

Germany a key role in HE, have laws that include parts focused on 

mobility and internationalization103. HEIs are also involved in the pro-

cess of implementation of mobility and internationalization policies, 

the large majority of them have their own related strategy, and they 

receive incentives if they engage in internationalization activities104. 

Germany follows a quantitative target for the development of promot-

ing academic mobility, set at 50% of students for both credit and degree 

mobility, of which 30% gained abroad at least 15 ECTS105, that make it 

one of the most ambitious target across the entire EHEA. It is worth 

mentioning, before concluding this preliminary overview, Germany 

still reports that the majority of all students finance their studies by 

private income, notably their earnings or family assistance106.

Mobility and EHEA Attractiveness 

The DAAD launched its first scheme on international attractiveness 

in 1996107, and several initiatives, such as the Franco‑German  

University, have been developed before BP108. Evidence of the stock

‑taking exercise reports eleven projects in place to promote EHEA 

cooperation109 and provides a large and detailed picture about the 

102   National Report (2015).
103   Ferencz and Wächter (2012).
104   National Report (2015).
105   Ibidem.
106   Ibidem.
107   Ferencz and Wächter (2012).
108   National Report Germany (2002‑2003).
109   Ibidem.
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implementation of international activities naming over 100 programs 

on‑going110 (i.e. funding reserved for mobility increased for initiatives 

already in place, to which it may addeds 50 international doctoral 

programmes at German Research Foundation (DGF); 28 Lander pro-

grams implemented). 

Germany is partner in the research partnership Better Careers and 

More Mobility, an BP initiative111, and DAAD supported about 100 

joint‑degree programmes in 2007/2008112. The rate of German par-

ticipation in Erasmus mundus projects is reported to be stronger than 

others at this times, with Germany being involved in 50 out of 104 

master programs promoted at the EU level, and with about 250 dou-

ble/multiple or joint degrees in place.

The DAAD is also a key supporter of the European Higher Edu-

cation Fairs, in collaboration with the British Council, Campus France 

and Nuffic. It also finances the Integrated International Double Degree 

Programmes, and it coordinates the ASEMUNDUS/Euro‑Asia network. 

Indeed, it supports partnerships with developing countries, promot-

ing activities with non‑EHEA institutions113. As Ferencz and Wächter 

reports114, the centrality of establishing cooperation beyond Europe 

in the country was already visible in the 1996 DAAD initiative. As 

previously suggested115, beyond a large part of mobility ensured by 

EU lead programs, Germany effectively appears to concentrate in 

areas ‘beyond Europe’. This explain the lack of a specific targeted 

zone around the globe in which to promote mobility, as the Italian 

case will instead point out.

110   Ibidem.
111   National Program Germany (2007).
112   National Program Germany (2009).
113   Ferencz and Wächter (2012).
114   Ibidem.
115   Kindel and Ruttgers 1996 (?).
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Table V provides insights on the empirical evidence collected ac-

cording to the first two dimension of the research design, enlighten-

ing the on‑going dynamics between different actors and levels and 

how the macro to the micro level are connected within the mobility 

panorama. It also provides empirical evidence of the practical estab-

lished measures on which this section has been built. 

TABLE V: Germany
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4.2. Part I – Italy

Policy Rationales and Academic Policy 

In Italy, the lack of systematic policy rationales and of a national 

strategy related to mobility is evident before the aftermath of Bologna, 

when Italy appear as following the traditional ‘mutual understanding’ 

approach116. The latter implies countries seek to create international 

networks ‘of political and business elites between students and schol-

ar117’, and it includes a variegate range of policy rationales ranging 

from the academic and cultural ones to geostrategic, political and 

broad economic ones118. 

In the standardized questionnaire on ‘student and staff mobility’ 

included for the first time in the national report of 2012, the first 

national strategy to promote mobility within higher education has 

been suggested to be 1996, when support to quality bilateral coop-

eration has been granted by law. According to official document re-

leased by the Bologna monitoring exercise, however, a dearth of clear 

and systematic domestic policy rationales emerged for the promotion 

of student mobility, resulting in the lack of a strategic national ap-

proach also during the very last BP development. 

According to the National Report of 2003, mobility has been at 

the centre of the implementation of BP since its early stage. In 2003 

the Found to Support Mobility of Students has been established by 

law119, providing funds to enhance Erasmus mobility actions. Italian 

National Academic Recognition Information Centre (NARIC) has been 

established in the same year to collect data on joint/double degrees, 

116   OCED (2004).
117   Ibidem, p. 221.
118   Ibidem, p. 232.
119   N. 170 of 11 July 2003.
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and a National Register of Students and Graduates has been set up 

by the same law, to improve procedures of recognition of studies. 

Financial measures have been embraced to contribute to the harmo-

nization of the EHEA, to the promotion of international mobility and 

inter‑university cooperation120. Four decrees focusing on internation-

alization and mobility have been released relatively soon after Bolo-

gna Declaration, allocating funds to enhance mobility, competition 

and inter‑university cooperation within and beyond the EHEA as well 

as the recognition on previous study and work and, at least on pol-

icy papers, the improvement of immigration legislation121.

Declarations by key players suggesting the need for Italy to de-

velop a ‘country project’ serving as a framework for the promotion 

of mobility emerge around 2008, when a book preface published by 

the Director General of the MIUR pointed out the need for Italy to 

<recover the noble traditions of the past and be once again considered 

as the selected venue for students and scholar from all over the 

world122>, as well during the ‘Strategies in support of the internation‑

alisation of the Italian University System’ Conference of 2009, that 

highlight the role higher education system could play as a foreign 

policy instruments123.

While Bologna National Reports suggest actions and measure to 

promote mobility increased, they also highlight how the promotion 

of mobility is neither coordinated nor monitored and evaluated. A na-

tional report (of 2012) states Italy as equipped with a national strat-

egy for academic mobility, but the attached questionnaire highlights 

i) the dearth of policy rationales and goals at the very base of the 

promotion of international student mobility, ii) the country relying 

120   National Report Italy (2004‑2005).
121   Ibidem.
122   European Migration Network (EMN) (2012), p. 17.
123   Ibidem.
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on Erasmus and the large unmapped panorama beyond it, and iii) 

the lack of clear policy instruments embraced to practically implement 

mobility in different policy areas.

The Programmazione Triennale 2013‑2015 (Ministerial Decree 

827 of 2013 and Ministerial Decree 104 of 2014) targets the promotion 

of cooperation ‘in order to achieve better results at the international 

level’. The main lines of action follow the objectives of raising the 

number of visiting professors, increase participation in EU pro-

grammes for research and education, the promotion of foreign lan-

guage taught programmes and finally to foster credit and balanced 

mobility124. Italy does not yet have a quantitative targets set up for 

mobile students and follows the Bologna 20% benchmark by 2020. 

Other targets set are the <increase in the number of> students with 

foreign qualifications, international academic staff, joint degrees and 

teaching projects. 

The last national report available, of 2015, states that clear objec-

tives and aims rely behind the implementation of measures due to 

the internationalization of the Italian HE. It does not state them, but 

takes note on the dearth of a formal national strategy in this realm. 

In 2017, finally, the National Strategy for the Promotion of the 

Italian Higher Education System Abroad explicitly reports policy ra-

tionales clear interlinked to foreign policy for the promotion of in-

ternational mobility. It relates the development of strong linkages of 

the Italian HE abroad to the overall development of the country, and 

includes links with a number of policy field. Rationales emerge es-

pecially for what that concern in‑bound mobility, and are listed to 

be interrelated with economic, social and diplomatic concerns125. 

National policy goals are specifically mentioned for the mobility of 

staff, but only some measures to pursue goals reference the text. The 

124   National Report (2015).
125   MAECI (2017).
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strategy takes into account the lack of a key actor responsible for the 

promotion of AM for the first time, and the example of Britain and 

Germany with the British Council and DAAD are pointed out as best 

practices to be followed126. The focus appears to be mostly linked to 

internationalization than of on AM. 

The national actors involved in the promotion of mobility are the 

Ministry of Education, University and Research, the Ministry of For-

eign Affairs and International Cooperation, and their competent de-

partments. The Rector Conferences (CRUI) is the most relevant stake-

holder127. The ENIC/NARIC centre and Information Centre on 

Academic Mobility and Equivalence (CIMEA), plus the Interuniversi-

ty Consortium CINECA (Consorzio Interuniversitario per il Calcolo 

Automatico dell’Italia Nord Orientale), technical and operation body 

of the MIUR, are indeed key actors in the implementation of inter-

nationalization measures. A centre for the Academic Promotion and 

Orientation on Study has been established by the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs in Rome, with three seats also in China, but the implementa-

tion of its tasks appear compromised by inadequate competences and 

lack of financial resources. The Agenzia Nazionale per I Giovani 

(ANG) is currently responsible for the implementation of EU programs. 

Cooperation at the inter‑university level played a relevant role in 

the promotion of mobility, as HEIs are crucial actors in the practical 

development of the international dimension of the Italian HE sys-

tem128. 

126   Ibidem.
127   National Report Italy (2015).
128   Ibidem.
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Mobility and EHEA Attractiveness 

As for the domestic implementation of schemes and mobility pro-

grams, the empirical evidence collected pin points few efforts beyond 

the implementation of basic measures within BP for mobility (estab-

lishment of BA/MA/PhD degree systems, ECTS, DS, QA) and the 

participation of European lead programmes. 

The Italian effort appeared as strongly shaped by the establishment 

of binational universities and the efforts of joint degrees, as well as 

by structured cooperation by the ministries within larger framework 

of cooperation, and specifically of cultural, scientific and technolog-

ical nature. 

This effort suggests the reproduction of former exchanges net-

works; as at the level of universities, Spain, France, Germany, the UK 

and the United States were preferred partners in the establishment 

of joint degrees as for the establishment of binational universities129. 

Currently, Usa, Cina, India and Japan ‘alone’ receive alone the 39% 

of available funding, as the Mediterranean and Balkans regions to-

gether, while 22% is reserved for Latin America130. Middle East and 

generally North Africa appear between the ‘main region operating 

student mobility’, with Cina, Mongolia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Iran and 

Brazil as the geographic areas of ‘primary’ interest involved in the 

promotion of specific actions in secondary education131.  

As table V did for Germany, table VI will summarize the empirical 

evidence on which these sections have been based. 

129   National Report Italy (2005).
130   National Report Italy (2009).
131   MAECI (2017).



Academic Mobility within the framework of the Bologna Process:  
About Policy Rationales, Patterns of Development and Convergence

79

TABLE VI: Italy
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4.3. Part II – Direct Comparison

Coherently to previous emerged evidence, also the direct comparison 

enlightened a strongly less systematic effort and a partial implementation 

of shared measures to ‘overcome obstacles to mobility’ in Italy, while an 

advanced panorama emerged for Germany. Table VI shows this in detail.

A relevant number of individual scholarships and grants, managed 

by DAAD among a clear number of mobility providers are provided in 

Germany, while a standard procedure has been set up in Italy mainly 

to support Erasmus mobility, complemented by ‘diffuse’ effort at the 

HEIs level. In both countries, HEIs are incentivised to promote mobili-

ty thought financial means and mobility and is considered in QA pro-

cedures. In Germany there is almost full portability of grants, scholarship 

and loan, while only some grants are portable in Italy. Germany provides 

comprehensive and systematic information about mobility opportunities, 

through the DAAD. The lack of funds is listed as the main reason for 

the few programs in place in the case of Italy, where far less efforts have 

been taken and developed. Despite the effort to increase information, 

this feature is also perceived as one of the biggest obstacles to mobility.

TABLE VII: ‘Overcoming obstacles to Mobility’ Direct Comparison 
Overview
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TABLE VII (continued): ‘Overcoming obstacles to Mobility’ Direct 
Comparison Overview

TABLE VII (continued): ‘Overcoming obstacles to Mobility’ Direct 
Comparison Overview
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TABLE VII (continued): ‘Overcoming obstacles to Mobility’ Direct 
Comparison Overview

5. Discussion of the findings

Clear and strong policy rationales linked to the promotion of mo-

bility emerge before BP and evolve strategically over the time in 

Germany. The international dimension and the promotion of mobil-

ity have been explicitly linked to the overall development of the 

country in 2004 and 2009, and the country is in a very advance 

level of developing a ‘fully fledged academic mobility policy’. Thanks 

to the DAAD, it is involved in pioneering activities for the EHEA with 

the British Council and Dutch Nuffic. The established role of AM 

appears as a primary difference in comparison to Italy, where the 

dearth of a strategic approach is evident. While the scholar mobility 

tradition the country inherited surely play an important role in the 

current landscape of international mobility in Italy, mobility seems 

to have (partially) gained the agenda of the national level of policy 

making only during the very last development. 
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Beyond the dearth of a national strategy, a second crucial differ-

ence between the countries lies in the absence of a key national 

player. While the co‑ordinated role of DAAD emerge in Germany, 

measures implemented in Italy appear strongly fragmented among a 

plethora of different actors between promoters, providers and funders, 

and mostly to rely European schemes or Joint and Double Programs. 

A ‘lack of resource’ oriented discourse also strongly emerges with-

in Italian documents, while in Germany emerged financial support 

of different kind, ranging from funds for structural mobility to ad 

hoc financial support for higher education institutions, passing by 

individual scholarships both for study, research and teaching, with 

related improvement of interlinked policy areas, such as immigration, 

communication and funding.  In short, this evidence adds insights 

to the resulting Italian panorama marked by the dearth of clear ra-

tionales at the very core of the domestic promotion of AM in Italy, 

appeared as vanished soon after the implementation of basic BP 

shared measures and European driven schemes. 

6. Conclusion

This article began asking whether the supra‑national stimulus 

of BP resulted capable to shape the ‘domestic promotion of academ-

ic mobility’ and the extent to which this translated in the occurrence 

of policy convergence in domestic policies between signatories’ 

countries in light of its complex multilevel governance and non

‑binding nature. 

It investigated the transversal pillar of AM within BP, and it took 

two countries sharing a long tradition of scholar mobility, both of 

them founders of BP process itself in light of overlapping policy 

rationales at the national level of policy making, as well as due to 

their similarities. 
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The empirical evidence collected let emerge elements not suggest-

ing the occurrence of (delta) policy convergence between the domes-

tic policies interrelated to AM under BP stimulus in Germany and 

Italy in the span of time going from mid‑nineties onwards. This is 

true, interesting, also at the level of policy discourse, as BP develops 

over the time. Therefore, this analysis suggests that BP may have 

presented an ‘window of opportunity’ for both countries to pursue 

domestic matching national rationales at time zero, the aftermath of 

BP, evolved soon after according to very different trajectories, in line 

with past research. 

Despite the several similarities in place within the countries, the 

empirical evidence appears in line with previous evidence that focused 

on the extent to which domestic context matter. Between the domes-

tic factors that may have – at the very least – shaped the occurrence 

of policy convergence in national policies interrelated to the promo-

tion of academic mobility, appear of specific salience in this analysis 

the presence/absence of clear domestic policy goals, the country 

organizational and coordination capacity and the presence/absence 

of a clear implementer body – specifically emerged in Germany with 

the DAAD. Moreover, the availability of resources, as the Italian case 

points out. 

This article sheds light on the additional value offered by the 

transversal pillar of AM when approached beyond the single HE field. 

Further research may advance its scope including a detailed analysis 

of the BP supranational level of policy making and its interplay with 

the domestic arena. Indeed, further research may test the occurrence 

of policy convergence according to this framework in different na-

tional contexts, so to advance the extent of empirical evidence avail-

able on the promotion of AM across the EHEA.
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ANNEX I

TABLE I: National Implementation of Academic-Mobility related measures/
schemes/policies under Bologna Measure according to the EURYDICE 
(2010) Report
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TABLE I (continued): National Implementation of Academic-Mobility 
related measures/schemes/policies under Bologna Measure according to 
the EURYDICE (2010) Report

TABLE I (continued): National Implementation of Academic-Mobility 
related measures/schemes/policies under Bologna Measure according to 
the EURYDICE (2010) Report




