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Bologna Process
An ambitiuos reform aiming at harmonizing the higher
education system in Europe

• The Bologna Declaration on the European Higher Education
Area to be established by 2010 was signed in June 1999 by
the ministers responsible for higher education in 29 European
countries.
• It has been largely inspired by the innovative ideas fostered
during the celebrations in 1989 of the IX Centenary of the
Bologna University and by the Sorbonne Declaration.
• This declaration became the primary document used by the
signatory countries to establish the general framework for the
modernization and reform of European higher education. The
process of reform came to be called the Bologna Process. 4

• In 1999, the signatory countries included the then 15
EU Member States, three EFTA countries (Iceland,
Norway and Switzerland) and 11 EU candidate
countries (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary,
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and
Slovenia).
• The European Commission, the Council of Europe and
associations of universities, rectors and European
students also participated in drafting the declaration.
The Bologna Declaration, in its essence, aims for
structural harmonization but content diversity.
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• The objectives defined in the Bologna Declaration are the
following:
➢ adopt a system of easily readable and comparable degrees
➢ implement a system based essentially on two main cycles
➢ establish a system of credits (such as ECTS)
➢ support the mobility of students, teachers and researchers
➢ promote European cooperation in quality assurance
➢ promote the European dimension in higher education (in
terms of curricular development and inter-institutional
cooperation)
6

• It also underlines the importance of enhancing the
international competitiveness of the European
system of higher education and stresses the need to
ensure that this system attracts significant attention
from around the world.
• In this context, internationalization is a key
underlying factor in a number of the objectives
posed by the Bologna Process, namely,
employability, mobility, lifelong learning.
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• One of the key objectives of the Bologna Declaration is
the “promotion of mobility by overcoming obstacles to
the effective exercise of free movement” (European
Ministers for Education, 1999).
• At the London Summit in 2007, mobility was
designated as a key priority for the Bologna Process
until 2009: “mobility of staff, students and graduates is
one of the core elements of the Bologna Process,
creating opportunities for personal growth, developing
international cooperation between individuals and
institutions, enhancing the quality of higher education
and research, and giving substance to the European
dimension”.
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• The Leuven Communiqué of 2009 goes as far as setting
a concrete target for mobility under point 18: “We
believe that mobility of student, early stage researchers
and staff enhances the quality of programmes and
excellence in research; it strengthens the academic and
cultural internationalization of European higher
education. Mobility is important for personal
development and employability, it fosters respect for
diversity and a capacity to deal with other cultures. … In
2020, at least 20% of those graduating in the European
Higher Education Area should have had a study or
training period abroad.”
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• In this way the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) would have
been able to:
➢ facilitate mobility of students, graduates and higher education staff;
➢ prepare students for their future careers and for life as active citizens
in democratic societies, and support their personal development;
➢ offer broad access to high-quality higher education, based on
democratic principles and academic freedom.
•

Aside from fostering European citizenship, international mobility
would contribute to personal fulfilment and the development of
competences, such as languages and intercultural understanding …
skills more valued on the increasingly international labour markets,
and therefore enhancing the employability of students.
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• The harmonization of course study cycles has been one
of the ‘trademarks’ of the Bologna Process as it was
conceived as one of the main tools for facilitating
student mobility.
• It is a common misconception of the Bologna Process
that the duration of each of the three cycles has been
rigidly prescribed. In reality, the Bologna Declaration
(1999) states only that first cycle studies should last a
'minimum of three years' while subsequent Bologna
discussions on the second cycle have concluded that a
master qualification may range between 60-120 ECTS.
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• Meanwhile developments in the third cycle (doctoral
programmes) have, to a large extent, been left in the hands of
universities, with no attempt to introduce further regulation
within the Bologna Process.
• These positions are also reflected in the overarching
Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher
Education Area (FQ-EHEA), as defined in Bergen (2005), which
comprises the three cycles (including within national
contexts, the possibility of intermediate qualifications),
generic descriptors for each cycle based on learning
outcomes and competences and credit ranges in the first and
second cycles. Typically, first cycle qualifications should
comprise 180-240 ECTS credits and second cycle
qualifications 90-120 ECTS credits with a minimum of 60
credits. (Eurydice, 2009)
12

• A three-cycle structure was already in place (at least in
certain fields) in a number of countries before the signing
of the Bologna Declaration in 1999, and the challenge was
to widen this practice and increase the convergence among
the different models in place. Since then, the remaining
countries have introduced the new structure and at the
beginning of 2009, the new Bologna three cycle structure
has been extensively introduced in most institutions and
programmes in all countries. Law, medical studies and
related fields, architecture and engineering, are examples
of study fields where long study programmes are often still
on offer.
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• In many countries the implementation of the threecycle structure has generated lively debates on how to
take into account the national specificities of the labour
markets and certain types of institutions, programmes,
disciplines and qualifications.
• At the end of the first ten years of the Bologna Process,
the Council of the EU has adopted the "Europe 2020"
strategy, for promoting employment based on an
intelligent, sustainable and inclusive growth.
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• In particular I am referring to the decision, taken in
March 2010 by the European Council, to improve
“education levels …. by increasing the share of the
population having completed tertiary or equivalent
education”. In the European Council of June 2010, a
quantitative target has been defined and included
in the headline targets of the new European
Strategy For Jobs And Growth, fixing “the share of
30-34 years old (population) having completed
tertiary or equivalent education to at least 40%”.
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• Together with the target to improve “the conditions
for research and development, in particular with
the aim of raising combined public and private
investment levels in this sector to 3% of GDP”, this
decision contributes to provide the necessary
conditions for the development of an European
Higher Education Area (EHEA).
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• However, in the present global economic scenario, characterised
by such a severe crisis, the European actions aimed at endorsing
convergence in the higher education systems could run the risk of
remaining too much inward looking and isolated. A wider scope
integration is highly needed. For this reason, the EuroMediterranean higher educational systems can be both an
important assets and an incentive for co-operation. In this area
several highly qualified research and teaching institutes are
present, which prove the effectiveness of investments in higher
education also in developing countries and favour the creation of a
safe and riskless Euro-Mediterranean area, ready for the mobility
of highly qualified human resources.
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• Remember that “The European Council emphasizes
the competence of Member States to define and
implement quantitative targets in the field of
education.”
• Of course several other forces influenced the actual
evolution of higher education system in Europe ,
including the globalization process started at the
beginning of the 1990s and the global crisis started
in 2017. Therefore we cannot rely on a simple
causal link.
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Evidence from the past
However, after 18 years some appraisal should be made
of this ambitious reform process.

This not an easy task, but it can be performed with a
reasonable degree of reliability thanks to the work
done by Professor Francis Green and his Colleagues
at the Institute of Education of UCL, London.
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The high skills supply and demand race:
recent years and future prospects
• Optimists:
– sustained high earnings premiums reflect implicit high growth in
demand for graduate skills; strong contributions to economic growth

• Pessimists:
– loose link between technology and skills
– high-skills demand determined more by employer strategies than the
supply of high skills
– "digital Taylorism"
– some high-skills demand needn’t be fulfilled graduates
– increased signalling, rising underutilisation of skills
– stable earnings premiums not decisive

21

A “complementary” approach
• Examine direct evidence of the trend supply
and demand for graduate labour;
• And examine earnings premium evidence;
especially a focus on heterogeneity in the
labour markets with dispersion in the
premiums
• Value of a comparable international picture:
common origins but institutional specificities
22

Data
• European Statistics on Income and Living
Conditions (EU-SILC), 2004-2014
• European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS),
2003-2013
• OECD PIAAC Survey of Adult Skills
• Recent published studies, national/international
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Growth of graduate labour supply
(supply side)
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Gap in tertiary education between 30-34
and 50-64 years olds, 2015
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In brief:
• In all but the poorest countries across the
globe, mass participation in HE has emerged
in recent years as an ubiquitous phenomenon,
but at a widely varying pace
• Only weak evidence of convergence
• Graduates will go on growing everywhere for
some time to come
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Growth of graduate jobs
(demand side)
"where a substantial portion of the skills used are normally
acquired in the course of higher education, including many
of the activities surrounding it, and of its aftermath—the
years after higher education when skills are acquired in
work through graduates’ acquired faculty for learning
them"

• How do graduate jobs differ across countries?
• Is there a similar pattern of change in
graduate jobs across countries?
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Proportion of graduate jobs across countries
Proportion of Graduate Jobs (%)
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Patterns of job polarisation
Population weighted country averages, 2004-2015
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A “great reversal”?
• Earnings premium for college-only stopped
growing in 2010
• Generalised reduced demand for advanced
cognitive skills (even within high-skilled
occupations), since ~2000 (Beaudry et al.
2016)
• robot world and chronic macro-uncertainty
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In brief:
• Prevalence of graduate jobs varies a lot
• Variation correlates with the relative ‘quality’
of graduates
• They have grown more prevalent everywhere,
but much more, in Anglo and Nordic
countries, than elsewhere
• Some occupations can switch between
graduate and non-graduate
• But future growth is very uncertain
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Trends in underemployment

Graduate underemployment.

• do graduates of different countries experience
underemployment to a similar extent?
• is there a similar pattern of change?
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Relative demand and underemployment
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Among graduates:
• UK: slow rise 1986 to 2006, then fall to 2012
Among all workers:
• Germany: steep rise 17% to 34% between 1991/2
to 1998/9
• Poland: increasing from 8% in 1988 to 19% in
1994. Main increase among the young.
• Sweden: overeducation rising between 1974 and
2000
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Change in the proportion of employed graduates
in medium-skilled or low-skilled jobs 2004-2015
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In brief:
• Graduate underemployment varies
considerably across countries
• Its prevalence is correlated with a low
proportion of graduate jobs relative to the
supply of graduates
• Graduate underemployment is increasing in
the majority of countries, but not all
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Graduate wage trends
and dispersions

• Average earnings premium holding up
everywhere?
• Premium dispersion: is it growing?
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Wage gap between matched and
underemployed graduates, 2013
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Growing heterogeneity? Annual % change in the
graduate underemployment wage penalty 2003-2013
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In brief:
Over 2003-2014:
• Graduate earnings premium stationary in
Europe
• The wage penalty for graduate
underemployment is ubiquitous
• But the wage penalty for underemployment
grew substantially in only a few countries:
Italy, Austria and Ireland
48

What now: Graduate Employment
Clouds?
• Ongoing rise in supply of graduates
– young-old achievement gap ubiquitous

• Demand uncertainty:
– maturity of existing ICT?
– new-wave automation … or skills-intensive
innovation?
– Brexit-induced uncertainties

• Will we see: rising underemployment;
increasing dispersion of wage premia?
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Appendix: Three steps to classifying
occupations as graduate jobs
• Ingredients:
– data with job tasks and educational requirements of job
(e.g. SAS);
– an Occupation coding system: ISCO08
• Step 1: Calculate the effect of each high-skilled task on the
propensity for a job to require a level 4 qualification.

• Step 2: For each person, compute a score, which is the estimate of
the probability that he/she will be in a graduate job, given the
observed high-skilled tasks of the job, then compute the mean
score for each occupation
• Step 3: Split occupations into two clusters using statistical methods.
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Step 1
• We calculate the effect of each of several highskilled tasks on the propensity for a job to require
a tertiary qualification.
• For each person, we then compute the GSR score,
which is the estimate of the probability that
he/she will be in a graduate job, given the
observed high-skilled tasks of the job.
• e.g. high-level numeracy, complex problem
solving, presenting, influencing, job autonomy
+ more
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Step 2
We compute the average GSR (predicted score)
in each "minor group" (3-digit) of occupations

Step 3
Use a statistical "cluster analysis" to determine two
clusters of graduate and non-graduate jobs.
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Annual change in real gross earnings of graduates in
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Future scenarios for employability

Structural transformations leading the process
of change on which future scenarios rest are
intrinsically multidimensional.

In our case they are induced by the process of
markets globalization, understood as a very
peculiar outcome in human history of the
interactions between technological change, new
strategies of global firms and manifold reactions
of different levels of government in
headquarters and host countries with different
degree of development.
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We can think of a macroeconomic and a
microeconomic setting in which this process takes
place.

At the macroeconomic level, the second phase of
globalization started in 2007 is one of the main
driving forces.
This brings about new unsolved tensions between
the international integration of markets and the
inability in working out an appropriate
international coordination of government and
governance (which is at the origin of the global
crisis still underway).
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At the microeconomic level, one of the main
driving forces is the new business wisdom that
many managers and entrepreneurs were led to
share.
Indeed, when the innovation practice is focused on
a fierce competition between disruptive
technologies and sustaining technologies,
organizations tend to “... become flatter and less
ladder like, making upper progression less
common (often replaced by team or project
leadership).” (Deloitte Review, 2017)
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Starting from these premises we can use the
theoretical analysis and the empirical evidence
gathered by recent economic literature in order to
concisely sketch the general and sectoral scenarios
deemed plausible in the long and medium term
perspective.
On the whole, the frame we get is rather complex,
problematic and fragmented. And this makes very
complex forecasting the future effects of the
structural transformations taking place nowadays.
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A broad distinction can be made among the
general scenarios suggested by the main scholars
focusing on the degree of confidence on the
positive outcomes of the technological and
economic change they are able to control for in
their analysis.
If we place ourselves at the extreme sides of the
continuum along which the different scholars are
positioned, we obtain two antithetic visions.
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The first vision, shared by “techno-optimists”
(Gordon, 2016) , anticipates a very rapid increase
of labour productivity led by technological
progress, but predicts also that this increase in
productivity will imply an extended phase of
persistent unemployment.
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Also the analysts forecasting in some way or
another the end of human work look close to this
vision.
In this rather gloomy projection, coming from the
empirical evidence observed in the manufacturing
sector of the US, a consistent fall in the level of
wages and number of workers can take place for
jobs with medium-low level of skills in firms
pushing for automation of industrial production.
(Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2017).
Every additional robot would reduce the ratio
between employees and population by .34
percentage points and wages by .5 percent.
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Again with reference to the US, the most negative
forecasts estimate that almost half of the actually
active labour forces is engaged in jobs that in the
near future could be transferred to robots (Frey
and Osborne, 2017).
These authors figure on 47% the US employment
(702 different types of occupations) in high-risk of
substitution with machines in a period of twenty
years.
Among the most risky categories are those in the
transport and logistic sector, together with the
administrative clerks and goods producers in the
manufacturing sector.
62

We should however remember that the
characteristics of the polarization process are
rather different in different countries.

As we have seen following Green and Henseke
(2017) four groups of countries can be identified
with asymmetries and trends of the process very
different.
This suggests caution in generalizing the scope of
this phenomenon.
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The opposite vision, shared by the “technopessimists”, foresee, that the future will be more
or less similar to the past: that is, characterized in
the long run by an increase in employment
coupled with a limited increase in labour
productivity.

Close to this vision are also some optimistic
forecasts on the role of innovation in generating,
especially through digital technologies, a relevant
number of new jobs requiring on average high
skills (Autor, 2015) and capable to compensate to a
certain degree the jobs substituted through
automation.
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In an intermediate and eclectic position we find
the studies trying to go beyond the computation of
jobs destroyed by technological change. (Green
and Henseke, 2017) They instead focus the
attention on the fraction of tasks, typifying actual
occupations, that will be transformed by the actual
structural transformations.
This could seem at first sight a less evocative point
of view, but it could correspond to a very effective
stance, especially from the perspective of the
business entrepreneur, in order to assess changes
taking place in each dimension of the work place.
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When we look at the sectoral scenarios we soon
realize how much room is devoted to the
paradigms “industry 4.0” and “green economy”.
Both paradigms tend to emphasize the quality of
tasks performed on the job by the workers
employed in such sectors and to appreciate the
role of higher secondary and tertiary education.
On the whole, the outlook is not pessimistic.
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From 2012 several countries in the world adopted
some brand of “industry 4.0” strategies. Among
these are Germany, United States, Demark,
Australia, Belgium, United Kingdom, Sweeden,
Netherland, France, Canada, South Korea, China,
Japan, India and Italy.

The common paradigm draws its inspiration from
the s.c. fourt industrial revolution.
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The main leverage aiming at increasing product
competitiveness and labour productivity is spotted
in a broad array of economic incentives deemed
effective in stimulating investments by the firms.

To these an increase of public expenditure in R&D
is added together the provision of highly skilled
manpower (with degrees going from high school to
first and second level degrees, to doctoral degrees)
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As far as the second paradigm is concerned, the
likely effects on employment of the new business
model, like the s.c. “circular economy”, are
particularly important in understanding of future
scenarios.

More widely the interest is focused on the
development of firms and innovative activities
with low environmental impact in which
employment is labelled green jobs.
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Statistics reported by Frey (2015) show how green
jobs can be a big opportunity for future
employment. An OECD report estimates that, in a
temporal horizon reaching 2030, the most relevant
sectors in increasing the green economy are
renewable (especially solar and wind) energies.
While, in the traditional energetic sectors a parallel
reduction in employment is predicted.
In Italy a survey by Symbola and Unioncamere
(2016) shows that the stock of employees
positioned in green jobs covers around 3 milion
people (13.2% of the total national employment).
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Conclusion

The Bologna process, after a first round of about
eighteen years, has achieved significant results
in fostering the increase of the number of
graduates in the population and their
employment rate.
A second round will be most likely concerned
with the quality of the jobs available for
graduates in the future and the valorization of
the labour force with high skills.
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Structural transformation is led not only by
technological change. Its interactions with the
process of markets globalization and
institutional change are crucial in understanding
nature, determinants and effects of innovation.

This imply the need of bringing into alignment
the implications for all constituencies –
consumers, workers, employers and social and
governmental organizations. All agents acting on
the supply or demand sides have to be included
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But, following Green and Henseke(2017) we can
say that despite similar impulses in technologies
and demand drivers, countries specificities are
evident in the way the national demand for
high-skilled labour is shaped ... different models
of capitalism seems to exist.
Quantitative forecasts of the evolution of the
demand for high-skilled labour can be relevant
together with a better understanding and
monitoring of the present trend.
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Ex-ante, in-itinere and ex-post evaluation are
relevant tools for attaining alignment and
synergies.

Forecasts are relevant for assessing future
prospects, but getting all the constituencies
pointed in the same direction is even more
important.
Variety in solutions can be attained in a world in
which different models of capitalism are
involved in a restless competition.
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