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EDITORIAL

Europe has been a global leader 
in the development of joint and 
collaborative programmes, and 

the Summer 2022 issue of Forum takes a 
deeper dive into this key aspect of interna-
tional higher education. Known by many 
names – including joint degrees, dual and 
double degrees, and articulation pro-
grammes – collaborative programmes have 
flourished in Europe thanks to dedicated 
funding from the Erasmus+ programme. 
Where this programme initially support-
ed joint Master’s programmes with high 
levels of integrated study across borders, 
the establishment of the European Uni-
versities Initiative in 2019 has led to the 
development of new forms of collaborative 
programmes within Europe.

In many ways, European higher 
education has been preparing for a greater 
level of integration since the launch of the 
Bologna Process in the late 1990s, which 
led to alignment in degree structures 
across Europe and the adoption of shared 
instruments such as the European Credits 
Transfer and Accumulation System 
(ECTS). With the launch of the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area in 2010, 
European countries then committed to 
ensuring more comparable, compatible 
and coherent higher education systems. 
More recently, the intention to establish a 
European Education Area by 2025 includes 
a feasibility study for a ‘European degree’.

Articles selected for this edition of 
Forum provide a range of perspectives on 
European collaborative programmes, as 
well as examples of programmes in action. 
Importantly for non-European readers 
(and perhaps for those in Europe who 
are keen for a refresher), a number of the 
articles provide an overview of the current 
policy landscape in Europe, including the 
history of key policy initiatives and a dis-
cussion of the European quality assurance 

framework for these programmes. Other 
articles then outline perspectives from dif-
ferent stakeholders, such as participating 
students, universities of applied sciences 
and long-standing networks of Euro-
pean universities. Further contributions 
frame tangible examples of collaborative 
programmes (both in Europe and further 
afield) and highlight practical insights 
into how these programmes operate and 
the outcomes derived from them.

I am delighted that Irina Ferencz, 
Director of the Academic Cooperation 
Association (ACA), agreed to be inter-
viewed for this issue. Based in Brussels, 
ACA brings together 19 national-level 
organisations in Europe which promote 
and fund the internationalisation of high-
er education. As such, the Association is 
closely involved in supporting interna-
tional cooperation in Europe, including 
by way of collaborative programmes. 
Although Irina regrets not participating 
in such a programme herself, her insights 
into the importance of this type of pro-
gramming are compelling, not to mention 
her reflections on some of the barriers 
and hurdles along the way. Importantly, 

Irina speaks about newer policy initia-
tives in this space, such as the European 
Universities Initiative and the European 
degree, and shares her thoughts on these 
developments.

At the outset of this issue, we hoped 
to answer questions on the evolution of 
European collaborative programmes and 
how they are perceived today by staff and 
students. We were also interested to know 
about quality assurance and governance. 
In reviewing the collection of articles 
that we’ve selected for this issue, I sense 
that we’ve done that and want to thank 
fellow members of the EAIE Publications 
Committee Lucia Brajkovic and Ragnhild 
Solvi Berg who joined me in reviewing 
submissions. A warm thank you as well 
to Mirko Varano, Chair of the EAIE 
Expert Community European Collabora-
tive Programmes, who supported with the 
development and circulation of the call 
for proposals for this issue (in addition to 
writing an article).

I hope that you enjoy reading this 
edition of Forum. 
— DOUGLAS PROCTOR, EDITOR

PUBLICATIONS@EAIE.ORG
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Joint doctorates 

catalysts for 
collaboration

Joint doctoral programmes 
are gaining recognition as a 

strategically important aspect 
of higher education policy 

in Europe. With support 
for structured transnational 

collaboration always on the rise, 
doctoral education programmes 

are well positioned to both 
boost this trend and benefit 

from its momentum, ultimately 
enhancing the quality of doctoral 

education and the profile of 
higher education in Europe. } 

Image: Shutterstock
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The European Joint Doctorate 
(EJD) initiative, introduced in 
the Marie Skłodowska-Curie 

Actions (MSCA) in 2014, aimed to facil-
itate a highly integrated type of interna-
tional, inter-sectoral and interdisciplinary 
collaboration, encouraging partnerships 
of universities, research institutions, 
businesses and other non-academic 
organisations. Between 2014 and 2020, 
76 joint doctoral programmes involving 
672 organisations received funding, with 
a total EU contribution of €263m and 
around 1200 doctoral candidates trained. 
Despite the programmes being joint, the 
degrees awarded through them could be 
joint, double or multiple. The MSCA’s 
funding for joint doctoral programmes is 
continuing in Horizon Europe as part of 
the Doctoral Networks.  

But why is the EU attaching such strategic 
importance to joint doctorates? 

STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE 

There are the obvious direct benefits for 
universities, doctoral candidates and em-
ployers. By pooling resources, universities 
are capable of attracting better candidates 
and increasing their international visibili-
ty, quality and ability to develop strategic 
partnerships. 

There is also the strategic long-term 
importance of joint doctorates when 
viewed in the context of the overall strat-
egies of the EU for growth and global 
attractiveness. Joint doctoral programmes 
are ideal in acting as catalysts for 
structuring collaboration among higher 
education institutions. Consortia have to 
establish joint operational procedures for 

recruitment, admission, supervision and 
evaluation of doctoral candidates.  

Through this process, and given the 
ripple effect on the participating institu-
tions, joint doctoral programmes exert a 
positive structuring effect on participat-
ing partners, whereby the collaboration 

culture and the necessary administrative 
flexibility gradually become part of the 
DNA of the institutions. As such, the 
programmes contribute to building long- 
lasting collaborations and sustainable joint 
educational programmes, and to raising 
the attractiveness of European doctoral 
programmes. 

For these reasons, the European Com-
mission has provided a budgetary incentive 
for MSCA joint doctoral programmes in 
Horizon Europe by significantly increas-
ing their grant size in comparison with 
ordinary doctoral programmes. 

POLICY PLANNING

Despite their benefits and strategic im-
portance, the set-up and implementation 
of joint programmes at the doctoral level 
has turned out to be quite challenging, 
raising concerns among programme co-
ordinators and prompting key actors, the 
MSCA included, to initiate and engage 
in a wide policy dialogue addressing the 
challenges.  

Horizon Europe is the ninth EU 
Framework Programme for Research 

and Innovation, covering the 2021–2027 
budgetary period. Going from one cycle 
to the next, the European Commission 
has used the experiences of the previous 
programme to develop the following 
one more effectively. Horizon Europe is 
taking this a step further by formalising 

such practice into its policy planning 
cycle. In all pillars of Horizon Europe, 
feedback to policy practice is now an 
organic component in the management of 
the programme. 

As part of the MSCA feedback to 
policy work, the European Research 
Executive Agency, together with the Eu-
ropean Commission, conducted a survey 
of EJD project coordinators in 2020 and 
organised a one-day event in November 
2021 in order to identify and under-
stand how to better address the major 
challenges associated with joint doctoral 
programmes. Some of the ideas presented 
in this article reflect findings from the 
survey and the event. 

SIGNIFICANT OBSTACLES 

The feedback received confirmed the 
universal attractiveness of joint doctorates 
but highlighted significant obstacles to 
pursuing them. These obstacles are rarely 
of an academic nature, instead tending to 
be administrative and legal at the level of 
both the degree-awarding institutions and 
national authorities.  

The collaboration culture and the necessary 
administrative flexibility gradually become part of 
the DNA of the participating institutions 
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Coordinators of joint doctoral pro-
grammes face a mosaic of intertwining 
national regulations and institutional 
rules that are not always compatible, 
relating to all steps of the doctoral 
candidate’s journey, from admission to 
thesis defence. Specifically, contrasting 
requirements were identified for admis-
sion procedures, development of the joint 
study programmes (eg academic calendar 
compatibility and issues with the Euro-
pean Credit Transfer and Accumulation 
System), accreditation, quality assurance, 
diploma format, defence, awarding and 
recognition. This is complicated further in 
the case of international candidates, where 
visas and immigration aspects become 
additional pieces of the puzzle.  

There is also a clear deficit in infor-
mation at various levels. Programme 
coordinators struggle to understand 
institutional, national and transnational 

requirements; doctoral candidates need 
more guidance on the rules for admission 
and recruitment; and universities’ admin-
istrative offices often lack familiarity with 
joint doctorates. 

Despite these obstacles, higher ed-
ucation institutions continue to actively 
and enthusiastically develop joint doctoral 
programmes. This in itself is evidence of 
the importance that they attach to joint 
doctorates and implies high demand from 
doctoral candidates and employers. 

WHERE TO FROM HERE?  

In addition to – and consistent with – the 
fondness for joint doctorates we observed 
from those directly involved in pursu-
ing them, a clear political momentum 
supporting structured transnational col-
laboration has been building in Europe, 
especially during the past five years.  

This momentum culminated this 
year in the adoption by the European 
Commission of the Communication on 
a European Strategy for Universities1 and 
the adoption by the European Council of 
the Council Recommendation on Building 
Bridges for Effective European Higher Edu-
cation Cooperation.2 Both want to facil-
itate joint degrees and to work towards 
establishing a joint European degree, 
including at the doctoral level. This is 
very significant given that education is a 
national competence and that such formal 
commitment from the side of member 

states could usher in more flexible meas-
ures at national level (including legislative 
changes) to facilitate the establishment of 
joint doctoral programmes. 

For this momentum to be channelled 
effectively into the policymaking process, 
we need to harness the experience of 
relevant stakeholders while maintaining 
an active dialogue between national  
administrations and higher education 
institutions’ management. Such dialogue 
should yield concrete recommendations 

on how to make the establishment of 
joint doctoral programmes less challeng-
ing and more rewarding. By way of exam-
ple, the event in November recommended 
a focus on: 
•	 Tackling the information deficit 

observed for programme coordinators, 
doctoral candidates and university 
administrators 

•	 Asking national governments to adapt 
and better communicate their legisla-
tion governing joint doctorates 

•	 Establishing a community of prac-
tice for coordinators of joint doctoral 
programmes to exchange experiences 
on how to surmount and ultimately 
remove obstacles 

The European Commission will continue 
similar policy dialogues in the future, fo-
cusing on different elements of the MSCA. 
The current momentum of support for joint 
doctoral programmes is a unique opportu-
nity that we should all seize: we have the 
chance to make joint doctoral programmes 
a common occurrence in European insti-
tutions and to raise the attractiveness of 
European doctoral education. 
— MARIJA MITIC & SOHAIL LUKA  

1. European Commission. (2022). Commission 
communication on a European strategy for 
universities. https://education.ec.europa.eu/
document/commission-communication-on-a-
european-strategy-for-universities

2. European Council. (2022). Council 
recommendation of 5 April 2022 on building 
bridges for effective European higher education 
cooperation. Official Journal of the European Union. 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/
PDF/?uri=CELEX:32022H0413(01)&from=EN

Coordinators of joint doctoral programmes face 
a mosaic of intertwining national regulations and 
institutional rules that are not always compatible 
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From her professional position as Director of the 
Academic Cooperation Association and her per-
sonal background as an international student, Irina 
Ferencz has a bird’s-eye view of the past, pres-
ent and future of European cooperation. In our 
conversation she discusses the growing appeal 
of joint programmes, the crucial role of national 
agencies, and her hopes for the European Univer-
sities Initiative.

Let us start from a personal angle. You 
hold degrees from Romania and Bel-
gium. As a student, did you ever consid-
er enrolling in a collaborative European 
programme?
if: Well, I must admit that, together 
with not going on Erasmus mobility, 
not having followed a joint programme 
when I had the opportunity is my big-
gest regret from my student years. I first 
moved to Belgium as an international 
student, enrolling in a one-year inten-
sive Master’s programme. It was only 
after my arrival that I found out this 
programme also had a double degree 
track. At the time it felt like doing 
an intensive one-year programme in a 
foreign country in English, writing a 
big Master’s thesis, and having to worry 
about employment opportunities at the 
end of my studies was already challeng-
ing and enriching enough. In hindsight, 
I know of course, that the double degree 
track would have provided my studies 
even more added value. 

Luckily, nowadays students are 
much more aware, in my view, of this 
added value and the attractiveness of 
joint programmes. However, this is 
mostly true for those students who 

are already considering study abroad, 
whereas there’s still quite some work 
to be done to make such programmes 
more inclusive, ie more ‘the norm’ also 
for students with fewer opportunities. 
We must adapt our key messages to the 
target audience and communicate the 
advantages of joint programmes in ways 
that are understandable to all students. 
Of course, communication alone is not 
sufficient and further transformations 
are necessary in the institutional prac-
tices to widen diversity, but it all starts 
from there.

What part do joint programmes play in 
the Academic Cooperation Association 
(ACA)’s work, as well as in the work of 
the national agencies who are members 
of ACA, in their respective domestic 
contexts? 
if: Supporting international cooperation is 
so central to ACA’s work that it is reflected 
even in the name of the association. Over 
the years, we’ve been supporting (through 
funding, research or advocacy) different 
types of strategic collaboration at the 
institutional level, focusing currently on 
the European Universities Initiative, in 
particular. When it comes to collaborative 
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programmes, we’ve been working on two 
elements that I think are important:  
the curricular integration of mobility 
windows, and the large-scale development 
of English medium instruction. 

At the same time, our members, 
which are internationalisation agencies 
and provide funding for mobility and 
transnational collaboration, have been 
doing some groundbreaking work at the 
national level, although they might not 
necessarily have a formal role in related 
processes. They have, for example, been 

relentlessly advocating with their na-
tional authorities and ministries for the 
necessary legislative changes to enable 
the delivery of joint programmes, to 
remove related barriers, and to facilitate 
foreign language instruction in their 
respective countries. And they are also 
active in capacity building, funding 
the establishment of such programmes, 
supporting peer learning activities with-
in their higher education systems and 
connecting them with institutions from 
abroad with relevant experience. As a 
platform, ACA offers them support. For 
example, at the end of April, we’ve host-
ed a training event on joint programmes 
for Czech higher education institutions, 
in collaboration with our Czech member 
organisation and with two experts on 
this topic. And of course we’re not the 
only network active in this area, our 

activities being complementary to those 
of others, like the reputable training and 
networking coordinated by the EAIE.

Are there any lessons that were learned 
in the development of joint programmes 
that could or should now guide the work 
towards the European (joint) degree? 
if: For me, and probably for many col-
leagues in our in our field, it would be 
hard to imagine our current level of devel-
opment and the present debate on the Eu-
ropean degree without the fundamentals 

that were created through the Bologna 
process, from the indispensable work on 
recognition that has paved the way for the 
wider use of the European Credit Trans-
fer and Accumulation System (ECTS), to 
the development of European standards 
and guidelines, and last but not least, a 
common European approach for quality 

assurance in joint programmes. Positively, 
this foundational work is now also widely 
acknowledged by the European Commis-
sion, which is very determined to push 
the European degree through. This could 

be a way to acknowledge the immense 
effort that higher education institutions in 
Europe are making in their collaborative 
delivery of education, as well as its added 
value. The Commission has sketched this 
as a gradual process, starting with the 
articulation of a label, followed by the 
definition of criteria, that will then be 
translated by member states into qualifi-
cations that would be implemented within 
the national qualification frameworks. 

On paper, the process seems clear and 
neat; in practice, there are still important 
barriers to overcome. One of the les-
sons that I hope we’ve learned from our 
experience of joint programmes is that 
new labels are not immediately clear to 
the end beneficiaries – that is, to students 
and employers. This is equally true for 
prestigious programmes like Erasmus 
Mundus. For this reason, I think it is im-
portant to use labels that are immediately 
understandable. 

It is also important to have clarity as 
to where the European degree sits in the 
wider landscape of available labels and 
qualifications. We need to reflect on what 
distinguishes the European degree from 

already existing formats, otherwise we 
will just end up replicating or renaming 
what we already have. And I believe it’s 
extremely important to have member 
states and national authorities actively 

One of the lessons I hope we’ve learned is that 
new labels are not immediately clear to students 
and employers

We need to reflect on what distinguishes 
the European degree from existing formats 
– otherwise we’ll just end up replicating or 
renaming what we already have
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involved throughout the entire process, 
and it goes to the European Commission’s 
credit that they have intensified this kind 
of collaboration as of lately.

What is ACA’s opinion on the European 
Universities Initiative? What are your 
wishes or expectations for its future 
evolution?
if: As an organisation we have been 
highly supportive of this initiative from 
the beginning, seeing it as a potential 
tool to foster innovation in our sector. 

We have particularly advocated for 
the widening of the initiative, and we 
hope that new alliances will be funded 
through the third call that was closed 
earlier this year, while we understand 
that the budget for new collaborations 
is very small compared to the support 
foreseen for already selected consortia. 
And in that sense, we’ve particularly 
welcomed, and also worked towards, a 
more inclusive approach in the design of 
this initiative. We were glad to see the 
idea of ‘inclusive excellence’ reflected 
in the sheer number of institutions and 
alliances, and their diversity in type, size 
and location.

And again, our members have been 
very involved in supporting the full 
rollout of this initiative at the nation-
al level, through co-funding and peer 
learning activities. This is because we 

believe it is essential to try new, different 
cooperation models, and that strategic 
collaboration can be enhanced through 
multiple formats. With this initiative, 
we’ve broadened the spectrum to more 
formats and opportunities, ranging 
from pure mobility to the very deep and 
ambitious integration brought about by 
the European University alliances. And 
we hope that in the future, the European 
Universities Initiative will be more and 
more integrated with the various other 
forms of collaboration.

Overall, I find it’s important to remind 
ourselves that this is a pilot, and that 
various types of models are being ex-
plored. I expect that some of these could 
bring about deep, bold innovations and 
necessary transformations for some higher 
education institutions, while they might 
be less impactful for others. For this 
reason, I hope that the diversity of models 
and the flexibility in collaboration will 
actually increase in the future, and will 
remain fit for purpose from an institution-
al perspective.

I find it’s important to remind ourselves that this 
is a pilot, and that various types of models are 
being explored
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18–21 
OCTOBER 
AIEC 2022 Australian 
International Education 
Conference
Beyond borders
https://aiec.idp.com

25–28 
OCTOBER 
16th IAU General Conference 
2022 
Relevance and Value of 
Universities to Future Society 
https://na.eventscloud.com/
website/9207/home

43COLLABORATIVE
EUROPE



Reconnect with old friends and partners in 
person at Europe’s leading international higher 

education conference and exhibition

REGISTER NOW TO SAVE  
www.eaie.org/barcelona


