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University autonomy, agenda setting and the construction of agency ‐
The case of European University Association in the European Higher Education Area

Abstract
This article analyses the ways in which a policy actor constructs its agency through the
production of knowledge. Taking the example of concept of “autonomy” as constructed in
the discourse of the European University Association (EUA), the article draws on the theory
of discursive framing and agenda setting as well as Meyer and Jepperson’s (2000) heuristic
of agentic actors to show how the practice of knowledge production can shape the
European higher education policy. The paper offers a contribution to the debate aiming to
develop a more critical perspective on the development of the European Higher Education
Area, which sees the process as constituted through the activities of and negotiations
between different political actors.
Introduction
The Bologna Process represents a unique, unparalleled development in the construction of
European higher education policy. Formally initiated in 1999 by the European ministers
responsible for higher education, it is an intergovernmental policy process aimed at
establishing the European Higher Education Area. The focal goal of the Process is to increase
the competitiveness and attractiveness of the European higher education by promoting
structural and procedural convergence in national higher education. With 47 full and eight
consultative members, the Bologna Process influences national policy making in Europe and
beyond (Ravinet 2008; Robertson & Keeling 2008; Voegtle et al 2011). The scope and size of
the transformations that are connected with the Bologna Process, however, sometimes lead
to it being considered the chief, if not sole, frame of higher education dynamics in Europe.
This type of discourse can obscure the fact that what is perceived as the “Bologna Process”
is, in fact, an arena in which the ideas and agendas of different actors meet, interact, and
clash, thus engage in a struggle for “monopoly” over meaning‐making (e.g. Corbett, 2005;
Wright, 1998). This perspective leads to the necessity to consider in more depth the role of
different actors, as well as of agency, in the transformation of European higher education.
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A substantial body of scholarly work has been devoted to the institutionalisation of interest
organisations in the European policy space, most notably the European Union (Greenwood
2007a, 2007b). Similarly, the implementation of the Bologna Process on national and
institutional levels has received plenty of attention. There is, however, significantly less
research on the roles of different actors in the processes of agenda setting of the European
Higher Education Area although the process itself bears similarities with the emergence of
agendas in the European multilevel governance described by Greenwood (2007a, 2007b).
Recent exceptions include for example Elken and Vukasovic (2014), who chart the inclusion
of the different collective actors to the Bologna Process. Similarly, Ravinet (2008) notes the
early role of Association of European Universities (CRE) and the Austrian Ministry of
Education, as well as the influence of the Sorbonne Follow‐up Group established in the
aftermath of the signing of the Sorbonne declaration in 1998. Keeling (2006) and Beerkens
(2008) show the influence of the European Commission in aligning the discourses of the
Bologna process with those of the EU‐led initiative of the European Research Area; whilst
Klemenčič (2011) addresses the role of the European Students’ Union. One of the arguably
most prominent actors and its role in the Bologna Process, however, is still largely absent
from these analyses.
This actor is the European University Association (EUA). EUA was established in 2001 in
Salamanca, Spain, as an outcome of the merger between Association of European
Universities (CRE) and the Confederation of European Union Rectors' Conferences (EURec).
The EUA, thus, was “born” shortly after the Bologna Process; the merger of two
organizations was a result of the desire of the organisations to provide one voice for the
university sector in Europe in terms of the changing European higher education policies
(EUA 2000). Currently, EUA is – together with the European Association of Institutions in
Higher Education (EURASHE), the European Network for Quality Assurance in Higher
Education (ENQA) and the European Students’ Union (ESU) – part of the informal but
influential “E4” group of consultative members to the Bologna Process1. EUA also holds a
permanent membership in the most important follow‐up body of the Process between the
ministerial meetings, Bologna Follow‐up Group (BFUG) and its board (BFUG‐Board)
(www.ehea.info).
EUA’s original mission was to represent European Universities in the Bologna Process.
Currently, its membership base lists over 850 institutions from 47 countries. However, over
the course of thirteen years of its existence, the role of the association has expanded
beyond pure representation. On the one hand, EUA provides a variety of services for the
members, among which probably the most familiar is the Institutional Evaluation
Programme – a sort of customized, on‐demand evaluation exercise in which EUA experts
visit an institution and assess it according to number of criteria, producing a report and set
1

As Elken and Vukasovic (2014) point out, the consultative members exert significant influence in the Bologna
Process, and thus the distinction between the full members and consultative members in the Bologna Process
does not present the full picture.
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of recommendations. Other services include the development of doctoral education,
consultancy, and networking for and between members. On the other hand, in addition to
the “service” dimension, EUA has evolved into a veritable knowledge‐producing
powerhouse.
To begin with, EUA has been responsible for producing the most important stocktaking
document of the Bologna Process, known as the Trends report (Haug and Kirstein 1999;
Haug and Tauch 2001; Reichert and Tauch 2003, 2005; Crosier et al. 2007; Sursock and
Smidt 2010). Trends have been used to summarize the “progress” of individual countries in
the implementation of the various action lines of the Bologna Process, and thus also as an
important measure of the overall “degree” of the implementation of the process in Europe.
But its activity in the field of knowledge production goes beyond this. In the past ten years,
EUA has authored expert analyses on a number of topics related to key policy areas in
European higher education, including autonomy, system diversification, financing, quality
assurance, internationalization, etc. (e.g. Estermann and Nokkala 2009, Reichert 2009,
Loukkola and Zhang 2010, Estermann and Bennetot Pruvot 2011, Estermann et all 2011,
Sursock 2011 etc.). These analyses have become authoritative sources shaping the thinking
on European higher education.
Of course, there is hardly anything strange about a representative association producing
knowledge related to its area of interest; political parties, labour unions, and civil society
organisations routinely conduct or commission surveys in order to inform their policies.
After all, with the transition to “Mode 2” and further, to “Mode 3”, knowledge production,
knowledge has become disembedded from universities and particular disciplines, and
increasingly applied and “problem‐oriented” (cf. Nowotny et al, 2001; Carayannis and
Campbell, 2009). However, EUA research is noteworthy in the sense in which it produces
knowledge not about the “outside world”, but primarily about its own constituency: the
universities themselves. EUA knowledge production, thus, contributes to the construction of
identities and agency of its member institutions. In other words, the reports produced by
EUA do not only reflect the “reality” of the "European higher education area”; they
inevitably also construct it.
Problem definition, theoretical and methodological approach
The starting question of this paper is how EUA’s knowledge production influences European
higher education policy. More specifically, it aims to provide a critical assessment of the
ways in which knowledge produced by EUA defines and limits the agency both of its
member institutions and of EUA itself. It relies on the scholarship of the interaction between
knowledge production and power relationships that recognizes that knowledge claims are
never “objective” or isolated from their social contexts, but need to be defined in relation to
other objects or actors (Foucault 1980; Kogan, 2007; Kuhn, 1962). In this sense, we argue
that understanding the role of EUA in the Bologna Process requires looking at the ways in
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which the practice of knowledge production constructs and shapes the agency of the EUA as
well as that of its member organisations.
The paper focuses on the EUA texts that deal with the concept of university autonomy. Early
on in the Bologna Process, autonomy became a sort of “signature concept” of EUA and
started figuring very prominently in its policy documents. The struggle to acquire “monopoly
of meaning” (cf. Wright 1998) over the concept of autonomy can thus be seen as one of the
key elements in the construction of EUA’s agency in the European Higher Education Area.
While autonomy is a comprehensively studied phenomenon, there is little consensus on
what it actually represents. Over the years, the definitions and emphasis have shifted from
the concept of autonomy as the guardian of academic freedom, which was its primary
definition in the period between 1960s and 1980s, to an instrumental concept focusing on
the relationship of governance and authority between the state and the higher education
institution (Zgaga 2010). The recent European policy discussion has converged around the
freedom of the university to determine its management and finances in addition to the
more traditional notions of freedom of education and research, whilst academic freedom
has in places been restricted as a consequence of increased institutional autonomy and the
new steering and accountability mechanisms for higher education (Nokkala & Bladh 2014).
Autonomy can thus legitimately be seen as a semantic or discursive space for the encounter
of different agendas and ideologies, simultaneously constituted by and constitutive of
various institutional and political structures.
Looking at the evolution of the concept of autonomy in EUA’s policy documents, thus, can
enable us to understand the shifts in the positioning of this actor in the European higher
education policy space. As Sell and Prakash argue: “One of the most important activities of
any campaign is agenda setting – generating issues by disseminating information and
providing a normative frame to interpret it. The agenda setting process is shaped by how
various perspectives are presented in relation to dominant policy concerns. Normative
frames help to translate information into knowledge” (2004, p. 157). Agenda setting, in
itself, is based on a process of framing (Snow et al 1986; Benford and Snow 2000) whereby
social actors produce frames that legitimate their goals, tactics and participation in the
European higher education policy making. These frames are discursive in nature. Discourses
in policy texts construct policy problems in particular ways, argue for the necessity and
appropriateness of reform, and privilege particular solutions. Thus they legitimate and
explain policy change (Newman 2001, Schmidt 2002). Discourses are both constitutive of
the agenda setting and problem definition in policy making (cf. Hoppe 1993), and mutually
constitutive of the social reality in which policymaking takes place. They support and
reproduce, but may also undermine and change, institutions and power relations (Parker
1992, p. 15‐20). Discourses form a social reality in which particular courses of action appear
as the only legitimate and rational ones (Jessop 2004).
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Yet policy texts are also aimed at particular audiences: members, collaborators and
stakeholders. As such, actors use discourses to provide leverage for a better position or for
more benefits for themselves. As strategic texts, aimed at framing the policy debate in the
European arena, the selection of texts analysed here carry framing tasks (Shin and Tsutsui
2007, p. 320; cf. Snow et al 1986; Benford and Snow 2000). Firstly, through diagnostic
framing they highlight the problem which needs to be solved. Secondly, through prognostic
framing they propose the solution to the identified problem. Finally, through motivational
framing, they appeal to the constituents and stakeholders convincing them about the
efficacy of each actor or process in addressing the problem with the proposed solution.
The objective of the analysis presented here is to move beyond the analysis of “discourse
for discourse’s sake”, and instead look at what discourse does or, at the very least, how it
aims to enable different social actors to do things. Policy discourses typically use a set of
linguistic tools for meaning‐making, including transitivity to make connections between
actions and objects, active or passive tone to highlight or obscure the agency of various
actors, and different modalities to construct truth claims (see e.g. Jørgensen & Phillips 2002,
pp. 83‐84.) We have approached the selected policy documents by analysing the linguistic
features that make up the fabric of the discourse. First, the passages that mention university
autonomy have been identified from all documents. Those passages that mention
autonomy only very superficially and in passing without raising it as an object of policy
claim, have been noted but left out of more thorough analysis. The remaining texts have
been analysed paying attention to the linguistic features that, for example, assign tasks,
rights or obligations to particular actors, or describe the conditions in which particular policy
goals can be achieved. We have focused on the elements or characteristics of autonomy
(e.g. autonomy as given by the state or taken by the universities), the roles or tasks assigned
to autonomy (e.g. autonomy enables competitiveness) and the other concepts it is linked to
in the texts (e.g. autonomy and accountability or autonomy and diversity). The conditions of
autonomy have been noted, such as the notion that without adequate funding there is no
true autonomy and the notion that in exchange for autonomy universities must be
accountable to the society as a whole.
In the analysis of how the concept of autonomy is used to position EUA as an actor, both in
itself and vis‐à‐vis other actors in the European Higher Education Area, we rely on Meyer
and Jepperson’s (2000) typology of the properties of agentic actors. The first property is the
capacity to define agency for themselves; in this context, the discursive construction of
agency is fundamentally intertwined with the construction of the identity of the
institution/organisation itself. The second property is to define agency for others; in the
case of EUA, the discursive construction of agency is fundamentally intertwined with its role
in representing its members, i.e. European universities. The final property is to define
agency as an exercise of a moral or ethical imperative; in this sense, as we will show, the
discursive construction of autonomy is related to the conceptual monopoly over the
meanings and functions of the Bologna Process itself.
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The paper will proceed to analyse the EUA texts in the context of these frameworks. The
analysis of these texts relies on the discourse‐historical approach and conceptual history
from the family of critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Wodak 2001, Wodak 2008, Krzyzanowski
& Wodak 2011, Krzyzanowski 2010). The data used in the analysis comprises firstly the
policy texts produced by the European University Association, namely the Declarations (EUA
2001, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2009, 2011) of the EUA biennial convention, which represents the
highest level of formality amongst EUA events and, consequently, documents. The analysis
also covers 48 other EUA policy documents and statements from 2003‐2012 available on the
EUA website (www.eua.be), of which 19 contain significant excerpts on autonomy whilst in
29 autonomy is only mentioned in a tokenistic way or as a passing description of EUA’s work
on university autonomy. Finally, the analysis includes the exploratory study on university
autonomy (Estermann and Nokkala 2009) and Autonomy Scorecard (Estermann et al 2011).
Those two research reports construct university autonomy as comprising four different
dimensions, organisational autonomy, financial autonomy, staffing autonomy and academic
autonomy, the status of which is compared through several further indicators accross 34
and 28 European countries respectively. The latter report (Estermann et al 2011) also rates
and ranks European countries along these dimensions. The inclusion of certain autonomy
dimensions and indicators and exclusion of others, although mandated by the practicalities
of the research process also constitute the legitimate boundaries of discussing university
autonomy, and the knowledge produced by the reports can be taken as a baseline when
discussing the state of university autonomy in Europe2. Finally, the Magna Charta
Universitatum (1988) signed by 776 universities worldwide, is referenced in the analysis, as
its focus on autonomy is explicitly referred to in the EUA Salamanca Declaration (2001) as
well as in the Bologna Declaration (1998).
The EUA documents are contrasted with the documents by the other significant actor and
consultative member of the Bologna Process, namely the European Commission. Similarly,
the analysis includes the Council of the European Union documents (EC 2003, 2005, 2006,
2011; Council of the European Union 2007, 2010), as well as communiqués of the ministerial
meetings produced as part of the Bologna Process (Bologna Process 1999, 2001, 2003, 2005,
2007, 2009, 2010, 2012). Whilst the EUA documents and the Bologna Ministerial
communiqués represent a complete sample, the European Union documents are limited to
a set of recent documents which explicitly mention autonomy. Having introduced the
theoretical and methodological framework based on theories of discursive framing and
agenda setting, the paper will move on to recount the emergence of autonomy as a policy
agenda in the European University Association. Secondly, it will offer an overview and a
critical analysis of the uses and meanings of autonomy in EUA documents and juxtaposes
these meanings with the construction of autonomy in the discourse of other actors.
2

“The Autonomy Scorecard is an exclusive benchmarking tool, which will help public authorities and higher
education institutions to better assess university autonomy in the wider European framework, and thus promote
the exchange of best practices in a rapidly evolving field.” www.eua.be
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Comparing these, it will aim to show how EUA used the discourse of autonomy in order to
position itself in the Bologna Process. The concluding part will consider the implications of
these results for further research on European higher education.
The EUA discourse on autonomy
The EUA discourse on autonomy revolves around three main themes. One relates to the
definition of autonomy: this type of discourse seeks to define autonomy, its preconditions
and limits. The second offers rationales or justifications for focusing on autonomy; in other
words, it seeks to explain why autonomy is relevant for higher education in Europe. The
third type is most explicitly concerned with agency, as it defines actors and institutions
responsible for autonomy. Most of EUA policy documents feature all three types of
discourse, sometimes emphasising a specific aspect.
What is autonomy?
Although some references to the definitions of autonomy can be found in earlier EUA
documents, this theme mainly originates in the EUA’s Lisbon Declaration in 2007, which laid
down the four autonomy dimensions. These were taken as the basis for the EUA research
on university autonomy (Estermann and Nokkala 2009; Estermann et al 2011). The
exploratory study on university autonomy (Estermann & Nokkala 2009, p. 6‐7) defines the
institutional autonomy in terms of the university’s relationship with the state as “the
constantly changing relations between the state and higher education institutions and the
degree of control exerted by the state, depending on the national context and
circumstances. The variety of situations across Europe reflects the multiple approaches to
the on‐going quest for a balance between autonomy and accountability in response to the
demands of society and the changing understanding of public responsibility for higher
education.” The “multi‐stage, interactive” study aimed to build a foundation for a
comparative database in university autonomy across Europe, enabling universities and
policy‐makers to compare systems across borders and provide a voice for the European
institutions to articulate what autonomy means in practise.
The follow‐up study, Autonomy Scorecard, takes this one step further as it “aims to engage
all relevant stakeholders in a more in‐depth debate on autonomy and thereby help to
improve higher education systems. It provides an institutional perspective on autonomy by
involving the university sector, chiefly represented by the European national rectors’
conferences, at all stages” (Estermann et al 2011, p. 8).
Through these reports the EUA has been able to insert into the European higher education
discourse a powerful categorization to describe and define university autonomy from the
perspective relevant to the organization and its constituencies. Each of the four dimensions:
organisational, financial, staffing and academic autonomy, were elaborated with several
further aspects, which vary somewhat across the two reports.
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Organisational autonomy covered issues such as internal academic and administrative
structures, framework of decision‐making structures, external members in governing bodies
(and the university ability on deciding to include them and their appointment) the selection
procedure and criteria of the executive head, procedures for the dismissal and the term of
office of the executive head, the relations between the executive head and the governing
bodies, and the university ability to create legal entities.
Financial autonomy was defined in terms of length of funding cycle and the type of
modalities for public funding, intermediary funding bodies, audit procedures, ability to keep
surplus on main public funding, to borrow money or raise it on financial market, to own and
sell university buildings and to be able to charge tuition fees of national/EU and non‐EU
students at three degree levels.
Staffing autonomy was taken to include the capacity to decide on academic and/or
administrative staff recruitment procedures and promotions, the ability to decide on overall
salary costs and/or individual salary levels, the civil servant status of staff members, as well
as the capacity to dismiss staff.
Finally, academic autonomy was discussed in terms of the university capacity to decide on
its academic profile, overall numbers of students and numbers per discipline, student
admission mechanisms and quotas, capacity to introduce and terminate degree
programmes and to decide on their content, the capacity to choose the language of
instruction, and to select appropriate quality assurance mechanisms and providers.

Rationales: what is autonomy for?

The case for autonomy in EUA documents is exercised through the construction of two main
links. The first of these is the link between autonomy and competitiveness – we will call this
autonomy‐competitiveness nexus – which may be presented either as a lack of
competitiveness in European higher education resulting from the lack of autonomy of the
European higher education institutions (excerpt1), or the increased autonomy resulting in
the increased competitiveness, which may remain unoperationalised, or as in this extract
may be applied in the context of research performance (excerpt 2). Similarly, the valuable
contribution of the European universities over the years has been attributed to autonomy.
The dynamics needed for the completion of the European Higher Education Area will
remain unfulfilled or will result in unequal competition, if the current over‐regulation
and minute administrative and financial control of higher education in many
countries is upheld. (EUA Salamanca Declaration 2001)
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Greater autonomy will provide universities with the necessary flexibility to respond to
the challenges of diversifying their research and their funding missions in order to
play more effectively their role in addressing society’s needs and advancing Europe’s
competitiveness in the global economy. (EUA response to EC Green paper on ERA,
2007)
The second consistent link is between autonomy and accountability – the autonomy‐
accountability nexus – which functions as a way for the EUA to argue for more autonomy
for the universities (excerpt 1) and as a way of persuading the external stakeholders that
universities act responsibly (excerpt 2).
Progress requires that European universities be empowered to act in line with the
guiding principle of autonomy with accountability. As autonomous and responsible
legal, educational and social entities, they confirm their adhesion to the principles of
the Magna Charta Universitatum of 1988 and, in particular, to that of academic
freedom. (EUA Salamanca Declaration 2001)
Mission diversity, strategic capability, and accountability can only be developed if
universities have the freedom to do this. The higher education system must therefore
be based on autonomous institutions, with freedom to control and manage their own
resources and to compete as well as collaborate, accepting the responsibility to make
the most efficient use possible of the resources which they command; this requires
that universities are trusted to act responsibly. (A vision and strategy for Europe’s
universities and the EUA 2006)
Autonomy‐accountability nexus is also operationalised and applied in the context of quality
assurance. This excerpt also shows how EUA is using its own knowledge production work to
argue for its policy and how it uses the autonomy‐accountability nexus in the quality context
to shift the agency towards another institution, in this case the national rector’s
conferences.
EUA’s concrete experience in quality, through the Quality Culture Project and the
Institutional Evaluation Programme, has shown the inextricable link between
institutional autonomy and accountability… The link between autonomy and internal
quality is fundamental: the greater the institutional autonomy, the more robust are
the internal quality processes. In this context, the national conferences of rectors
must play an important role in negotiating with the national authorities and QA
agencies the scope of the internal and external evaluations and of institutional
autonomy. (EUA policy position on quality 2007)
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Another reoccurring feature is the linking of autonomy with the diversity of missions as in
the excerpt 1below. The same excerpt also indicates how the EUA seeks to fill the concept
of autonomy with its own definition and make them part of the general discourse in the
field. Autonomy as a concept is being operationalised and applied for example in the
context of quality assurance, doctoral education, teaching and learning and research
priorities. It may also be used as a passing reference to knowledge production in the field of
autonomy, or in a purely “tokenistic” way, as in the excerpt 2:
Governments are urged to endorse the principle of institutional autonomy so as to
accommodate diverse institutional missions and to include academic autonomy
(curricula, programmes and research) financial autonomy (lump sum budgeting),
organisational autonomy (the structure of the university) and staffing autonomy
(responsibility for recruitment, salaries and promotion). (EUA Lisbon Declaration
2007)
In order to fulfil these aspirations and to underpin cooperation in the different areas
set out above, the EUA and CUIB reiterate the importance of strengthening the
autonomy and responsibility of universities and of ensuring sustainable and
diversified funding. (EUA Asturias declaration 2006)

Who provides autonomy?
The third aspect of autonomy discourse, and the one most directly connected to the
question of agency, relates to the responsibility for autonomy – in other words, who is in
charge of providing autonomy. Already in the 2001 EUA document, there is an indication
that autonomy requires specific action on behalf of the state; more specifically, the states or
governments are put in charge of “empowering” the universities. Thus, autonomy moves
away from being an automatic consequence of the absence of external limitations, and
towards an actively exercised condition that requires conscious action to enable it. In other
words, from a negative definition – being free from something – it moves towards a positive
definition – being free to do something.
This message appears not only in the Declarations, but also in the EUA studies on funding
and autonomy. On the part of the EUA the autonomy as requiring extra measures
represents a way for the EUA to convince its members of the tough stance of the EUA in
advocating for the interests of its members. It is however, immediately combined with a
call for the universities to do their bit, which then functions as a way to convince the other
stakeholders of the reliability and realism of the organisation as an actor in the Bologna
Process.
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Progress requires that European universities be empowered to act in line with the
guiding principle of autonomy with accountability. (EUA Salamanca Declaration 2001)
Governments are urged to give universities the autonomy they need to introduce the
agreed reforms.(EUA Glasgow Declaration 2005)

Empowerment, in this sense, seems to mean securing adequate funding and financial
autonomy:
Autonomy should be founded on adequate public funding and should also facilitate the
strategic management of public and private income and endowments (from
philanthropists, companies, alumni and students) by the universities themselves.
Governments are urged to benchmark progress against target levels set in relation to
both autonomy and funding of universities. Universities will strive to reinforce further
leadership and strengthen professional management. (EUA Lisbon Declaration 2007)
While universities need to be encouraged to develop in different forms and to generate
funds from a variety of sources, governments must empower institutions and
strengthen their essential autonomy by providing stable legal and funding
environments thus ensuring that universities have the capability to manage
themselves in a dynamic way and the freedom to act to seize the opportunities that
are offered to them. (EUA statement on the research role of universities 2004)

The main agency in the context of autonomy, thus, is shifted from the state to the
universities as institutions. At first, autonomy was framed as something that needs to be
granted to the universities by the state. This framing has clearly been transformed into the
emphasis on universities as “strong” institutions, which are now expected to take a more
“proactive “ role in acquiring and preserving autonomy.
Last, but not least, the Aarhus Declaration of 2011 further narrows down the responsibility
for autonomy: from the university as an institution, to the university leadership:
Making European universities attractive for talented individuals and being able to offer
them the appropriate career opportunities also requires strengthened autonomy. It is
essential to ensure that university leaders are able to take the necessary decisions,
especially in financial and staffing matters, to attract, remunerate, motivate and retain
talented individuals at all levels. (EUA Aarhus Declaration 2011)
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The following part of the text will look at how these discourses are used to “agentify” or
empower the EUA in the context of European higher education policy making, and how they
were translated or appropriated in the policy documents of other actors.

Autonomy discourse in the construction of EUA agency
Drawing from Meyer and Jepperson’s (2000) four features of agentic actors, we can see how
EUA positions itself through the discourse of autonomy. This first function of the discourse,
and the first feature of Meyer and Jepperson's (2000) typology, the agency for the self,
refers to an actor, such as an organisation, establishing an organisational structure and goals
to legitimate itself. Modern agentic actors involve themselves in all sorts of efforts to
elaborate their agentic capabilities. In our case, university autonomy discourse presents one
of the tools to establish the legitimated interests of the European University Association. It
constructs itself as a rational, reliable and legitimate actor and stakeholder. The Autonomy
Scorecard, in this sense, can be seen as a form of social technology (c.f. Rose 1996) through
which an organisation takes control of the autonomy agenda, not just through policy
declarations, but also through establishing “baseline” knowledge for the discussions of
university autonomy.
The second function of the discourse and the second agentic feature, agency for other
actors, refers to the capacity of the actor to “shift from agency for the self to agency for
other actors, from actorhood to otherhood, whether these actors be states, organisations or
individuals” (Meyer and Jepperson 2007, 107). In the case of EUA, these other actors are the
constituent members of the EUA: individual universities and national rectors’ conferences.
The autonomy discourse is a strong tie between the EUA and its constituents: autonomy is
not about the autonomy of the EUA itself, but of the organisations it represents.
The third agentic feature is the agency for non‐actor entities, namely the tendency of actor
to “mobilise as agents for the imagined interests of non‐actor entities recognised in the
cultural system” (Meyer and Jepperson 2000, 108). In the case of the autonomy discourse
and the EUA, the global scientific community may be seen as such a non‐actor entity. This
feature is prominent especially in the earlier EUA documents of the where autonomy is
presented as being crucial not only for the institutions in order to be able to fulfill their
“missions”, but for scientific community as well, as autonomy and academic freedom are
equated in the discourse. This is true first and foremost in the Magna Charta Universitatum
(1988) and in the Salamanca Declaration (2001) which explicitly reference it. Later on, the
Bologna and EU documents make references to academic freedom, whilst the EUA
documents don’t.
This is closely related to the final agentic feature, agency for principle, which refers to the
actor assuming “responsibility to act as an agent of the imagined natural and moral law”,
without which the “actor risks either incompetence or corruption” (Meyer and Jepperson
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2000, 108). In this feature, autonomy is constituted as the guarantor of quality, academic
freedom and integrity of science; all manner of desirable characteristics and features such
as funding stability and self‐determination or the loftier political catchwords such as the
"Europe of Knowledge". It thus represents the moral principle which is championed by the
actor, giving it greater legitimacy. At the same time, it enables the EUA to use the
autonomy—competitiveness nexus as a way to bargain for more autonomy.

Convergence of discourses: successful agentification or hostile takeover?
The analysis of the EUA discourse on autonomy shows how the definition, rationales, as well
as responsibility for university autonomy were used to constitute EUA as the institution
that, simultaneously, serves as an expert knowledge producer on the issues of autonomy
(through studies and policy documents); represents the agendas and interests of its
members (i.e. European universities) and thus acts on their behalf; and, last but not least,
serves as the “arbiter” or authority on the general meaning of autonomy (e.g. through the
Autonomy Scorecard). In this sense, from an association of universities and rectors’
conferences that gave birth to EUA, the organisation has transformed into a centre of
knowledge production that exercises a form of “monopoly” over the concept of autonomy
and thus, consequently, over the political uses of the term.
How can we measure the degree of “success” of EUA in the construction of its own agency
in the context of European higher education policy making? The first indicator is the extent
to which EUA has managed to achieve representation in the decision‐making bodies,
especially those related to the Bologna Process. As noted in the beginning, in this sense EUA
has indeed been recognised as the “voice of European universities”. However, the presence
of EUA in decision‐making and policy fora does not, in and of itself, indicate that the
organisation has been successful in asserting its definition of autonomy as a theoretical and
political concept. In order to understand this aspect, we need to juxtapose EUA’s discourses
on autonomy with those of other actors in European higher education area. In other words,
we need to see if there is conceptual “travel” of the meaning of autonomy from the EUA
towards other actors. This section will thus compare the EUA discourses on autonomy with
those of the European Commission, European Council and, not least, the Bologna Process
itself.
The calls for financial autonomy and strong institutions, implicitly defined in terms of strong
rectors or management, may indicate potential discursive coalitions (Hajer 1996) between
the EUA and the European Commission. This would also indicate a successful agency
building on part of the European University Association, as well as an ability to frame the
policy agenda in a way that is consistent with their own goals. For instance, such
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convergence may be noted in the link between autonomy and competitiveness, in which the
formulation from EUA’s Salamanca Declaration:
The dynamics needed for the completion of the European Higher Education Area will
remain unfulfilled or will result in unequal competition, if the current over‐regulation
and minute administrative and financial control of higher education in many countries
is upheld.(EUA Salamanca Declaration 2001)
is echoed in the European Commission’s The Role of Universities in the Europe of
Knowledge:
However, the European university world is not trouble‐free, and the European
universities are not at present globally competitive with those of our major partners,
even though they produce high quality scientific publications. The Communication
notes a number of areas within which reflection, and often also action, is needed, and
raises a series of questions such as:[...] how to ensure autonomy and professionalism in
academic as well as managerial affairs; (EC 2003, p. 2)

Accountability is another element which appears in the autonomy discourse of all the
actors. In the EUA discourse, accountability functions as a way of persuasion for the external
stakeholders. Whilst the first extract below frames accountability as part of the notion of
universities acting responsibly, the second one implicitly contrasts autonomy and
accountability. One sub‐definition of autonomy—accountability nexus, which can be seen
both in the EUA Glasgow Declaration from 2005, and the Bologna Process Ministerial
Communiqué from Berlin in 2003, is accountability determined specifically in terms of
quality assurance, which has been one of the focal issues of the Bologna Process in general.
Progress requires that European universities be empowered to act in line with the
guiding principle of autonomy with accountability. As autonomous and responsible
legal, educational and social entities, they confirm their adhesion to the principles of
the Magna Charta Universitatum of 1988 and, in particular, to that of academic
freedom. (EUA Salamanca Declaration 2001)
Universities advocate a balance between autonomy and accountability through
institutional audit procedures which: embody a fitness for purpose approach that is
culturally adapted to countries and institutions and in line with their different missions
and profiles; are aimed at strategic improvement and change rather than quality
control; and are designed to develop a European dimension through European
evaluation teams and to take into account engagement with society and commitment
to the social dimension of the Bologna Process. (EUA Glasgow Declaration 2005)
15

The European Commission discourse uses autonomy as a way to argue for universities to be
broadly accountable to society, not just in terms of financial prudency or quality assurance,
but in terms of producing wider benefit to the society:
Universities will not become innovative and responsive to change unless they are given
real autonomy and accountability. Member States should guide the university sector as
a whole through a framework of general rules, policy objectives, funding mechanisms
and incentives for education, research and innovation activities. In return for being
freed from overregulation and micro‐management, universities should accept full
institutional accountability to society at large for their results. This requires new
internal governance systems based on strategic priorities and on professional
management of human resources, investment and administrative procedures. It also
requires universities to overcome their fragmentation into faculties, departments,
laboratories and administrative units and to target their efforts collectively on
institutional priorities for research, teaching and services. (EC 2006)
The EUA and the European Commission documents both introduced in 2005 a new element
into the autonomy discourse, namely the link between autonomy and diversity. Whilst the
European Commission discourse presents diversity as an additional issue, which together
with autonomy will produce the desired effect of improving the competitiveness of the
European higher education sector, for the EUA the diversity is a qualifier of autonomy, and
represents an important message from its diverse membership base (see, for example the
EUA Glasgow Declaration excerpt above).
Focusing on the strategic orientation of the whole system would allow the state to
reinforce its public responsibility for higher education in the knowledge era – mainly by
defining a regulatory framework within which strategic orientation combined with
autonomy and diversity results in wider access and higher quality. (EC 2005, p7)

The notions of diversity and autonomy are repeated in the EUA Lisbon Declaration in 2007,
and the European Commission report from 2011, indicating a further alignment between
the discourses of the EUA and the European Commission.
Together accountability and diversity form defining limits for autonomy. It is unanimously
acknowledged that there cannot be autonomy without accompanying accountability. At the
same time, though, accountability measures, along with other elements of higher education
policy must acknowledge and support the diversity of missions and forms of the higher
education institutions, born of and strengthened by autonomy.

16

Whilst the earlier Bologna Process Declarations and Communiqués put considerable
emphasis on university autonomy (c.f. Bologna Declaration 1999; Berlin Communiqué 2003),
in the later Communiqués, from 2009 and 2010, autonomy is only mentioned in passing, as
if it had become taken for granted. Finally, in the 2012 Bucharest Communiqué, it indeed
disappears from the discourse altogether, and is replaced by the concept of strong
institutions, which seems to incorporate the option of autonomy, and figures as a functional
equivalent of the autonomy concept of earlier times: the guarantor of competitiveness of
the European higher education system.
The necessary ongoing reform of higher education systems and policies will continue to
be firmly embedded in the European values of institutional autonomy, academic
freedom and social equity and will require full participation of students and staff.
(Leuven‐ Louvain‐la‐Neuve Declaration 2009)
We, the Ministers, recommit to academic freedom as well as autonomy and
accountability of higher education institutions as principles of the European Higher
Education Area and underline the role the higher education institutions play in
fostering peaceful democratic societies and strengthening social cohesion. (Vienna
Declaration 2010)
Higher education is an important part of the solution to our current difficulties. Strong
and accountable higher education systems provide the foundations for thriving
knowledge societies. Higher education should be at the heart of our efforts to
overcome the crisis – now more than ever. (Bucharest Communiqué 2012)

Conclusions

The analysis in this paper emphasizes the multiple shifts that have taken place within the
European University Association’s autonomy discourse and in its relationship with the
discourse of other actors in the field. The discourse on autonomy has shifted from a
negative definition focusing on the lack of external constraints to a positive definition of
enabling the universities to design and fulfil their mission, structures and procedures. At the
same time, overall rationales have shifted from the protection of academic freedom, still
very much emphasised in the Magna Charta Universitatum (1988, see also Zgaga 2010) to
competitiveness, accountability and quality, which indicates also a shift in the relationship
between higher education institutions, the state and society and the move of the
universities from “ivory tower” to the “agora” (c.f. Nowotny et al 2001). Finally, EUA’s
discourse has travelled from the autonomy as “given” by the state to autonomy as “won” by
universities and, more specifically, its leadership. Considering that the EUA is first and
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foremost an organisation of the university leadership, both in terms of its organisational and
collective members, i.e. universities and national rectors’ conferences, this shift seems
logical. However, as we aimed to show, this discursive shift has not been unambiguous: it
also meant that the concept of university autonomy began to converge with the more
neoliberal concepts such as those promoted by the European Commission (c.f. Dale 2007).
In this context, it may make sense to ask whether the dilution and eventual disappearance
of the autonomy concept in the newer European documents speaks of the victory or of the
loss of the European University Association's attempt to set autonomy on the agenda of the
European Higher Education Area. It may indicate that autonomy became codified in the
discourse to the extent that it no longer requires attention. Or it may indicate that the
autonomy discourse has served its purpose, competitiveness has become the established
goal of the Bologna Process which no longer needs the boost and legitimation from the
autonomy discourse. Secondly, while the European University Association has a strong and
clear presence and representation structure in the Bologna Process, the representation of
academic staff is organised through the Education International, which as a global
organisanisation representing teaching in all levels of education is a very different kind of
actor of the Bologna Process. Thus it may be that the European University Association’s
strong role in the Bologna Process has further contributed to the already discernible trend
of defining the university essentially in terms of its leadership, rather than through the
academic community (c.f. Taylor 2006).
In conclusion, we can say that the case of the discursive construction of agency through the
concept of autonomy points to the need to frame the study of discourses and narratives
surrounding the development of the European Higher Education Area in a more
sociologically and politically grounded manner. This paper tried to demonstrate how the
shifts in the discursive framing of autonomy in the texts produced by one specific policy
actor – the European University Association – can be connected to the broader political
dynamics of the Bologna process, including the struggle for monopoly over meaning‐
making. As our analysis suggests, the outcomes of this struggle cannot be framed in terms of
pure “success” or “failure”,but rather in the extent to which it manages to define the agency
of specific institutions and actors, and thus influences their power positions within the
European higher education landscape. Analysing the mechanisms of agency construction is
thus essential not only to the understanding of the current constellations of power and
influence in the European Higher Education Area, but also to the empowerment of the other
stakeholders of the Bologna Process.
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