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Integration processes in higher education (HE) in the European Union (EU) are essential for the development of national education systems. They 
ensure the harmonization of standards, facilitate international mobility, increase the competitiveness of higher education institutions (HEIs), 
promote adaptation to global changes, and create equal opportunities for all EU citizens to access HE. The conditions for integration also open new 
possibilities for scientific cooperation and innovation, strengthening overall European unity. A study was conducted on the conceptual foundations 
of national HE systems in the EU and their development in the context of integration processes, within the framework of the Bologna Process and 
other European educational initiatives. The main conceptual approaches that define the interaction between national HE systems and the pan-
European educational area were identified. The basic directions of HE development in the EU were considered: internationalization and 
harmonization of academic standards; digitalization of HE; orientation towards the labour market and practical training; social responsibility and 
environmental education; development of scientific research and innovation; and financial support for HE students. The main aspects of the 
Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education (ESG) were considered. The standard structural and functional 
features of national HE systems in the EU were defined. A theoretical-abstract, logical-structural model of the European Higher Education Area (a 
conceptual and organisational structure covering all elements and principles that determine the interaction of HEIs, HE students, scientific and 
pedagogical (pedagogical) staff (SPS), and other participants in the educational process in the EU and beyond) was substantiated. 
Keywords: European Higher Education Area, Bologna Process, digitalization, higher education, sustainable development, integration, model.  
 
Інтеграційні процеси у сфері вищої освіти (ВО) Європейського Союзу (ЄС) мають важливе значення для розвитку національних систем 
освіти. Вони забезпечують гармонізацію стандартів, полегшують міжнародну мобільність, підвищують конкурентоспроможність 
закладів вищої освіти (ЗВО), сприяють адаптації до глобальних змін, створюють рівні можливості доступу до ВО для всіх громадян 
ЄС. Умови інтеграції також відкривають нові можливості для наукової співпраці та інновацій, зміцнюючи загальну європейську 
єдність. У статті здійснено комплексне дослідження концептуальних засад функціонування та розвитку національних систем вищої 
освіти (ВО) країн Європейського Союзу в умовах поглиблення інтеграційних процесів. Актуальність дослідження зумовлена 
необхідністю пошуку балансу між глобалізацією освітнього простору та збереженням національної ідентичності освітніх систем, а 
також потребою у гармонізації стандартів для підвищення конкурентоспроможності європейських університетів. Метою роботи 
є ідентифікація головних концептуальних підходів, що визначають взаємодію між національними системами ВО та 
загальноєвропейським освітнім простором. Автором проаналізовано вплив Болонського процесу та ініціатив ЄС на трансформацію 
національних моделей освіти. Виокремлено та охарактеризовано ключові тренди розвитку ВО в ЄС: інтернаціоналізацію, цифрову 
трансформацію, орієнтацію на вимоги ринку праці, забезпечення соціальної відповідальності, екологічної сталості та фінансової 
підтримки здобувачів. Особливу увагу приділено аналізу Європейських стандартів та рекомендацій із забезпечення якості (ESG), а 
також ролі Європейської рамки кваліфікацій (EQF) як інструменту прозорості та взаємовизнання дипломів між країнами. 
Систематизовано спільні структурно-функціональні особливості національних систем ВО країн ЄС, до яких віднесено трирівневу 
структуру навчання, використання кредитно-трансферної системи ECTS, академічну мобільність та автономію закладів вищої 
освіти. Ключовим науковим результатом дослідження стала розробка та обґрунтування теоретико-абстрактної логічно-
структурної моделі Європейського простору вищої освіти (ЄПВО). Запропонована модель комплексно відображає концептуальну та 
організаційну структуру взаємодії основних стейкхолдерів (здобувачів, науково-педагогічних працівників, ЗВО), інституційних 
органів управління (Єврокомісія, національні агентства), інструментів фінансування та механізмів мобільності. Визначено 
перспективи подальших досліджень, які полягають у поглибленому аналізі ефективності цифровізації освіти та адаптації 
національних систем до глобальних викликів. 
Ключові слова: Європейський простір вищої освіти, Болонський процес, цифровізація, вища освіта, сталий розвиток, інтеграція, модель. 

Statement of the problem 

There are significant transformations in EU national HE systems in the context of integration processes, including 
economic, cultural, social, and political changes. The growing mobility of HE students and SPS, the exchange of knowledge and 
experience, and the implementation of joint educational programs (EP) and research have become significant components of 
integration processes in the EU. However, national HE systems often face several challenges, such as diverse academic 
standards, differences in educational quality, cultural barriers, and the need to harmonize EP and assessment systems within 
a single education policy. 

There are specific differences in HE systems across EU countries, due to historical, cultural, and political traditions. 
This creates difficulties in integrating and harmonizing EPs, standards, and assessment procedures. 

Studying national HE systems in the EU and their development in the context of integration requires a comprehensive 
approach that balances globalization and the preservation of national characteristics, quality assurance in education, and 
adaptation to modern technological and social requirements. 

A review of recent studies on national HE systems in the EU and their development in the context of integration reveals 
numerous topical issues that highlight various aspects of educational reforms, integration strategies, and cooperation between 
EU countries. 

One of the main areas of research concerns the Bologna Process – the primary mechanism for integrating EU education 
systems. Publications [1–7] analyze the influence of this process on national HE systems. Works [1 – 7] focus on achievements 
in harmonizing EP, the mobility of HE students, and problems arising from differences in assessment systems and qualification 
requirements.  

Studies [8 – 12] present new European strategies for HE development, in particular the European Higher Education 
Area (EHEA), which aims to integrate national HE systems further and stimulate academic mobility. Other initiatives, for 
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example, the Erasmus+ program and the European Strategy for Universities, promote the development of joint EP, provide 
funding for research, and help HE students and SPS to implement mobility between HEIs in the EU.  

Studies [13–15] also focus on issues related to the digital transformation of HE. Research shows that the COVID-19 
pandemic has accelerated the transition to online and blended learning formats.  This, in turn, creates new opportunities and 
challenges for integrating national HE systems. The works [13 – 15] outline that in the coming years, the integration of national 
HE systems in the EU will focus on strengthening academic and scientific cooperation between HEIs, developing international 
mobility, and creating more inclusive EP that meet the requirements of sustainable development and social justice. But more 
attention should be paid to harmonizing policies on access to HE to avoid a social divide between countries that have different 
levels of economic development. 

Monitoring recent research and publications on the issue outlined shows that integrating national HE systems into 
the EU is a complex and multifaceted process. This process requires addressing a range of topics (from harmonizing educational 
standards and improving academic mobility to ensuring equal access to HE and adapting to digital changes).  

Despite significant achievements, the need for further research to preserve the uniqueness of national HE systems 
while integrating and ensuring their high quality should be emphasized. 

The purpose of the research 

The goal of the article is to research the conceptual foundations of national HE systems in the EU and their 
development in the context of integration processes. The article aims to identify the main conceptual approaches that define 
the interaction between national HE systems and the pan-European educational area. 

Presentation of the primary research material 

HE in the EU is undergoing significant changes driven by globalization, digitalization, new labour market challenges, 
and socio-economic transformations. The EU is actively 
developing a policy to harmonize education systems to 
increase their competitiveness globally. The main 
trends in HE development include internationalization, 
digital transformation, labour-market orientation, 
environmental and social responsibility, research 
development, and financial support for HE students. HE 
in the EU is based on common principles that determine 
its quality, accessibility, and competitiveness (Fig. 1). 
These principles aim to develop the EHEA. 

HE in the EU is undergoing significant changes 
driven by globalization, digitalization, new labour 
market challenges, and socio-economic 
transformations. The EU is actively developing a policy 
to harmonize education systems to increase their 
competitiveness globally. The main trends in HE development include internationalization, digital transformation, labour-
market orientation, environmental and social responsibility, research development, and financial support for HE students. HE 
in the EU is based on common principles that determine its quality, accessibility, and competitiveness (Fig. 1). These principles 
aim to develop the EHEA. 

The ESG has been introduced in the EU (Fig. 2). 

 
Fig. 2. Conceptual aspects of the ESG/ Source: compiled by the author based on [10]. 

The ESG was created in 2005 and updated in 2015 with the support of ENQA [3], the European Association for the 
Applied Sciences in Higher Education (EURASHE), EUA [18], and the European Students’ Union (ESU). 
Internal quality assurance in education within the ESG requires HEIs to ensure the quality of their EP independently. The main 
requirements are shown in Fig. 3. 

External quality assurance in education in the ESG involves monitoring by independent accreditation agencies and 
government bodies. The main requirements are shown on Fig. 4. 

The ESG level “Quality of activity of education quality assurance agencies” defines the requirements for organisations 
that accredit HEIs (Fig. 5). 

The ESG is designed to guarantee HE quality across the EHEA, promote the international recognition of diplomas and the 
mobility of HE students, encourage HEIs to continuously improve their EP, and increase trust in European HE at the global level. 

Research orientation and innovation are among the key principles of the EHEA. EU HEIs actively collaborate with 
scientific institutes and businesses, promoting the development of start-ups and innovative technologies, the involvement of 
HE students in scientific work, and international exchanges of researchers. The Horizon Europe and Marie Skłodowska-Curie 
programs support scientific research and fund projects in fields such as ecology, artificial intelligence, and medicine [11; 17]. 
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Fig. 1. Principles of the EHEA.  
Source: compiled by the author based on [8; 16]. 
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European education is actively implementing EdTech (online courses and distance learning, such as Coursera, edX, 
and Future Learn), digital skills and artificial intelligence in education, and global access to educational resources. The Digital 
Education Action Plan 2021–2027 promotes the digital transformation of HEIs [8]. 

European HEIs integrate sustainability and environmental responsibility into their EPs (green campuses and 
environmentally friendly technologies; courses on climate change and sustainable development; support for social initiatives 
and volunteering, etc.) [13]. 

Fig. 3. Basic requirements for internal quality assurance in education in the ESG 
Source: compiled by the author based on [3; 4; 7; 10; 16; 17; 18; 19]. 

Fig. 4. Basic requirements for external quality assurance in education in the ESG 
Source: compiled by the author based on [3; 4; 7; 10; 16; 17; 18; 19]. 

Fig. 5. Requirements for organizations that accredit HEIs, in accordance with the ESG 
Source: compiled by the author based on [3; 4; 7; 10; 16; 17; 18; 19]. 
The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) is a key tool for harmonizing HE, ensuring transparency, mobility, and 

competitiveness of graduates in the EHEA. Due to the EQF, diplomas are easily recognised across countries, the system allows 
HE students to change their place of study more easily, and the EU labour market becomes more open to graduates from 
different countries. 

EQF defines eight levels of qualification that cover all stages of education, from primary to doctoral. The use of the 
EQF within the Bologna Process helps ensure uniform standards of HE quality across EHEA countries, making academic 
mobility for HE students and SPS easier and facilitating the recognition of diplomas in the EU. 

The EQF simplifies employment for graduates in the EU: employers can easily compare candidates' qualifications; 
graduates can work in any EU country without additional confirmation of their diplomas; the flexibility of EP allows them to 
acquire professional competences in line with market requirements [4]. 

Each EU country has developed its own National Qualifications Framework (NQF) that aligns with the EQF. For 
example: France (Répertoire National des Certifications Professionnelles (RNCP)), Germany (Deutscher Qualifikationsrahmen 
(DQR)), etc. [5]. 

Thus, NQFs are integrated into a pan-European system that ensures the recognition of diplomas and certificates at 
the international level. 

HE in the EU is very diverse, as each country has its own traditions – historical, cultural, and legal. However, due to 
the Bologna Process and the EHEA, national systems are harmonized regarding key parameters (Table 1). These common 
characteristics make the European HE system attractive. It ensures high-quality specialist training, promotes international 
cooperation, and supports scientific progress. 

Fig. 6 presents a theoretical-abstract, logical-structural model of the EHEA.  
It is a conceptual and organisational structure that encompasses all the elements and principles that determine the 

interactions among HEIs, HE students, SPS, and other participants in the educational process, both within and outside the EU. The 
theoretical-abstract component of the model focuses on the conceptual foundations and ideas underlying the EHEA principles. The 
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logical-structural element in the model defines the specific organization and interaction of all participants in the process and 
aspects of the education system: 

Table 1. Common structural and functional features of national HE systems in the EU 
Feature Characteristics 

Three-level HE 
structure  

Most EU countries use a single educational model which includes three levels: Bachelor’s degree (usually lasts 3–4 
years and provides basic HE); Master’s degree (lasts 1-2 years and involves in-depth study of a specialty); 

Doctorate/PhD (lasts 3–5 years and involves independent scientific research). 
The European Credit 

Transfer and 
Accumulation System 

The implementation of the ECTS provides a unified system of knowledge assessment and allows HE students to 
accumulate credits for completed courses. One academic year is usually equivalent to 60 ECTS credits, making it easy 

to compare EPs across different countries. 

Academic mobility 
The EU actively supports international exchanges for HE students and SPS through programs such as Erasmus+, 
which funds study, traineeships, and research activities abroad. It allows HE students to gain unique international 

experience and enhances graduates' competitiveness in the labour market. 

HE quality assurance 
EU countries are required to implement independent mechanisms for assessing HE quality. Special accreditation 

agencies inspect EP and institutions to ensure compliance with high educational standards. 
Inclusiveness and 

accessibility 
EU HEIs implement a policy of equal access to education. It includes providing financial support through scholarships and 

grants, creating conditions for HE students with special needs, and expanding opportunities for distance learning. 

Academic freedom and 
autonomy of HEIs 

Despite state funding, HEIs have the right to independently determine the content of EP, conduct research and 
develop their own management policies. It promotes innovation and increases the competitiveness of European HEIs 

in the global education space. 
Digitalization of HE 
and innovation 

Many EU HEIs actively integrate digital technologies into the educational process, using online platforms, open 
educational resources and other innovative teaching methods. 

Financial support for 
HE students 

Most EU countries have financial aid programs that include grants, scholarships, and preferential loans. Some countries offer 
free or significantly cheaper education at state HEIs as well as social benefits for HE students (e.g., Germany or France). 

Flexibility of learning 
The European HE system provides for the possibility of choosing EP, modularity of courses. It allows HE students to 

independently shape their curriculum and change their specialty or HEI without losing the results they have already achieved. 
Recognition of diplomas 
between EU countries 

Due to the Bologna Process, diplomas obtained in one EU country are recognised in other member states. It simplifies 
academic mobility for HE students and provides graduates with more employment opportunities in the EU. 

Source: systematized by the author based on [6; 12; 18; 19]. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6. Theoretical-abstract, logical-structural model of the EHEA.  Source: created by the author. 
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SPS (conducts high-level teaching and research; actively promotes mobility and knowledge exchange). 
2. Institutional and organisational structure. 
The European Commission and national governments define policies, strategies, and budgets for the development of 

the EHEA. It includes funding for mobility and cooperation within relevant programs. 
National accreditation and quality agencies (evaluate EP, ensure quality control of national and international 

diplomas). 
European network of HE accreditation agencies (supports quality standards at the European level). 
3. Educational and qualification frameworks. 
The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) ensures the comparability of EP and allows HE 

students to transfer credits from one HEI to another within the EU. 
The EQF (a single guide for comparing qualifications from different countries, facilitating mutual recognition of 

diplomas and ensuring the integration of national education systems into the European). 
4. Funding and support programs. 
Erasmus+ program (financial and organisational support for the mobility of HE students, SPS, and researchers as well 

as the development of international partnerships). 
Other European programs (Horizon Europe for scientific research, funding to expand public access to HE, etc.). 
5. Mobility and exchange. 
Mobility of HE students (ensuring that HE students can study in other EU countries and exchange experience and 

knowledge). 
Mobility of SPS (programs that allow SPS to work in other EU HEIs to improve their qualifications and develop 

scientific contacts). 
Mobility of scientists and researchers (supporting cooperation between scientific institutions for joint research and 

innovation). 
The theoretical-abstract, logical-structural model of the EHEA emphasizes the significance of internationalization, 

mobility, and HE quality in the EU. The logical-structural model defines specific organisational mechanisms that ensure the 
integration of national HE systems into the European context, simplify the recognition of qualifications, standardize EP and 
support mobility for HE students and SPS. 

Conclusions and prospects for further research 

The conceptual foundations of national HE systems in the EU and their development in the context of integration 
processes have been studied. The main conceptual approaches that define the interaction between national HE systems and 
the pan-European educational area have been identified. The standard structural and functional features of national HE 
systems in the EU have been characterized. A theoretical-abstract, logical-structural model of the EHEA is presented. 

Prospects for further research in the context of national HE systems in the EU focus on a deeper analysis of their 
effectiveness, the impact of digitalization and online education as well as the international mobility of HE students and SPS. 
Other important areas include studying the inclusiveness of HE, the interaction between science and HE and the adaptation of 
HE systems to global challenges. This research will help to improve educational models, ensure their compliance with modern 
requirements, and promote innovation in the EU. 
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