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ABSTRACT
The introduction of regional political initiatives in the higher
education sector symbolizes one of the many aspects of the
changing global higher education landscape. Remarkably, these
processes have generally escaped comparative scrutiny by
scholars researching higher education policy cooperation or
regional integration. In this article, we demonstrate how and why
higher education policy cooperation is an interesting case to
study through the lens of comparative regionalism. To do so, we
describe the emerging debate on comparative regionalism in EU
studies. We explain what has led to this call to broaden analytical
perspectives in examining regional integration and how it may be
useful for scholars working in the higher education field to engage
with this new research direction. In setting out this research
agenda, we also spotlight the difficulties in operationalizing
comparative regionalism for higher education studies and suggest
ways forward.
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Introducing the emergent terrains of regional cooperation in higher
education

Around the world, a fascinating phenomenon has been slowly gathering momentum and
affecting the terrains of global higher education landscapes in unprecedented ways: intro-
duction of regional political initiatives in the higher education sector. These developments,
surprisingly, have largely escaped comparative analyses by social scientists interested in
higher education policy cooperation or regional integration. Our goals in this article are
to introduce a new approach to studying this phenomenon, which we call ‘higher edu-
cation regionalism’, and to discuss the implications of initiating and re-initiating higher
education policy cooperation at the regional level. We thus organize this article as a
research design enterprise, describing how we construct an inclusive analytical framework
for empirical analyses and assessment of findings. Specifically, we will broaden the per-
spective into existing research on European Higher Education Area (EHEA) by proposing
a framework that allows comparisons with other instances and forms of ‘higher education
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area building’ around the world. We will furthermore contribute to comparative region-
alism debates in EU studies1 that began some 50 years ago, and revived recently. In so
doing, we advance a strong statement as to how and why the higher education sector con-
stitutes an interesting case for one of the first systematic empirical research into the new
comparative regionalism agenda.

Our starting point is that throughout the last decades there has been a gradual increase
of ad hoc regional initiatives in the higher education domain. What is remarkable about
these initiatives is that they are either new undertakings or reactivation of older collabor-
ations. While we focus on higher education in this article, we acknowledge that ‘higher
education regionalism’ is related to the general dynamics of reviving regional cooperation
in the contemporary multi-polar post-Cold War era, which Björn Hettne and Fredrik
Söderbaum (2000) labelled ‘new regionalism’. At the same time, we see that the strong pol-
itical interest in higher education is purposeful, pointing to the sector’s importance in the
international drive towards knowledge economies and societies. We will not map all exist-
ing higher education regional initiatives here, but we will briefly indicate some extent of
this phenomenon (Chou and Ravinet 2015 offer a more detailed account). In Europe, fam-
iliar to readers of this journal, the Bologna Process is the most prominent case of regional
cooperation in the higher education sector. Aiming to establish a EHEA, it began in 1999
and has evolved from a process of voluntary participation to a system of monitored
coordination among, now, some 49 European countries (Ravinet 2008). It greatly
impacted European higher education landscape by creating a real European governance
arena for the sector (Chou and Gornitzka 2014; Corbett 2011) and fuelling policy
changes and reforms in national systems (Vukasovic 2013; Witte 2006). Although the
Bologna Process has attracted much attention in Europe, and certainly beyond its geo-
graphical borders, it is far from being the only, or even the earliest, initiative in regional
higher education cooperation.

Consistent efforts in building common higher education areas are observable in other
regional settings before and after the Bologna Process captured the attention of ambitious
policy-makers and administrators worldwide. For instance, in Africa there are many
initiatives and agreements. At the sub-continental level, we note the adoption in 1997
of the Protocol on Education and Training of the Southern African Development Com-
munity Region, and the Agreement between African French-speaking countries within
the African andMalagasy Council for Higher Education (CAMES) framework. At the con-
tinental level, a Strategy of Harmonisation of Higher Education Programmes was
launched in 2009 within African Union’s Arusha Convention framework to enable com-
parability and quality assurance for improving regional student and academic mobility
(Hoosen, Butcher, and Njenga 2009). Turning to Asia and Oceania, we see initiatives of
similar arrangements. The South East Ministers of Education Organization (SEAMEO)
convened as early as 1965 and established the Regional Centre for Higher Education
Development (RIHED) in 1993 to facilitate policy projects between 11 countries in
the region. Within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) framework,
the ASEAN University Network was created in 1995 to connect elite universities in the
region through activities focussed on mobility and quality. Twenty-seven countries
across the Asia-Pacific jointly issued the Brisbane Communiqué in 2006, proclaiming
their ambition to strengthen higher education cooperation, with a focus on quality and
the mutual recognition of education and training. In 2010, China, Japan, and South
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Korea launched the Collective Action for Mobility Programme of University Students
(CAMPUS) Asia project to improve student and academic mobility between their univer-
sities (see Knight 2012 for an excellent overview of Asian regional higher education devel-
opments). In Latin America we find comparable initiatives. The Mercado Común del Sur
(Mercosur) members stated and reiterated their objective to harmonize their education
systems throughout the 1990s, which ultimately led to the Latin America and Caribbean
Area for Higher Education (ENLACES) initiative in 2008. The region’s mechanisms for
programme accreditation (MEXA) and mobility scheme (MARA) were already created
in 2003 (Gomes, Robertson, and Dale 2010). Commenting on these developments,
Solanas (2009) claimed that there has been a ‘mercosurisation’ of higher education.
While different mechanisms have been introduced across these respective continents,
they all emphasize the importance of establishing intra-regional mobility, degree recog-
nition, and the regional participants’ ambition to dominate the global higher education
market vis-à-vis other regions.

The similarities in political ambition as well as the general design of regional initiatives,
yet embodying varying degrees of institutionalization and reach of collaboration, signal a
clear call for comparison. Interestingly, while many higher education observers2 and
specialists have commented on these developments, social scientists (especially political
scientists) working on regional integration have been relatively silent. Adding to this is
the phenomenon of the Bologna Process (e.g. construction of the EHEA and its effects)
being a mature field of study in higher education research3 slowly making headways
into mainstream EU studies, albeit stopping short of being a case study for those cham-
pioning the revival of comparative regionalism in the latter. We argue that researching
‘higher education regionalism’ is crucial for several reasons. It is important for improving
our current understanding of global trends and multifaceted transformations occurring in
the higher education sector. But analysing this phenomenon also has broader interest for
an audience beyond the community of higher education researchers. Building up a frame-
work on (higher education) regionalism actually paves the way for a new generation of
comparative regional integration studies. This is why it is an interesting case: beyond sec-
toral issues, it has implications for our understanding of statehood and globalization in the
contemporary era. In this article, we outline this new research agenda by setting defini-
tional landmarks on regionalism and the comparative approach. We will identify what
we know so far by bridging three sets of literature – comparative regionalism, higher edu-
cation research, and EU studies – and indicate future directions for a comparative ‘higher
education regionalism’ research agenda.

Comparative regionalism: establishing definitions for higher education
regionalism

Our proposed research agenda concerns regionalism in the area of higher education from
a comparative perspective. Before addressing the case of the higher education sector, it is
necessary to establish the definitional bases upon which we may begin to discuss this
agenda. To start, a whole strand of literature has emerged on the definition of ‘regional-
ism’, with the central approach being labelled the ‘new regionalism’. It is considered
‘new’ in the sense that it goes beyond the classical strict definition of regions based primar-
ily on free trade or security alliance. By differentiating itself in such a way, the new
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regionalism approach embodies a different understanding of the global context, or world
order, vis-à-vis ‘old regionalism’. Specifically, the old regionalism approach conceives
regions as being structured by the Cold War context where two identifiable and distinct
sets of world powers and ideologies compete for dominance. By contrast, the new region-
alism approach is more nuanced and articulates itself against the globalization context,
where world order is considered multi-polar and less neatly confined to a singular ideol-
ogy.4 Put simply, new regionalism perceives current world order as messy and complex.
While contributions from the new regionalism approach remain generally theoretical
and abstract, two concerns to which we will later return, they delineate important defini-
tional landmarks for developing our higher education regionalism approach.

We begin with the position that a clear definition of a ‘region’ is an outcome rather than
the starting point of investigation. This necessarily follows the current wave of the new
regionalism approach, whereby a ‘region’ is conceptualized as in flux and regionalization
is understood as a change process needing to be explained rather than assessed primarily
against a recognizable ‘regional ideology’ template (Hettne and Söderbaum 2000). What
distinguishes our position from others promoting the new regionalism approach is our
explicit claim that the current literature on new regionalism needs to move beyond the
enterprise of defining ‘regions’ as the object of study and to actually engage in empirical
research. Our survey of the field revealed that the notion of ‘region’ is extremely contro-
versial and remains rooted at the centre of the debate. For instance, definitions have
ranged from those concentrating on various dimensions of regions to regional density
or cohesion. Specifically, the dimensional approach to studying regions would define it
along these lines: geographically, politically, economically, socially, culturally, linguisti-
cally, or functionally (Hettne 2005). In comparison, the density or cohesion approach
to examining regions would investigate it according to degrees of ‘region-ness’ (War-
leigh-Lack and Van Lagenhove 2010, 547). For those embracing a density or cohesion
approach, a strong focus has been placed on building scales of ‘degrees of region-ness’,
with the research interest on positioning a given case along this scale: from regional
space, regional complex, regional society, regional community, to ‘region-state’. While
we sympathize with the fascination of clearly outlining the precise object of study, and
thus a description of the change process, it is essential to move beyond the two-sided
debate of dimensions versus degrees if we are to explain the factors underpinning the
change process.

Our definition of a region has three distinct aspects. First, we argue that a region must
have a visible geographical contour at the supranational level, this includes transnational
or continental. While we give importance to geographical space in defining a region, we
believe that regions, in these instances, need not be a continual geographical space ‘all
in one piece’. We expect regions to contain pockets of geographical discontinuity in
which non-participants and their practices may pose challenges, as well as offer opportu-
nities, to those interested in building up, organizing, or unifying the region. For those fam-
iliar with the European example, Kaliningrad and Switzerland are two instances of such
pockets for the EU, which applies a differentiated approach towards the two. How
members of the region choose to address these pockets of geographical discontinuity
may thus reveal some factors behind the change process under study. We also chose to
exclude in our approach the notion of a region as an infra-national political entity as com-
monly expressed by the example of ‘Europe of the Regions’. This allows us to align our
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higher education regionalism research agenda with the new regionalism literature by
focussing it on the creation and consolidation of supranational regions beyond the
state.5 Second, we make a strong claim that a ‘region’ is to be identified inductively: we
accept that a region, a regional area, a regional network, a regional project is what the par-
ticipating actors designate at the outset. This reflects our expectation that regions and
regional initiatives may collide or overlap in practice, where actors might consider them-
selves as belonging to several regions with distinct contours. In the same way, how actors
choose to react (i.e. action or inaction) towards this collision or overlapping may point to
factors underpinning the change process. The spatial anchorage and inductive approach in
defining a region allows us to concentrate on the processes of institutionalizing an area
rather than studying it as a static object, unmoving with the passage of time.

Third, our definition of a region reflects our training as political scientists and is
focussed on the political aspects of these processes. We thus define regionalism, following
mainstream understanding, as a ‘political project of region creation’ whereby political
instruments and mechanisms are introduced to manage cooperation (cf. Choi and Capor-
aso 2002; Fawcett and Gandois 2010; Hettne 2005; Klemenčič 2016 for the intergovern-
mental dimension of regionalism and how regionalism may take shape through diverse
political arrangements; Mattli 2012). Our emphasis on the political instruments embodies
our overall interest in the changing meaning of ‘statehood’ in contemporary politics, as
well as the political sociology perspective on instrument selection as public policy instru-
mentation that reveals the relationship between the governing and the governed (Las-
coumes and Le Galès 2007). We further contrast our definition of regionalism against
wider processes of regionalization6 (‘region formation that may be bottom-up’) and the
even broader processes of regional integration consisting of complex processes of econ-
omic, social, and political transformation. That said, we acknowledge that the regional-
ism–regionalization nexus is a fascinating puzzle, especially for higher education
scholars – for example, the role of higher education and student mobility in facilitating
the emergence of a regional identity,7 regional elites, and the regional workforce (cf. Had-
field and Summerby-Murray 2016, this issue). We assume that higher education region-
alism may indeed contribute to greater regionalization and regional integration, but
how this comes about is beyond the scope of our proposed research agenda.8

In addition to deriving the regionalism definition, our higher education regionalism
research agenda promotes the comparative method, which is central to social sciences
in general. We embrace the comparative approach because, as Sartori (1970, 1991) empha-
sized many decades ago, comparisons are essential to identifying meaningful generaliz-
ations about the world. While this may be obvious to the current generation of social
scientists, it is interesting to observe that the field of EU studies – itself a very mature
field of regionalism studies – has somewhat abandoned the spirit of the comparative
method. Indeed, as we shall elaborate in the next section, many scholars researching
the European integration process have accepted its sui generis perspective that N =
1. The spill-over effect for our proposed agenda on higher education regionalism is
such that there is a widespread notion of the general uniqueness of the case of EHEA.
Comparing the construction of the EHEA with other ‘area building’ exercises elsewhere
is thus seen as less intuitive, with very few scholars engaging in this enterprise, despite
the Bologna Process being a non-EU process. We believe that if we want to make sense
of the revival of regionalisms in the multi-polar globalized world in the last two to
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three decades, we need to once again embrace the spirit of comparison as the founding
studies on European integration had promoted (cf. Etzioni 1965; Nye 1970; Saurugger
2013 for an overview; Schmitter 1969). Comparing will allow us to go beyond the division
of regional integration studies either as ‘European’ (i.e. as in EU studies) or as ‘area studies’
(i.e. the exploration of regional dynamics outside of Europe).

The current extant literature outlining the comparative regionalism approach, however,
has certain limitations that must be acknowledged and addressed if we are to promote a
comparative regionalism approach to studying a concrete case – higher education region-
alism. While ushering in tremendous scholarly interest towards regionalism and its
debates, the new regionalism literature remains infused with the constructivist spirit
from international relations and, as we have already mentioned above, is strongly preoc-
cupied with category definition (Hettne and Söderbaum 2000; Söderbaum 2015). Further-
more, the new regionalism approach is focussed on macro-level dynamics of regionalism,
meaning that it is interested in exploring how regional dynamics transform the inter-
national order. Missing from this macro-perspective are analyses of concrete mechanisms
and arrangements that constitute regionalism. As Acharya and Jonhston’s (2007) edited
volume on comparing regional international institutions pointed out, it is useful to
adopt a less aggregated approach, to look at regionalism and the problem-solving
capacities of regional international institutions through the meso–micro lens. The chap-
ters in Acharya and Johnston’s (2007) volume demonstrate an obvious concern for
empirical and historical accounts of different regional organizations and, in so doing,
highlight the significance of institutional design. Although moving the collective regional-
ism literature forward, we believe the cases in their volume have fallen into the trap of the
‘old’ design literature in public policy (cf. Howlett and Lejano 2012): they suggest that
formal institutions and formal rules are the aspects of interests when studying regionalism.
As students of contemporary regional cooperation know well, the informal dimension of
regional cooperation is significant in accounting for transnational change processes.

A comparative regionalism conceptual toolkit must be able to capture the formal and
informal aspects of political region creation. To overcome existing challenges, we propose
that scholars of regionalism consider embracing a more public policy-oriented approach
towards studying these transnational processes, incorporating insights from the fields of
public policy and public administration, as policy scientists such as Stone and Ladi
(2015) recently urged (cf. Coen and Pegram 2015). We see this strong push for cross-
disciplinary exchange as extremely positive in advancing the current state of research in
many fields. Empirically, for our present purpose, this would mean looking at each
regional case, taking as an entry point the different regional policy developments in one
specific sector (e.g. higher education), and analyse the actors, the ideas, the institutions,
and the mechanisms put into place to animate the cooperation. This will bring new
empirical observations for comparison and generalization vis-à-vis the classical formal
organizational approach. We believe that higher education, with the rapid increase of
regional initiatives and mechanisms worldwide in the last two decades, is a perfect case
for applying this policy sector approach to comparative regionalism. We will return to
this discussion in the final section of this article.

To sum up, our proposed higher education regionalism agenda relies on a political and
inductive definition of regionalism, embraces the comparative method, and adopts a
meso–micro policy-oriented perspective on comparative regionalism. For us, the higher
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education sector is a case through which diverse aspects of the revamped regionalism
approach are to be investigated. Our entry point is thus the political regional processes
and arrangements facilitating higher education policy cooperation around the world.
We will describe in the next section the ways in which the current scholarship on regional
higher education cooperation and European integration may benefit from connecting with
the comparative regionalism approach and literature we discussed in this section.

What do we know from higher education studies and EU studies about
comparative regionalism?

The rise of higher education regionalism has not completely escaped the attention of
higher education scholars and those researching European integration. In this section,
we review how and to what extent these two sets of literature engage with our comparative
higher education regionalism agenda to show how applying our proposed approach would
respond to the visible lacunae in these fields. When debating regional developments in the
higher education sector, we find that higher education scholars give disproportionate
attention to European processes (i.e. the Bologna Process and the emergence and evol-
ution of the EHEA). This general lack of interest in comparing regional developments
among higher education scholars finds resonance in European integration studies, albeit
this is now changing. Indeed, our call for developing a more comparative approach to
researching regional higher education developments strongly echoes recent works in the
EU literature urging for more comparisons with other world regions. We see the conver-
gence of these fields of study as signalling the way forward and extremely promising.

Higher education studies and comparative regionalism

If we take research on regional higher education cooperation, there is no doubt that the
available corpus of knowledge on the Bologna Process and European governance of
higher education is well established. It can be seen that European higher education has
become an identifiable field of study into higher education regionalism, with its own con-
cepts, networks, and publication outlets (see Chou 2016, this issue). Very broadly, the fol-
lowing themes characterize research in European higher education studies: the
convergence or divergence of national higher education systems in Europe (Vukasovic
2013; Witte 2006); the nature of the EHEA (Chou and Gornitzka 2014; Ravinet 2008;
Scott 2012); and the governance of the Bologna Process, as well as the European Commis-
sion’s role in these developments (Capano and Piattoni 2011; Corbett 2011; Gornitzka
2010; Ravinet 2014). These studies, however, have not generally approached the construc-
tion of the EHEA as a case of regionalism, or even regionalization. This remains the situ-
ation even though the so-called external dimension of the Bologna Process has attracted
increased attention to the relationship between what is happening in Europe and what is
occurring elsewhere (near neighbours, as well as those in other geographical regions,
especially through inter-regional initiatives between the EU and selected regional organ-
izations). Indeed, it is often rare that other instances of higher education regionalism are
conceptualized as units of comparison; instead, developments in other regional higher
education cooperation are examined either in isolation or in light of how the Bologna
Process has influenced their emergence and evolution.9 This latter assumption suggests
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that earlier instances of regional higher education cooperation did not exist, or were insig-
nificant. In research design terms, the Bologna Process is thus conceived as an indepen-
dent variable and developments in other geographical regions in the higher education
sector constitute the dependent variable. This configuration dismisses the possibility
that the Bologna Process may be, at best, an intervening variable.

It is hardly surprising that most of the literature focussing on the case of Europe does
not directly engage with the concept of comparative regionalism, but there are some
exceptions. For instance, Special Issue in Globalisation, Societies and Education (2010)
developed a critical perspective on the regionalization of higher education and its connec-
tions with globalization. In this special issue, Verger and Hermo (2010) provided one of
the first comparisons between the Bologna Process in Europe and Mercosur-Educativo
in Latin America. They described and accounted for the uneven evolution of these two
processes, and explained how these processes are directly and indirectly linked up to econ-
omic globalization sweeping the world. In a more recent article published in Higher Edu-
cation Studies, Woldegiorgis (2013) applied regional integration theories to examine
higher education developments in Europe and in Africa. He demonstrated the importance
of taking the concepts from regional integration seriously in higher education studies, and
the fruitful exchanges to be further had between the two fields of research. The most devel-
oped study on ‘higher education regionalism’ we observed in the higher education litera-
ture is Knight’s (2012) examination of Asia, with references to further comparative work
on Africa and Latin America. We believe that it is not entirely coincidental that Knight’s
study does not address the case of Europe; as we shall discuss next, EU studies occupy a
confined conceptual space that generally exclude other analytical perspectives. In her con-
tribution, Knight introduced a toolkit to characterize higher education regionalizing pro-
cesses.10 First, she defined a continuum of intensity: from cooperation (such as bi- and
multi-lateral activities within a region) to coordination (more structured networks), con-
vergence (development of quality assurance and credit systems), and integration (robust
and sustainable common higher education space). Second, Knight delineated the charac-
teristics of higher education regionalization processes: informal/formal; ad hoc/inten-
tional; bottom-up/top-down; internal/external; incremental progression/quantum leap;
and reactive/proactive/strategic. Finally, she distinguished three approaches to higher edu-
cation regionalization: the functional approach relates to the ‘practical activities of higher
education institutions and systems’; the organizational approach refers to the development
of a bureaucratic structure to steer the regional initiatives; and the political approach
addresses the political will essential to make the regionalization of higher education a pol-
itical priority.

Knight’s (2012) framework offers a strong entry point into studies of higher education
regionalism, but some aspects are somewhat unclear and could be further developed from
a political science perspective. To start with, some of her analytical categories are ambig-
uous. For instance, Knight uses the term ‘characteristics’ to refer interchangeably to
‘factors’ and ‘variables’. This is problematic from a political science standpoint, as the dis-
cipline is premised on careful research design, distinguishing between independent,
dependent, and intervening variables with the intent to identifying the relationship
between the variables. In the same way, what she labels as ‘approaches’ is what political
scientists would consider as dimensions for comparison. Despite the difference in
terms, we are generally puzzled by the lack of engagement between Knight’s approach
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with classical regional integration literature, where the exercise of defining the scale of
integration and the discussion of relevant dimensions are de rigueur. While we understand
the challenge for scholars interested in penetrating the debate in EU studies, the insights
concerning regionalism that EU scholarship has made since the start of the integration
process some 60 years ago should not be entirely dismissed. Indeed, we see no reason
why Knight’s approach should be confined to studies of higher education; there is
much on offer for scholars interested in regionalism across a variety of policy sectors.
We further share Knight’s warning that her continuum should not be used as a yardstick
to measure the relative ‘successfulness’ of higher education regionalisms around the world.
As scholars engaged with empirical research, we have observed that states may not necess-
arily desire deeper levels of integration beyond the overall smooth functioning of already
adopted mechanisms. This observation invites us to reconsider the linkage between instru-
ment effectiveness and policy and political efficiency.

What the developments taking place in higher education research tell us are two trends
concerning their interests and insights into regional higher education cooperation. First,
studies on EHEA are very established now, but they understandably focus only on Euro-
pean developments and do not take other regional initiatives into consideration and as
cases for comparison. This is a missed opportunity and should be addressed. Second, pio-
neering developments on non-European or comparative higher education regionalism are
fascinating, but they remain few in numbers and have yet to deeply latch on to broader
debates occurring in the study field of regionalism. We now turn to EU studies to consider
how this established set of literature engages with our proposed research agenda on com-
parative higher education regionalism.

EU studies and comparative regionalism

Comparative regionalism constitutes one of the most promising and, interestingly, stimu-
lating challenges for EU studies. For EU scholars,11 this approach extends an invitation to
revisit the classics of European integration literature, to explore regional integration
studies beyond Europe (especially regions on the rise such as Asia), to develop research
collaboration with researchers working on regionalism elsewhere (particularly those
outside of Europe with deep knowledge of regions which they research), and to question
the embedded sui generis outlook about European integration. The more recent
contributions from renowned EU scholars such as Börzel (2011), Mattli (2012), Warleigh-
Lack (2013) with Rosamond (2010) and Van Langenhove (2010) are battle cries for European
integration scholars to embrace the comparative regionalism perspective. Our proposed
research agenda responds to this call with the case of higher education policy cooperation.
As we shall show below, higher education is a fascinating case for operationalizing the com-
parative regionalism approach these EU scholars promote.

In stark contrast to studies of regional higher education developments, the spirit of
comparative regionalism has always been a hallmark of European integration studies.
Indeed, back in the 1950s and 1960s when the case of Europe was gaining traction
among political scientists and international relations scholars, integration theory was
clearly comparative (Etzioni 1965; Haas and Schmitter 1964; Nye 1970).12 We believe
that the conceptual creativity of that period stems from these scholars embracing a com-
parative research design that investigated developments in Europe through the lens of
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developments occurring elsewhere – such as in the United Arab Republic, the Nordic
Union, the Organization of American States, and the Organization of African Unity.13

For scholars of ‘old’ integration theory, the lack of deep assumptions we now have
about Europe provided the freedom to engage in reflections about the European experi-
ence through careful research design. From the 1970s onwards, however, this changed:
integration theory became focussed on the developments in Western Europe, and the
value-added of the comparative approach was largely forgotten. This turn has important
implications for EU studies. Indeed, the limitation of the European case has restricted the
once-rich conceptual universe that comparisons offered. In the words of Choi and Capor-
aso (2002, 481), the ‘disproportionate interest in the European process has also had con-
sequences in theory generating: Europe not only being a case, but a “conceptual universe”’.
Over time, this emphasis has led EU studies to become a field of research with its own
concepts, debates, networks, and culture that is divorced from the larger scholarly
family of international relations where regional integration theory remains primarily
anchored.

Following the onset of the new regionalism approach over the last two decades (Hettne
2005; Hettne and Söderbaum 2000), an idea has emerged among some EU scholars that
the approach could contribute to re-opening up European integration studies.14 EU scho-
lars such as Warleigh-Lack (2006), Warleigh-Lack and Rosamond (2010), and Warleigh-
Lack and Van Lagenhove (2010) have championed this movement by calling for an
improved dialogue between new regionalism and EU studies; their suggestions have
been for new regionalism scholars to adopt Europe as a case for comparison, and for Euro-
pean integration scholars to operationalize new regionalism as an analytical framework for
investigating integration dynamics, which would enable the latter ‘to deploy some of their
emerging concepts more successfully’ (Warleigh-Lack and Van Lagenhove 2010, 546). We
share their view and see the benefits of applying the comparative regionalism approach to
EU studies. First and foremost, it allows EU scholars to question the sui generis perspective
that has captivated several generations. Another benefit is to encourage EU scholars to
articulate more clearly what they see as the linkages between regional integration and glo-
balization. Up until now, EU scholars have been creative in theorizing the impact of Euro-
pean integration on the member states (i.e. the Europeanization debate) and have been less
interested in theorizing its connections with globalization dynamics. This line of investi-
gation is essential if we are to move regional integration studies closer to the empirical –
generally complex – reality. Indeed, Warleigh-Lack (2013) calls for abandoning ‘inte-
gration snobbery’ so as to take seriously the assertion that European integration is ‘one
regionalization among many’. Similarly, Saurugger (2013) argues for checking ‘European
egocentrism’ in studies of regional integration processes. It is interesting to observe that
the arguments to move beyond a Eurocentric analysis of regional integration could
equally apply to ‘opening up’ studies of regional higher education cooperation as discussed
above.

Although a comparative regionalism perspective in European integration studies is a
breath of fresh air, we observe that a convincing empirical operationalization of applying
this perspective remains absent for the time being. Indeed, to our knowledge, develop-
ments concerning bringing in the comparative regionalism framework into EU studies
are mainly introspections in this field of research. While we believe that it is a useful exer-
cise to develop constructive critiques of explicit and implicit postulates concerning the
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research field, this exercise must be extended empirically in order for it to go forward. We
argue that the next step for the comparative regionalism agenda in EU studies is to develop
solid and operational research designs for carrying out empirical fieldwork. It is within this
context that our proposed public policy-oriented research towards regionalism and our
interest in the higher education sector converge to address this lacuna, which we elaborate
in the final section below.

A research agenda on higher education regionalism: how to move
forward?

While it is a comparatively easy exercise to identify the various lacunae across multiple
fields of research, it is far more challenging to provide a package solution (if it even
exists) on how to collectively address them – a task we set for ourselves in this section.
We begin with Warleigh-Lack’s (2013) recommendation to select a specific dimension
of regionalism to structure the comparison. This is an extremely sound suggestion and
we propose to select a particular policy sector – that is, higher education – for this under-
taking. Although a policy sector is rarely considered a ‘dimension of regionalism’, we argue
that it offers a solid entry point to compare diverse forms of regionalism and their effects
on chosen areas of cooperation. This is because the policy sector opens up a transversal
entrance into varieties of regional arrangements that would ordinarily challenge compari-
sons in the social and political sciences. By embracing a policy sector approach to com-
parative regionalism, the units of comparison would be the developments occurring
within (intra) and between (inter) geographical regions – Europe, Asia, Africa, and so
on – and the emphasis will be on accounting for the emergence and institutionalization
of regional cooperation in the chosen sector. Below, we propose three concrete steps
forward to implement our proposed research agenda on higher education regionalism
(see also Chou and Ravinet 2015).

In the first step, we recommend mapping out the diverse regional higher education
initiatives in place within a specific period of time. This identification process can be
limited to initiatives that are regional agreements adopted (1) between states only (bilat-
eral, multilateral), and (2) between states and explicitly involving higher education and
research institutions. While this exercise can be done for every geographical region
around the world, it is challenging to be comprehensive – in scope and across time. To
address this, we suggest crowd sourcing as a potential solution: a digital Map of Higher
Education Regionalism can be made available to the public, who are invited to identify
initiatives satisfying the two above initial criteria that are currently missing from the
Map. (Public officials with fewer resources may be keen to participate in this by way of
promoting their regional activities.) Developing the Map would enable us to address a
series of questions ranging from the extent to which regional efforts represent attempts
on the part of the state to assert primacy in higher education governance to the role of
the University in these regional developments. Furthermore, and specific to the interests
perspective that Chou (2016) presented in the editorial, the mapping exercise will facilitate
the identification of the constellation of actors central and active in these processes. Study-
ing the constellation of actors means specifying the individuals and collective actors
involved and characterizing their interaction patterns. It is essential that we attend to
the roles of the different categories of actors in these processes (e.g. government officials
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as initiators vs. implementers; international organizations such as the World Bank vs. aca-
demics vs. rectors – the question of multiple institutional hats), as well as the logics of
action steering state actor participation (appropriateness vs. consequentiality vs. pragma-
tism vs. other).

In the second step, we suggest identifying the varieties of higher education regionalisms,
focussing on the institutional arrangements adopted or even abandoned for the regional
undertaking and the ideas and principles embedded in and operationalized by these
regional initiatives (see discussions on institutions, ideas, and instruments in Chou
2016, this issue). The institutional arrangements refer to the institutional form and
rules, and the instruments adopted for regional higher education initiatives. Examining
institutional arrangements allows us to identify how and why the regional cooperation
emerged, as well as how it subsequently evolved. We expect institutional forms to vary
across the world’s geographical regions, especially if they are embedded into the
region’s multipurpose associations such as the EU, which already proposes particular
institutional blueprints and acceptable ‘ways of doing things’. If they are not linked to
existing regional associations, the extent to which they are ‘networked’ into the region
is important to identify (e.g. the size of the network – inclusive vs. exclusive). Concerning
instruments, it would be essential to first compare the overall ‘set’ (quality assurance
mechanism; degree recognition; mobility schemes) before identifying similarities and
differences in detail. Ideas and principles refer to the paradigms, policy ideas, and pro-
grammatic ideas guiding that region’s higher education initiatives. Concentrating on
ideas enables us to parse out whether particular ideas (such as competitiveness, excellence,
and talent) manifest through discourse (knowledge economy, knowledge society) are
driving regional cooperation. The exercises in this step facilitate the distilling of regional
models of higher education cooperation. We believe such an inductive approach is more
likely to produce unexpected findings that may contribute to broader globalization
debates. It is also less normative than one proposing to analyse regionalism along a devel-
opmental continuum. We thus depart clearly from the (more or less explicit) assumption
that there is a ‘better’ regional model as indicated by the ‘degree’ of integration or level of
‘region-ness’ perspective.

In the third and final step, we argue for conceptualizing higher education regionalism.
Concept development is at the heart of robust theory development (Collier and Mahon
1993; Gerring 1999; Sartori 1970; 1984; 1991). As Gerring (1999) reminds us, a useful
concept in the social sciences should fulfil the following criteria: familiarity, resonance,
parsimony, coherence, differentiation, depth, theoretical utility, and field utility. It is pre-
mature at this stage to initiate this discussion concerning how to develop the concept of
higher education regionalism, but we would like to point out an aspect crucial to this
advancement. As the first and second steps we outlined above already suggest, conceptua-
lizing higher education regionalism necessarily requires intensive fieldwork that has yet to
be undertaken. We believe, however, that most key data and mechanisms are unlikely to be
found in official documents; desk research is needed but is likely to be less effective in our
proposed research agenda. Our higher education regionalism research agenda demands,
first and foremost, in-depth qualitative data collection through interviews with key
actors (snowballing after repeated interview rounds), sequencing (building on process-
tracing), archival work, and, ideally, participant observation of negotiations and
implementations. There is also potential contribution to be had from quantitative data
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collection that uses large-scale surveys of participating actors – designers, developers,
implementers, and assessors – administered over time. These surveys will require
careful design to ensure transferability across research teams and sample populations.
Together, we believe that these three steps constitute concrete ways forward for an
agenda on researching higher education regionalisms around the world.

To conclude, in this article we identified a new phenomenon we called higher education
regionalism and elaborated on how two sets of pertinent studies – higher education studies
and the European integration literature – have been generally disengaged (theoretically
and empirically) with its developments. We have discussed this through the lens of com-
parative regionalism, and we elaborated the value-added of embracing a comparative
regionalism approach to studying the rise of higher education regionalisms around the
world as an avenue to collectively advance these respective research fields forward. We
have done so by promoting what we called the ‘policy sector approach to comparative
regionalism’, whereby the higher education sector constitutes a case through which to
examine, describe, compare, and explain regionalism. In this concluding section, we ident-
ified three concrete steps for this undertaking, including mapping, identifying the varieties
of, and conceptualizing higher education regionalisms, as well as the challenges and the
opportunities inherent in this exercise. In so doing, we hope that our proposed research
agenda will engage those interested in the historical and the ongoing contemporary trans-
formation of the global higher education landscape.

Notes

1. We use the phrases ‘EU studies’ and ‘European integration studies’ interchangeably to refer
to the complex regional formation processes occurring in Europe since the 1950s. This set of
literature is extremely sophisticated and the subject-specific debate between EU and Euro-
pean integration may be of less interest to this audience. We chose to use the phrases inter-
changeably to facilitate discussions relevant to the readers of this journal; our decision to do
so should not be construed to imply the lack of complexity in this debate.

2. The transformative changes sweeping through the higher education sector in recent decades
are well documented and debated in many posts and articles on the Globalhighered blog, Uni-
versity World News website, and the Times Higher Education.

3. Indeed, the very presence of this journal confirms the robustness of this area of research.
4. For students of institutionalist theory, this shift from old to new is recognisable. For example,

new institutionalists argue that an institution is not merely the formal rules and regulations
that delineate structural operations, it includes formal and informal rules that shape and
animate actor behaviour and ensuing interactions and outcomes.

5. This focus allows us to tackle questions concerning statehood from an international perspec-
tive rather than a narrower geographically confined continental viewpoint. We acknowledge,
however, that the role of sub-national regions in higher education policy developments is
interesting and insights from this strand of literature could be integrated with findings
from research following our proposed agenda (cf. Klemenčič 2016).

6. While this distinction between regionalism and regionalisation seems commonplace in the
political science literature, higher education scholars have been seen to adopt a different pos-
ition concerning these terms. For example, Knight (2012) argues that the suffix ‘ism’ refers
more to an ideology or a set of beliefs, whereas ‘regionalization’ is used to mean the ‘inten-
tionally building connection and relations among higher education actors and systems in a
region’. Because we are not focussed on the increasing social relation between higher edu-
cation actors in the region, we embrace ‘regionalism’ in the mainstream political science lit-
erature – the political project in ‘building a region’.
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7. The question concerning whether mobile students in Europe feel more ‘European’ has been
extensively explored in socio-political studies of the Erasmus programme (see Sigalas 2010;
Mitchell 2015). We note there exists initial data measuring regional identity of students in
Asia along the same line (Knight 2012, 24), but systematic comparisons are still wanting.

8. For example, we see the phenomenon of intra-regional mobility in Africa as truly fascinating
because the level of student mobility is impressive: 1 out of 16 Sub-Saharan students has gone
abroad for their education, with the majority of students remaining within the continent
(Hoosen, Butcher, and Njenga 2009, 13). These developments raise questions concerning
whether existing mobility is a pre-condition for political projects of region-creation, or if
it is an outcome from these very projects.

9. See for instance the chapter on ‘Europe’s Bologna process and its impact on global higher
education’ in the SAGE Handbook of International Higher Education, where higher education
regional initiatives in Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the United States are presented as
‘responses [to the Bologna Process] from other regions’, and characterised as ‘Bologna-
type’ initiatives (Huisman et al. 2012). In such works, not only is the perspective highly Euro-
centric, but also the mechanisms of influence/mimetism/circulation of the Bologna Process
are imprecisely documented. In order to have meaningful insights into regional higher edu-
cation developments around the world, we argue that it is essential to abandon such blunt
assumptions about the significance of European developments. It is far more useful to
focus on parsing out the multiple rationales behind regional initiatives through a strong com-
parative research design.

10. See Chou and Ravinet (2015, 365–366) for an extended comment on Knight’s approach.
11. Our use of the phrase ‘EU scholars’ refers to those studying EU and European integration and

not to their nationality.
12. See Saurugger (2013) and Börzel (2011) for an overview of this evolution in regional inte-

gration studies.
13. Saurugger (2013) provides a clear presentation of the relative position of European studies

within the first theories of regional integration (see 41–65 in Chapter 1).
14. We note another dominant strand from the field of international political economy, which

focuses on economic regionalism (i.e. drivers of regional trade, design of regional institutions
for sustaining liberalisation, and settling disputes) (see Mansfield and Reinhardt 2003). We
do not elaborate this approach because we are more interested in higher education regional-
ism and less on economic regionalism. That said, we do acknowledge the potential for
exchange between our agenda with that of international political economy.
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