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SUMMARY 

European higher education is experiencing profound transformation, shaped by dynamic 

shifts in societal expectations, technological advances, evolving labour market demands, and 

strategic policy interventions. Central to this transformative narrative are three interconnected 

educational innovations: micro-credentials, the European Degree, and embedded mobility. 

These developments represent not merely incremental reforms but substantial shifts away 

from traditional, rigid curricular frameworks towards modular, flexible, and transnational 

learning arrangements. This doctoral thesis rigorously investigates these emerging 

educational paradigms within the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), systematically 

analysing their impacts across policy formulation, institutional practice, stakeholder 

engagement, and digitalisation strategies. 

Over the past two decades, the Bologna Process and the development of the EHEA 

have fundamentally restructured the European higher education landscape, harmonising 

degree cycles, promoting transparency in qualifications frameworks, and advocating 

extensive international collaboration. Within this evolving framework, European University 

Alliances have emerged as powerful incubators for educational innovation, piloting new 

curricular models, establishing transnational governance structures, and promoting innovative 

mobility schemes. Against this backdrop, the thesis specifically explores how micro-

credentials, the European Degree, and embedded mobility function not only as innovative 

educational instruments but also as lenses through which broader educational transformations 

can be examined and understood. 

The thesis is structured around four explicitly defined and interrelated research 

objectives. First, it investigates policy coherence and governance structures, focusing on how 

European and national policy frameworks influence the adoption and implementation of 

educational innovations. Second, it critically examines institutional implementation 

strategies, analysing how higher education institutions (HEIs) translate macro-level policies 

into practical and pedagogically innovative learning arrangements. Third, it explores 

stakeholder and community engagement and perceptions, examining the perspectives, 

experiences, and acceptance levels of students, academic staff, institutional leaders, and 

external stakeholders such as employers and policymakers. Fourth, the thesis examines 

digitalisation and future-oriented developments, investigating how emerging digital 

technologies and credential infrastructures support the scalability, transparency, and cross-

border recognition of new educational models. 
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To systematically explore these dimensions, the research employs a robust mixed-

methods research design, integrating qualitative comparative policy analysis, detailed 

institutional case studies, and comprehensive quantitative stakeholder surveys. At the policy 

level, the study extensively examines key European frameworks, revealing critical 

opportunities and persistent barriers to effective implementation, particularly around 

recognition, accreditation, and regulatory coherence across national contexts. Empirically, the 

institutional dimension is explored through in-depth case studies within HEIs and European 

University Alliances. These institutional analyses vividly demonstrate diverse strategies 

adopted by universities to operationalise micro-credentials, the European Degree, and 

embedded mobility within their curricula.  

Notably, micro-credentials are increasingly positioned as essential tools for curricular 

flexibilisation, rapid skill enhancement, and alignment with dynamic labour market demands, 

enacting as a new philosophy for learning experiences and pathways. However, substantial 

challenges persist, including uneven accreditation practices, fragmented recognition 

frameworks, and varied institutional capacities. Institutional case studies further highlight 

how successful implementation necessitates significant organisational adjustments, proactive 

leadership, and strategic resource allocation. 

The European Degree initiative illustrates both the transformative potential and the 

inherent complexity of transnational educational models. European Degrees aim to simplify 

recognition processes, enhance transnational mobility, and reinforce a shared European 

academic identity. Nevertheless, empirical findings indicate significant structural and 

regulatory frictions, administrative complexities, and varied stakeholder acceptance across 

different national contexts, reflecting the tension between institutional autonomy and the need 

for European-wide coherence. 

Embedded mobility, including hybrid formats such as COIL and BIPs integrated 

within learning arrangements, emerges as a particularly promising mechanism for widening 

student access to international experiences, significantly enhancing intercultural 

competencies and promoting inclusive internationalisation. Empirical evidence strongly 

supports the assertion that embedded mobility increases student participation and engagement 

compared to traditional long-term mobility schemes. Yet, despite clear benefits, curricular 

integration remains inconsistent, with substantial variability in implementation quality, 

recognition mechanisms, and institutional support frameworks. 

Stakeholder and community perceptions, systematically captured through quantitative 

surveys and qualitative feedback, form a crucial component of the research. Findings reveal 
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broad yet conditional support among academic communities, institutional leaders, and 

students for these transformative innovations. Stakeholders consistently emphasise the 

importance of clearly defined quality assurance measures, transparent recognition processes, 

and proved labour market relevance. Students, particularly, highlight the added value and 

attractiveness of flexible learning pathways, micro-credentials, and embedded international 

experiences, while simultaneously expressing concerns over potential inequalities related to 

digital divides, institutional capacities, and regulatory inconsistencies. 

Drawing from comprehensive empirical findings and extensive policy analysis, the 

thesis presents a novel conceptual framework, depicted as a three-layered inverted pyramid. 

This conceptual model vividly illustrates the hierarchical yet interdependent relationships 

among macro-level policy frameworks, meso-level institutional strategies, and micro-level 

stakeholder engagement. Crucially, the model underscores that while coherent policy 

structures and institutional innovations are indispensable for initiating educational 

transformations, long-term sustainability ultimately depends critically on stakeholder trust, 

recognition, and active involvement. This finding represents a fundamental theoretical and 

practical contribution, operationalised through feedback loops and interdependencies 

formulated through the Frameworks-Implementation-Engagement (FIE) Model, highlighting 

stakeholder engagement as the pivotal factor that determines the success or failure of 

transformative educational initiatives. 

Strategically, the thesis offers substantial implications and recommendations for 

policymakers, institutional leaders, and educational practitioners. Recommendations 

emphasise the urgent need for enhanced coherence and interoperability across European and 

national accreditation and recognition frameworks, more flexible and modular institutional 

curriculum architectures, and proactive stakeholder engagement strategies. Strategic 

investments in digital infrastructure, interoperable credentialing solutions, and transparent 

quality mechanisms are further highlighted as critical enabling factors for ensuring cross-

border recognition, credibility, and stakeholder trust. 

Finally, the thesis explicitly aligns itself with the Doctor Europaeus philosophy, 

reflecting its underlying principles of transnational academic collaboration and proactive 

dissemination of European higher education innovations globally. By contributing substantial 

empirical insights, robust theoretical frameworks, and actionable strategic guidance, this 

thesis significantly enriches academic scholarship and policy discourse surrounding higher 

education transformation in Europe and internationally. Ultimately, it serves not merely as a 

comprehensive academic investigation but as a strategic roadmap guiding future-oriented, 
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flexible, and internationally integrated higher education systems that effectively respond to 

contemporary societal and economic demands. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Context and rationale 

Over the past two decades, higher education across Europe has experienced profound 

transformations, catalysed by shifting societal demands, rapid technological advancements, 

and sustained, strategically driven policy interventions. At the heart of this evolution lies the 

establishment of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) and the Bologna Process, 

initiatives which have fundamentally reshaped the academic landscape, redefining 

governance mechanisms, curricular architectures, and collaborative paradigms. With their 

inception at the dawn of the twenty-first century, these reforms introduced common degree 

cycles, standardised credit systems (European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System – 

ECTS), and harmonised quality assurance (QA) frameworks, irrevocably shapeshifting the 

very fabric of higher education policy and practice across the continent. 

Integral to this transformative trajectory is a marked transition from traditional, static 

educational structures towards dynamic and responsive learning processes. Within this 

evolution, new institutional and trans-institutional configurations have emerged, notably 

exemplified by the establishment and expansion of European University Alliances. These 

alliances embody pioneering ecosystems for educational innovation, transnational 

cooperation, and curricular experimentation, transcending national boundaries and 

disciplinary constraints to forge innovative educational landscapes. Simultaneously, policy-

driven developments continue to vigorously propel this trend, advocating explicitly for more 

flexible learning pathways, enhanced transnational collaboration, and a strategic focus on 

cultivating graduate employability and lifelong career adaptability. 

Amid these broader structural shifts, learning transformation has risen to the forefront 

as both a policy imperative and institutional priority. Increasingly, traditional academic 

degree frameworks, characterised by rigid curricular sequences and mono-disciplinary 

specialisation, are yielding to modular, flexible, and competence-oriented educational 

models. Such curricular reinventions respond directly to an evolving student demographic, 

including working professionals, lifelong learners, and diverse international cohorts, whose 

educational trajectories necessitate alternative, more adaptive learning pathways. 

Consequently, higher education institutions (HEIs) are embracing competence-based 

education (CBE), micro-credential systems, and tailored joint degree programmes, aligning 

their educational offerings closely with contemporary labour market dynamics and individual 

learner aspirations. 
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In this rapidly shifting educational landscape, European Universities Alliances have 

positioned themselves as critical agents of change. Through fostering transnational curricular 

collaboration, supporting pedagogical innovation, and piloting embedded mobility 

experiences, alliances illustrate vividly the potential and vitality of transnational institutional 

cooperation. These collaborative entities are not merely policy-driven experiments; they 

represent dynamic laboratories that test and validate emerging models of educational 

delivery, digital integration, and global engagement, thus reshaping the educational 

experience at an unprecedented scale and scope. 

Three innovative and closely interconnected concepts – micro-credentials, European 

Degrees (EDs), and embedded mobility – have attained remarkable prominence within this 

evolving narrative. Micro-credentials have rapidly emerged as pivotal educational 

instruments designed explicitly to bridge gaps between higher education institutions and 

labour market expectations, developing a new learning philosophy in higher education. 

Characterised by their compact, verifiable nature, micro-credentials serve as critical conduits 

for rapid skill enhancement and lifelong learning (LLL). Yet, despite robust European policy 

endorsement and increasing institutional experimentation, significant challenges persist 

concerning their transnational recognition, portability, and accreditation, underscoring the 

necessity for coherent, comprehensive regulatory frameworks and collaborative governance 

models at the European level. 

Parallel to this, the European Degree Label (EDL) initiative exemplifies an important 

policy attempt to harmonise joint educational programmes across institutional and national 

boundaries. Conceived as a policy solution to persistent administrative fragmentation and 

complex recognition processes, the EDL represents both an opportunity and a significant 

governance challenge. Its implementation foregrounds critical tensions between institutional 

autonomy and regulatory convergence, while simultaneously highlighting its vast potential to 

facilitate cross-border student mobility, enhance transnational learning experiences, and 

promote a distinctly European educational identity. 

Complementing these learning innovations, embedded mobility has transformed 

traditional notions of student mobility. Moving beyond classical long-term Erasmus+ 

exchanges, embedded mobility integrates brief and/or physical exchanges with digitally 

enhanced collaborative formats, such as Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) 

and Blended Intensive Programmes (BIPs), seamlessly weaved in curriculum structures and 

programme designs. These innovative mobility modalities not only democratise international 

learning experiences, widening access to global perspectives, but also enrich institutional 
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curricula, embedding intercultural competences deeply within the core educational offer. By 

strategically embedding mobility within curricular structures, European institutions embrace 

the principles of Internationalisation at Home (IaH), significantly expanding opportunities 

for global engagement and intercultural dialogue. 

The impetus behind these transformative educational paradigms is strongly grounded 

in both institutional ambition and explicit policy objectives. HEIs, responding strategically to 

shifting global trends and dynamic student profiles, increasingly recognise the imperative for 

more agile, responsive, and flexible educational frameworks. Such institutional reflexivity 

requires fundamental reconsiderations of governance approaches, curricular design strategies, 

and pedagogical philosophies. Concurrently, European and national policy frameworks can 

proactively support and incentivise these learning innovations, actively encouraging 

modularisation, digital transformation, and enhanced mobility as central pillars of educational 

reform and strategic institutional renewal. 

Moreover, evolving labour market landscapes further amplify the urgency of these 

educational transformations. Rapid technological advancements, shifts in professional skills 

demands, and the necessity for lifelong upskilling and reskilling accentuate the critical role 

played by modular and stackable learning credentials. The emergence of coherent, 

transparent, and transnationally recognised qualification frameworks (QFs), supported by 

digital credentialing infrastructures, addresses the pressing need for clearly articulated skill 

pathways that resonate with contemporary employment expectations, bridging academia and 

the professional communities more seamlessly than ever before. 

Collectively, these interconnected developments position this thesis within a vibrant, 

multifaceted context of ongoing European higher education transformation. Micro-

credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility serve not merely as research objects, but as 

conceptual lenses through which the complex interactions between policy, institutional 

innovation, and stakeholder engagement can be meticulously analysed and critically 

understood. By rigorously interrogating these dynamics, this research seeks not only to 

contribute original academic insights but also to offer strategically relevant policy reflections 

and practical recommendations that will further enrich and sustain the transformative 

trajectory of higher education in Europe and beyond. 

 

1.2. New perspectives provided by the Doctor Europaeus philosophy 

This section explores the philosophical foundations, academic significance, and 

contemporary relevance of the Doctor Europaeus pathway within the EHEA, examining its 
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principles in relation to the present doctoral research. Originating as an initiative to enhance 

doctoral education through transnational collaboration, intercultural dialogue, and academic 

excellence, the Doctor Europaeus serves as both a symbolic benchmark and a catalyst for 

innovation in European doctoral studies. While the absence of standardised criteria and 

formalised recognition across European countries poses challenges, the underlying values of 

this framework – namely academic mobility, rigorous international collaboration, 

multilingual scholarly engagement, and the cultivation of a distinctive European academic 

identity – provide an influential philosophical and practical orientation for contemporary 

doctoral research. 

Subsequently, the section will systematically demonstrate how this thesis embodies 

the core principles of the Doctor Europaeus, highlighting the rigorous European dimension 

embedded throughout the research, evidenced by its focused analysis of transformative higher 

education policies within the European context. The alignment extends to robust international 

scholarly engagement, multilingual research approaches, and the proactive dissemination of 

European educational innovations globally. Ultimately, this alignment underscores the 

thesis’s substantial contributions to European higher education and policy discourse, 

reinforcing its commitment to fostering transnational cooperation, enhancing learning 

flexibility, and promoting academic innovation within and beyond Europe. 

 

1.2.1. The Doctor Europaeus philosophy and its core principles 

The Doctor Europaeus, also known as the European Doctorate, reflects a distinctive 

philosophy that underpins doctoral education within the broader EHEA. Originating from an 

informal initiative of the former Confederation of European Union Rectors’ Conferences 

(currently the European University Association – EUA) in 1991, the concept sought to enrich 

doctoral programmes by fostering transnational collaboration, intercultural dialogue, and 

academic excellence across Europe (EUA, 2005). Despite the significance and symbolic 

value associated with the Doctor Europaeus, no universally adopted framework or 

comprehensive criteria exists across European countries. Instead, practices vary considerably 

among institutions, countries, and disciplines. 

The objectives of the Doctor Europaeus are deeply aligned with the EHEA’s broader 

aims of promoting academic mobility, ensuring quality in research training, and reinforcing 

the attractiveness and competitiveness of European doctoral education. The criteria 

commonly cited to qualify for this designation, though applied inconsistently, typically 

include the research having a pronounced European dimension (leaving considerable scope 
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for interpretation regarding measurement criteria), active international collaboration through 

joint supervision and research stays abroad, multilingual proficiency, and a public defence 

involving an international panel (Université Paris-Saclay, 2023; University of Manchester, 

2007; EUA, 2005). 

More specifically, the prevailing criteria, originally articulated by the Confederation 

of European Union Rectors’ Conferences and subsequently promoted by the EUA, include 

four core conditions: 

• The doctoral research should be partially conducted during a research stay (or 

several combined stays) of at least three months in another European country. 

• The thesis must be reviewed by at least two academic staff members from 

HEIs in two European countries other than the country where the defence 

occurs. 

• The examining committee must include at least one member from a HEI in 

another European country. 

• Part (or all) of the thesis defence must be conducted in an official language of 

the EU different from the language of the country where the defence takes 

place. 

The variability in interpreting and applying these criteria across European countries 

and universities is significant. For example, the duration of required international research 

stays varies among institutions, typically ranging from three to six months (sometimes 

referred to as semesters, trimesters, or other equivalent periods), without explicit 

standardisation or central regulation at the European level. Another challenge is the exact list 

of “European countries” that are considered viable for the research stay, as well as for the 

reviewers and committee members. The terms “Europe” and “European” have broad and 

ambiguous meanings, ranging from a regional geographical perspective (Europe as a 

continent) to geopolitical supranational organisations (i.e., the European Union – EU), or to 

supranational communities extending beyond the former (i.e., the European Economic Area – 

EEA and EHEA). Additionally – and perhaps most importantly – measuring the “European 

dimension” of the programme and thesis is not guided by any clear or generally accepted 

indicators, leaving institutions, committees, and national / regional bodies to interpret this 

dimension frequently on a case-by-case basis. Such discrepancies have contributed to 

ongoing debates concerning the validity, consistency, and formal recognition of the European 

Doctorate as an academic qualification. 
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Critically, the European Doctorate lacks a clearly defined official status within 

broader policy frameworks. For instance, it does not feature explicitly within the EUA’s 

current formal documentation nor in recent European policy statements. Additionally, at 

national levels, regulations on the Doctor Europaeus remain largely absent or informal, 

notably in countries such as Romania (the national context of this thesis), where recent 

legislation (Law 199/2023 on Higher Education and its subsidiary regulations) does not 

explicitly reference or regulate the European Doctorate. 

Despite these ambiguities, the Doctor Europaeus continues to hold substantial 

potential value as a mechanism for enhancing the European dimension of doctoral studies, 

fostering transnational mobility, and reinforcing excellence and collaboration across national 

academic systems. As a symbolic label rather than an official credential, it significantly 

contributes to the visibility of doctoral research within the European academic community, 

promoting greater intercultural exchange and fostering a shared sense of European scholarly 

identity. This potential is further enhanced by recent developments around the ED, where the 

European Doctorate remains both a reference point and foundational ground for these 

evolving educational frameworks related to programmes for the third cycle (doctoral studies).  

 

1.2.2. Alignment of this thesis with the Doctor Europaeus framework 

Despite the varied interpretations and the lack of universally standardised guidelines 

surrounding the Doctor Europaeus, this doctoral thesis explicitly aligns itself with the broad 

philosophical and academic principles underpinning this European framework. Specifically, 

the research incorporates rigorous transnational dimensions, sustains active international 

academic collaboration, demonstrates multilingual proficiency, and engages deeply in 

intercultural scholarly exchange. Although formal recognition of the Doctor Europaeus 

remains inconsistent across European countries, its foundational principles – transnational 

collaboration and academic excellence – significantly inform this thesis’s methodological, 

analytical, and dissemination strategies. 

Firstly, the European scope and policy relevance of the research are explicitly evident. 

This thesis systematically analyses higher education policy transformations within the EHEA, 

focusing particularly on micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility. The study 

thoroughly examines key European-level frameworks, policies, and initiatives such as the 

EDL, Erasmus+ BIPs, and micro-credential approach, assessing their implementation across 

multiple national and institutional contexts. By highlighting how these frameworks influence 

curriculum design, institutional governance, and stakeholder engagement, the thesis 
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contributes with original empirical insights that enrich current scholarly and policy debates 

within European higher education. 

Secondly, sustained international supervision and academic collaboration are integral 

to the research process, significantly meeting Doctor Europaeus criteria. This thesis benefited 

from structured research stages at prominent European universities, including King’s College 

London and Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, complemented by ongoing external academic 

reviews from experts associated with leading European and international institutions. 

Furthermore, scholarly dialogues and collaborative research efforts within the FOREU4ALL, 

UNICA Network, CIVIS Alliance, and other European and international consortia have 

significantly shaped the analytical depth and transnational perspective of the thesis, ensuring 

its rigorous evaluation and relevance within the European academic community. 

Thirdly, multilingual and cross-border academic engagement is consistently 

demonstrated throughout the research. The thesis incorporates extensive analysis and 

synthesis of primary sources, policy documents, and scholarly literature drawn from multiple 

European and international languages and national contexts. This approach is also 

strengthened by the active participation in various international workshops, policy seminars, 

and academic events addressing European education policy and curriculum innovation. 

Notable examples include the European Approach on Quality Assurance of Joint 

Programmes workshop co-organised by CIVIS and ENQA, the International Peer-Learning 

Activity: Micro-Credentials – Implementing Council Recommendations and Digital 

Credential Frameworks organised by the OeAD, and the Symposium on Qualifications, 

Training, Micro-Credentials and Sustainable Development organised by Tallin University and 

Hamburg University of Applied Sciences. 

Finally, this thesis actively displays European models and best practices in global 

contexts, prominently evidenced by the doctoral candidate’s engagement in international 

training programmes organised by the International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies 

in Higher Education (INQAAHE). As a trainer and facilitator in Module 1 – Unlocking the 

Potential of Micro-credentials in Higher Education, the doctoral candidate disseminated 

European educational innovations and frameworks among high-ranking university 

representatives from all Latin American countries during the 2024-2025 academic year 

(INQAAHE, 2025). This programme represents a notable example of transnational 

knowledge transfer, significantly enhancing the global visibility and applicability of 

European higher education policies and innovations addressed within the thesis. 
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By explicitly embedding a European focus, fostering robust international 

collaboration, actively engaging multilingual scholarship, and disseminating European 

educational innovations globally, the thesis fully embodies the core principles of the Doctor 

Europaeus framework. Although formal recognition of this qualification varies across 

Europe, the underpinning values fundamentally inform the methodological integrity, 

transnational relevance, and practical contributions of this doctoral thesis. 

 

1.2.3. Contribution to European higher education and policy discourse 

This doctoral thesis makes significant academic and practical contributions to ongoing 

policy and institutional debates within the EHEA. By providing robust empirical insights and 

rigorous analysis of transformative educational practices, the research positions itself firmly 

within current European policy discourses, offering substantial implications for higher 

education reform in three distinct yet interconnected areas: policy relevance, institutional 

implications, and long-term academic and policy contributions. 

Firstly, the policy relevance of this research is particularly pronounced in shaping 

discussions around the integration of micro-credentials into flexible learning pathways, the 

emerging ED as a transnational qualification model, and embedded mobility as a pivotal 

strategy for enhancing cross-border learning experiences. Empirical findings derived from 

comprehensive analyses of policy initiatives and institutional case studies, such as the EDL 

pilots and Erasmus+ BIPs, demonstrate clear pathways to overcoming existing challenges, 

notably in credential recognition, portability, and curricular integration across national 

contexts. The thesis also systematically identifies critical policy gaps, such as inconsistencies 

in accreditation and recognition practices for micro-credentials and joint degrees, offering 

concrete policy recommendations that could significantly enhance interoperability and cross-

border educational coherence within the EHEA. 

Secondly, the research provides critical institutional implications by highlighting how 

universities can effectively embed these innovations within existing degree structures. 

Detailed institutional case studies and empirical evidence from diverse institutions and 

European level networks and consortia illustrate best practices in curriculum flexibilisation, 

modular programme design, and embedded mobility. These findings suggest practical 

strategies for universities to develop robust QA mechanisms aligned with European standards 

and provide clear recognition frameworks for micro-credentials and embedded mobility 

experiences. The thesis underscores that successful institutional implementation requires a 
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nuanced balance between institutional autonomy, transnational cooperation, and adherence to 

evolving European frameworks and quality standards. 

Thirdly, the thesis articulates long-term academic and policy contributions by 

reflecting on how its findings can sustainably inform future European higher education 

reforms beyond the immediate scope of the doctoral research, through models and processes 

that can support future developments, analyses, practical applications in higher education 

policy, research, and practice. The explicit alignment of the thesis with the Doctor Europaeus 

philosophy reinforces the broader aspiration towards an interconnected and globally 

recognised European academic space. This research significantly contributes to establishing a 

coherent European learning model by actively participating in policy dialogues and 

dissemination activities at prominent international forums, including symposia on micro-

credentials, QA workshops, and strategic policy exchanges with European stakeholders. 

Additionally, the thesis makes an explicit contribution to global knowledge transfer 

by highlighting European best practices internationally, through the active engagement in the 

INQAAHE training programme on micro-credentials, which disseminated European 

educational innovations and frameworks among high-ranking university representatives 

across Latin America (INQAAHE, 2025). This transnational knowledge transfer highlights 

the global relevance and applicability of European higher education innovations, reinforcing 

the global reputation and impact of the European educational model. 

Finally, by integrating diverse multilingual sources, engaging deeply with 

international scholarly networks, and explicitly aligning research with contemporary policy 

developments such as the ED and modular learning approaches, the thesis exemplifies the 

very essence of a European scholarly identity. This alignment not only enhances the visibility 

and credibility of the thesis within European and global academic communities but also 

serves as a catalyst for further scholarly inquiries and policy innovation in the field of higher 

education transformation. 

In conclusion, this thesis significantly advances current academic and policy debates 

within the EHEA, providing actionable insights and robust frameworks that guide 

institutional practice, policy formulation, and transnational collaboration. It reinforces the 

European dimension of higher education policy discourse and contributes fundamentally to 

the ongoing process of establishing a more integrated, innovative, and globally respected 

European academic space. 
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1.3. Problem statement 

The core problem this thesis addresses lies at the intersection of three closely 

interwoven challenges facing contemporary higher education: the persistent rigidity of 

traditional educational structures, fragmented policy landscapes, and uneven acceptance of 

emerging innovations among the academic community and key stakeholders. Specifically, the 

thesis critically examines gaps in the policy formulation, institutional implementation, and 

stakeholder acceptance of micro-credentials, along with EDs, and embedded mobility, three 

transformative educational dimensions increasingly promoted at European and global levels 

yet still confronting substantial operational and recognition barriers. 

Firstly, traditional higher education curricula and degree structures exhibit marked 

rigidity, often unable to effectively accommodate evolving student profiles, labour market 

needs, and broader societal transformations. Institutional frameworks continue to 

predominantly focus on linear, discipline-bound, full-degree programmes, frequently 

neglecting the dynamic and processual nature of contemporary learning. Such inflexibility 

constrains universities’ capacities to provide personalised and modular educational 

experiences, critically needed in an era characterised by rapidly evolving skills requirements 

and LLL demands. Moreover, the predominant approach to learning remains structurally 

rather than “processually” focused, significantly limiting the potential of HEIs to adopt 

flexible, responsive, and innovative educational practices. Despite ongoing digital 

transformation and pedagogical innovations, HEIs often struggle to implement process-

oriented approaches, thus impeding their ability to dynamically adapt curricula to emerging 

educational needs. 

Secondly, considerable challenges persist in achieving policy coherence and effective 

governance at European, national, and institutional levels. Despite the explicit commitment 

of European level bodies to supporting micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility, 

significant gaps remain. Disjointed governance structures and fragmented regulatory 

frameworks across different member states and institutions lead to inconsistencies and 

ambiguities, critically impacting the effective implementation of these innovations. 

Consequently, disparities in policy interpretation, accreditation, and QA practices create 

barriers to seamless credential portability and recognition, diminishing stakeholder 

confidence and hindering widespread adoption. 

More specifically, micro-credentials lack a universally recognised European 

framework despite robust policy endorsements. Their integration into formal degree 

structures remains ambiguous, causing uncertainty regarding their academic credibility and 
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employer recognition. Moreover, the positioning of micro-credentials within institutional 

LLL strategies remains underdeveloped, limiting their effectiveness and broader institutional 

integration. 

Regarding EDs, despite strategic European efforts like the EDL piloting process, joint 

programmes still face profound legal, administrative, and sustainability challenges. A 

significant obstacle lies in the absence of harmonised transnational structures compatible with 

diverse national regulations, impeding joint recognition and undermining stakeholder trust. 

Furthermore, ongoing scepticism among member states, universities, members of the 

academic community, and employers regarding the practical added value and tangible 

benefits of EDs restricts their uptake and sustained implementation. 

Embedded mobility, including hybrid and virtual formats, faces comparable 

recognition and implementation difficulties. Although increasingly adopted, such forms of 

mobility often lack formal curricular embedding and recognition within institutional learning 

frameworks. This limitation directly influences their perceived academic and professional 

value among students and academic staff, leading to lower engagement and awareness 

compared to traditional optional mobility experiences. Additionally, embedded mobility faces 

inherent equity challenges, particularly in ensuring digital accessibility and inclusiveness for 

diverse student cohorts, including non-traditional learners and socio-economically 

disadvantaged groups. 

Lastly, there exists a pronounced need for higher education systems to establish 

genuinely flexible and inclusive learning pathways underpinned by robust transnational 

collaboration. However, critical uncertainties remain regarding how HEIs can practically and 

sustainably redesign learning arrangements to effectively integrate micro-credentials, EDs, 

and flexible mobility schemes. Similarly, critical gaps persist concerning how current policy 

frameworks can facilitate enhanced cross-border recognition and interoperability, enabling 

seamless trans-institutional arrangements. Additionally, there is an urgent need for intensified 

dialogue and cooperation among universities, policymakers, and employers to align 

educational innovations with the evolving needs of students and the labour market. 

Addressing these interconnected challenges requires comprehensive analysis, 

empirical investigation, and targeted policy reflection. Accordingly, this thesis aims to bridge 

these gaps through a robust and practice-oriented research approach, combining detailed 

policy analysis, institutional case studies, and stakeholder perceptions. By critically 

examining these transformative educational innovations within the broader European context, 

the thesis seeks not only to clarify existing barriers but also to offer strategic insights and 
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actionable recommendations that can guide sustainable policy and curricular reform, 

effectively supporting HEIs and stakeholders across Europe and beyond. 

 

1.4. Research objectives and policy questions 

This section delineates the core research objectives and policy-oriented questions that 

guide the empirical analysis and critical reflections of the thesis. Building directly upon the 

context, rationale, and defined problem statement, this subchapter explains what the thesis 

aims to accomplish, framing the investigation within four interconnected dimensions: higher 

education policy and governance, institutional implementation and learning transformation, 

community and stakeholder perspectives and acceptance, and digitalisation and future 

developments. 

The research objectives provide a comprehensive analytical framework, 

systematically capturing how micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility collectively 

influence higher education policies, institutional strategies, stakeholder acceptance, and 

future-oriented educational developments across Europe. These objectives offer clarity and 

structure for examining complex policy landscapes, institutional realities, and stakeholder 

dynamics, ensuring a rigorous, multidimensional approach that yields insightful empirical 

and strategic contributions. 

Complementing these objectives, the policy reflection milestones serve as conceptual 

markers guiding the thesis’s critical analysis. Rather than conventional research questions 

aiming at definitive answers, these reflective milestones enable a nuanced exploration of 

policy coherence, institutional experiences, and stakeholder attitudes, fostering a deeper 

understanding of the practical realities and strategic possibilities inherent in these 

transformative higher education innovations. While this moves beyond classical research 

approaches in educational sciences, it provides a better alignment with the transformative 

dimensions analysed by the thesis and the current policy environment.  

Together, the objectives and reflective milestones facilitate a structured synthesis, 

positioning the thesis to contribute robust insights, practical recommendations, and informed 

strategic guidance to policymakers, HEIs, and broader academic and stakeholder 

communities across Europe and beyond. 

 

1.4.1. Research objectives 

The thesis investigates how micro-credentials, along with EDs and embedded mobility 

collectively shape higher education policy and institutional practice across Europe. 
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Grounded in robust empirical and policy-focused analysis, the thesis and the constitutive 

studies systematically address research objectives across four interrelated dimensions: higher 

education policy and governance, institutional implementation and curriculum 

transformation, stakeholder acceptance and perspectives, and digitalisation and future 

developments. 

Higher education policy and governance. The first dimension critically examines 

the evolving European and national policy landscapes driving or constraining the three 

transformative dimensions of the thesis. Specifically, the thesis aims to: 

• Analyse existing European and international level policy frameworks to assess 

their coherence, effectiveness, and influence on national policies and 

institutional practices. 

• Explore national regulatory contexts and governance models, identifying 

enabling factors and barriers that influence implementation across diverse 

higher education systems. 

• Critically analyse QA and accreditation frameworks at European, national, and 

institutional levels, identifying gaps and proposing adaptations necessary for 

effective recognition and portability of micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded 

mobility experiences. 

Institutional implementation and learning transformation. This dimension 

addresses how HEIs practically integrate micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility 

within curricula and strategic planning. Here, the thesis seeks to: 

• Investigate institutional strategies and organisational culture shifts required to 

move from traditional curricular structures toward flexible, modular, and 

personalised learning pathways. 

• Examine practical curriculum flexibilisation models that successfully balance 

pedagogical innovation, academic rigour, and employer recognition, ensuring 

coherent integration of new learning arrangements. 

• Assess the sustainability and long-term viability of these educational 

innovations, examining institutional resource allocation, financial models, and 

strategic commitments essential for their sustained integration beyond initial 

funding periods. 
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Community and stakeholder perspectives and acceptance. The third dimension 

aims to capture stakeholder perspectives, acceptance, and engagement with micro-credentials, 

EDs, and embedded mobility. Specifically, the objectives are to: 

• Evaluate the perceptions and attitudes among academic staff, students, 

institutional leaders, and external stakeholders (including employers, 

policymakers, and credential evaluators) toward these educational innovations, 

identifying areas of consensus, scepticism, and potential resistance. 

• Investigate student motivations, challenges, and realised benefits from 

engaging with flexible learning pathways, addressing the inclusivity and 

accessibility dimensions of their experiences. 

• Analyse equity, inclusivity, and accessibility implications, exploring potential 

barriers or biases affecting underrepresented and non-traditional learners, 

proposing strategies to foster genuine social inclusion and diversity. 

• Assess institutional and stakeholder communication practices, proposing 

targeted dissemination strategies to enhance awareness, understanding, and 

buy-in for transformative higher education initiatives. 

Digitalisation and future developments. The last dimension critically explores 

digital innovation’s role in supporting higher education transformation and considers future 

policy developments and strategic implications. Specifically, the thesis seeks to: 

• Examine how digital credentials and European digital frameworks enhance 

recognition, trust, transparency, and cross-border portability of micro-

credentials and embedded mobility experiences. 

• Identify emerging trends, persistent policy gaps, and future strategic directions 

for higher education reform, emphasising the opportunities and challenges 

posed by ongoing digital transformations. 

• Evaluate the global relevance and potential for international knowledge 

transfer of European higher education innovations, specifically exploring how 

digitalisation, policy frameworks, and innovative institutional practices can 

inspire and inform higher education transformations globally. 

• Develop and apply an empirical impact assessment framework, enabling 

systematic evaluation of the effectiveness, academic quality, professional 

relevance, and broader societal impacts of educational transformation 

initiatives. 
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Collectively, these integrated research objectives offer a comprehensive and multi-

dimensional analytical framework, providing robust insights and strategic guidance for 

policymakers, HEIs, and stakeholders in navigating the ongoing transformation of European 

higher education. 

 

1.4.2. Policy reflection milestones  

The following policy-driven reflection questions serve as guiding principles for the 

analysis and empirical investigation throughout this thesis. These questions are not research 

questions in the traditional sense but rather reflection milestones that structure the analysis 

around the four core dimensions addressed in this thesis: policy frameworks, institutional 

implementation and curriculum transformation, community and stakeholder perspectives, and 

digitalisation and future policy directions. These dimensions represent central themes in 

ongoing expert and policy debates at the European and international levels. 

Rather than seeking definitive answers, these reflective questions facilitate a critical 

examination of European, national, and institutional approaches to micro-credentials, EDs, 

and embedded mobility. The aim is to ensure a holistic and coherent analysis that connects 

macro-level policy frameworks with institutional practices and stakeholder engagement 

realities. These reflection points support the interpretation of empirical findings, enabling a 

structured synthesis of policy trends, institutional experiences, stakeholder attitudes, and 

strategic directions for future developments. 

Higher education policy and governance 

• How do existing European and national policy frameworks influence the 

development and implementation of micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded 

mobility initiatives within diverse higher education systems? 

• Which governance models, regulatory approaches, and support mechanisms 

effectively facilitate or hinder recognition, portability, and interoperability 

across European HEIs and transnational collaborations? 

• How does the EDL initiative impact recognition practices, QA standards, and 

the sustainability of joint degree programmes offered by European HEIs? 

Institutional implementation and learning transformation 

• What institutional strategies and organisational practices have proven most 

effective in embedding micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility within 

curricula and broader strategic operations of universities? 



TRANSFORMING HIGHER EDUCATION: POLICY, PRACTICE, AND REFLECTION 35 

• How do HEIs practically navigate accreditation challenges, implement 

modular and flexible learning pathways, and establish transnational 

partnerships to successfully adopt these educational innovations? 

• What key barriers and challenges do universities encounter when integrating 

micro-credentials, embedded mobility, and EDs into their educational offer, 

and how can these obstacles be effectively mitigated through institutional 

reforms and policy support? 

Community and stakeholder perspectives and acceptance 

• How do different stakeholders, including academic staff, students, institutional 

leaders, employers, policymakers, and credential evaluators, perceive the 

academic, professional, and societal value of micro-credentials, EDs, and 

embedded mobility, particularly regarding employability, academic 

progression, and LLL opportunities? 

• What key factors influence student participation, engagement, and satisfaction 

with micro-credential programmes and embedded mobility experiences, 

especially considering diversity, inclusivity, and accessibility challenges? 

• How can HEIs and policymakers effectively address equity, inclusivity, and 

accessibility concerns related to these innovations, ensuring broad acceptance, 

genuine diversity, and sustainable participation among underrepresented and 

non-traditional learner populations? 

Digitalisation and future developments 

• In what ways do digital solutions effectively support or enhance the 

recognition, transferability, scalability, and transparency of micro-credentials 

and embedded mobility experiences? 

• What emerging trends and persistent policy gaps exist within the digitalisation 

of credentials and educational mobility at the European level, and what 

strategic directions should be considered to ensure future readiness and 

sustained innovation in higher education? 

• How can European higher education innovations in digitalisation, flexible 

learning pathways, and transnational education serve as global models or 

inspire international knowledge transfer, informing higher education policy 

and practice worldwide? 
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• What potential policy measures, regulatory frameworks, and funding 

mechanisms are needed at European, national, and institutional levels to 

ensure long-term sustainability, scalability, and expansion of micro-

credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility initiatives? 

These policy reflection milestones provide a robust and comprehensive framework for 

critically examining and synthesising empirical findings, institutional practices, stakeholder 

perspectives, and strategic insights, guiding the thesis towards meaningful, actionable 

recommendations for the continued transformation of European higher education. 

 

1.5. Methodological Approaches 

This section outlines the methodological approaches employed in the thesis, explicitly 

designed to explore how micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility collectively shape 

higher education policies, institutional practices, and stakeholder experiences within Europe. 

Given the complexity and multilayered nature of transnational education transformations, a 

robust mixed-methods research design is adopted, systematically integrating qualitative and 

quantitative methodologies (Creswell & Creswell, 2023; Creswell & Clark, 2018; Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  

The methodological framework strategically addresses the diverse and often 

ambiguous policy environments, varied institutional contexts, and multifaceted stakeholder 

perceptions involved in implementing innovative educational practices. Following a detailed 

presentation of the research design and its rationale, the subchapter elaborates on the 

comprehensive empirical foundations established through an extensive range of primary and 

secondary data sources, alongside rigorous analytical strategies. Collectively, these 

methodological choices ensure a nuanced, empirically grounded, and methodologically 

coherent investigation into the transformative dynamics reshaping contemporary European 

higher education. 

 

1.5.1. Research design and rationale 

This thesis adopts a mixed-methods research design, explicitly integrating qualitative 

and quantitative approaches to systematically examine how micro-credentials, EDs, and 

embedded mobility collectively shape higher education policies, institutional practices, and 

stakeholder experiences across Europe. A mixed-methods approach (Creswell & Creswell, 

2023; Creswell & Clark, 2018; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Greene et al., 1989) provides 
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the necessary methodological flexibility and empirical comprehensiveness required to capture 

the complexity and multidimensionality of transnational higher education transformations. 

The rationale for employing mixed methods stems from the inherent complexities 

surrounding these phenomena, encompassing diverse and often ambiguous policy landscapes, 

institutional contexts, and varied stakeholder perceptions. Qualitative methods, specifically 

comparative policy analysis (Vögtle, 2014; Ball et al., 2012; Marginson & Rhoades, 2002), 

detailed institutional case studies (Yin, 2018; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Stake, 1995), and 

rigorous document and content analysis (Krippendorff, 2018; Bowen, 2009), serve as the 

foundational methodological tools.  

Comparative policy analysis, as employed in Studies II, III, IV, VI, and VII, is 

instrumental in critically exploring differences and similarities in policy formulation, 

interpretation, and implementation across multiple European contexts. Institutional case 

studies (Studies III, IV, and VIII), underpinned by Yin’s (2018) structured approach and 

Stake’s (1995) reflective methodology, facilitate an in-depth examination of how universities 

translate macro-level policy frameworks into concrete curricular innovations and 

organisational changes. Document and content analysis methods (Krippendorff, 2018; 

Bowen, 2009), systematically used in Studies I, II, III, VI, VII, and VIII, ensure 

methodological rigour in extracting and interpreting qualitative data from policy documents, 

institutional reports, and strategic frameworks. 

Quantitative methods complement the qualitative dimension, strengthening the 

empirical foundation and enhancing analytical validity through structured surveys and 

rigorous statistical analyses (The jamovi project, 2024; Hair et al., 2019). Quantitative data 

collection and analyses are particularly evident in Studies V, VI, VII, and IX, systematically 

capturing stakeholder perceptions and providing empirical validation of stakeholder 

engagement, competencies developed, and perceived outcomes associated with micro-

credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility. Multivariate analytical techniques, including 

structural equation modelling and factor analyses (The jamovi project, 2024; Hair et al., 

2019), contribute essential empirical depth and robust methodological validation, allowing 

for meaningful triangulation with qualitative insights, along with additional thematical 

analysis of qualitative feedback (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

To comprehensively address the layered and interconnected dimensions inherent in 

the research, the thesis explicitly applies a multi-level analytical framework, incorporating 

macro (policy and governance frameworks), meso (institutional strategies and practices), and 

micro (stakeholder perceptions and experiences) levels (Marginson & Rhoades, 2002). This 
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structured multi-level approach, supported by regulatory and governance literature (Enders 

et al., 2013), provides the conceptual clarity and analytical coherence necessary for exploring 

complex educational transformations. 

The research also explicitly incorporates a comparative methodological orientation, 

systematically contrasting findings across different European contexts and institutional cases 

(Studies IV, VI, VII, and VIII). The comparative approach illuminates context-specific 

enablers, barriers, and varied institutional strategies, significantly enhancing the depth, 

relevance, and practical applicability of findings. 

Recognising the doctoral candidate’s active involvement and insider positionality 

within European higher education policy initiatives and institutional implementation 

processes (Studies II, III, IV, VI, and VII), reflexivity is methodologically embedded into the 

research design (Berger, 2013). Reflexive methodological practices enhance transparency, 

strengthen ethical responsibility, and systematically address potential biases inherent in 

qualitative and policy-focused research. 

To conclude, by explicitly integrating a mixed-methods design (Creswell & Creswell, 

2023; Creswell & Clark, 2018; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Greene et al., 1989), 

comparative policy analysis (Vögtle, 2014; Ball et al., 2012; Marginson & Rhoades, 2002), 

case study research (Yin, 2018; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Stake, 1995), document analysis 

(Krippendorff, 2018; Bowen, 2009), quantitative statistical analysis (The jamovi project, 

2024; Hair et al., 2019; Braun & Clarke, 2006), and reflexive positionality (Berger, 2013), 

this thesis offers a robust, multidimensional methodological framework specifically tailored 

to examine the complexities of European higher education transformations. 

 

1.5.2. Data sources and analytical strategies 

This subsection details the comprehensive empirical foundations and rigorous 

analytical approaches that underpin the thesis. Specifically, it first outlines the diverse 

primary and secondary data sources systematically integrated to explore how micro-

credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility are reshaping European higher education across 

policy, institutional, and stakeholder dimensions. Subsequently, the section describes the 

analytical strategies employed to ensure methodological coherence and robust empirical 

analysis, incorporating comparative policy analysis, institutional case studies, quantitative 

and qualitative methods, systematic triangulation, and methodological reflexivity. Together, 

these data sources and analytical strategies provide the necessary depth, rigour, and nuance 
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required to meaningfully examine the complex dynamics characterising contemporary 

transformations in European higher education. 

Data sources. To ensure empirical richness and analytical depth, the thesis 

systematically integrates a diverse array of primary and secondary data sources. These 

sources collectively enable a nuanced exploration of how micro-credentials, EDs, and 

embedded mobility reshape European higher education across policy, institutional, and 

stakeholder dimensions. 

Primary data sources provide the essential empirical foundation for the research. At 

the policy level, the thesis extensively analyses European and international policy documents, 

strategic frameworks, ministerial communiqués, and regulatory guidelines issued by 

authoritative bodies, including the European Commission (EC), the EHEA, the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). These documents offer critical insights into 

the development, coherence, and impacts of policy narratives and governance structures. 

Complemented by selected national level legislative and regulatory documents, these sources 

enable a comparative analysis of the diverse policy landscapes shaping higher education 

innovations, as reflected particularly in Studies II, III, IV, VI, and VII. 

At the institutional level, the thesis draws on a comprehensive selection of internal 

documentation and institutional reports gathered from European HEIs and alliances, notably 

those involved in the European Universities Initiative (EUI). Institutional strategic plans, 

curriculum guidelines, QA and accreditation documents, as well as detailed programme 

reports from Erasmus+ funded projects, including SMARTT and NewFAV, serve as essential 

sources (Studies III, IV, VI, VII, and VIII). These institutional data provide valuable insights 

into how universities and alliances interpret and operationalise macro-level policy discourse 

into practical learning innovations and organisational strategies, highlighting both enabling 

factors and implementation challenges. 

Quantitative empirical evidence derived from structured stakeholder surveys 

significantly complements these qualitative institutional and policy level sources. Original 

survey data, systematically collected and analysed in Studies IV, V, VI, VII, and IX, provide 

robust insights into stakeholder perspectives, capturing the perceptions, motivations, and 

experiences of students and staff regarding micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility. 

These quantitative data sets facilitate an evidence-based validation of qualitative findings, 

ensuring methodological rigour and analytical comprehensiveness. 
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Additionally, qualitative feedback obtained through open-ended survey questions, 

institutional workshops, and stakeholder interviews conducted during the empirical phases of 

the thesis (notably Studies IV, V, VI, VII, and IX) offer narrative depth and nuanced insights. 

This qualitative stakeholder data enriches the understanding of individual experiences, 

perceived benefits, challenges, and motivations, providing essential narrative complements to 

quantitative analyses. 

Secondary data sources further strengthen the empirical and analytical robustness of 

the thesis. Peer-reviewed academic literature, scholarly reports, and comprehensive analyses 

from recognised international organisations offer established theoretical perspectives, 

conceptual frameworks, and comparative insights into higher education transformation, 

curriculum innovation, and transnational education practices. Moreover, documentation and 

strategic recommendations produced within prominent European level initiatives and 

Erasmus+ projects provide contextual and comparative benchmarks, essential for grounding 

the thesis’s findings within broader European educational discourses. 

Collectively, the strategic integration of these diverse data sources ensures a robust 

empirical foundation and rich analytical exploration, effectively capturing the complexities 

and transformative dynamics associated with micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility 

within contemporary European higher education. 

Analytical strategies. Aligned with the robust empirical foundation detailed in the 

preceding section, the thesis systematically employs a combination of analytical strategies 

designed to explore the complexities inherent in higher education transformations involving 

micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility. These analytical strategies reflect the thesis’s 

mixed-methods approach and are carefully integrated to ensure methodological coherence, 

comprehensive empirical analysis, and meaningful triangulation of findings. 

Firstly, the thesis applies comparative policy analysis to examine European, 

international, and national policy frameworks and strategic documents (Studies II, III, IV, VI, 

and VII). Drawing on qualitative content analysis methods (Krippendorff, 2018; Bowen, 

2009), this approach identifies and compares underlying policy rationales, conceptual 

definitions, regulatory alignments, and implementation coherence across multiple contexts. 

Comparative policy analysis facilitates the identification of converging and diverging policy 

discourses and governance models, providing nuanced insights into how European level 

visions interact with national level regulatory environments to influence institutional 

practices. 
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Institutional case study analysis forms another essential analytical component of the 

thesis (Studies III, IV, VI, VII, and VIII). Using structured case study methodologies (Yin, 

2018; Stake, 1995), the thesis explores how HEIs and alliances interpret, adapt, and 

operationalise macro-level policies within their specific institutional contexts. This analytical 

strategy provides in-depth understanding of the organisational factors, strategic decisions, 

enabling conditions, and persistent barriers encountered during the practical implementation 

of micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility initiatives. It allows for rich contextual 

exploration of institutional transformations, directly linking policy level intentions with 

meso-level organisational realities and practices. 

To complement these qualitative analytical techniques, quantitative statistical analyses 

are employed extensively to systematically explore stakeholder perceptions and experiences 

(Studies V, VI, VII, and IX). Structured surveys capturing students’ and staff’s perceptions, 

motivations, competences, and perceived outcomes are analysed using statistical methods, 

including exploratory factor analysis and structural equation modelling, through specialised 

statistical software (The jamovi project, 2024; Hair et al., 2019). These quantitative analyses 

provide empirical validation of qualitative insights, enabling the thesis to statistically 

substantiate findings related to stakeholder acceptance, engagement, and experiences with 

transformative higher education initiatives. 

Qualitative thematic analysis further enhances the analytical depth, applied 

specifically to narrative qualitative data derived from open-ended survey responses, 

stakeholder interviews, and institutional workshop feedback (Studies IV, V, VI, VII, and IX). 

Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework, this strategy identifies, 

analyses, and reports patterns and narratives emerging from qualitative data, enriching the 

understanding of individual and collective experiences, perceptions, and challenges 

encountered in practice. Thematic analysis complements and deepens quantitative insights, 

ensuring that stakeholders’ voices and experiences remain central within the analytical 

interpretation. 

Throughout the analytical process, systematic triangulation is explicitly employed to 

integrate qualitative and quantitative findings coherently (Creswell & Creswell, 2023; 

Creswell & Clark, 2018; Greene et al., 1989). This integrative strategy ensures analytical 

validation, cross-verifying empirical findings across different data types, sources, and 

methodological approaches. Triangulation strengthens the thesis’s analytical rigour, 

enhancing confidence in research conclusions, recommendations, and practical implications 

derived from comprehensive analyses. 
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Finally, methodological reflexivity underpins the entire analytical process, explicitly 

acknowledging the doctoral candidate’s positionality within European policy initiatives and 

institutional implementation contexts (Studies II, III, IV, VI, and VII; Berger, 2013). 

Reflexivity ensures critical self-awareness, transparency, and ethical responsibility 

throughout data interpretation and reporting, mitigating potential biases inherent in 

qualitative and policy-focused analyses. 

 

1.6. Limits and positionality 

This section reflects upon the research’s boundaries and acknowledges inherent 

theoretical, empirical, and methodological limitations, as well as the doctoral candidate’s 

positionality within the research process. Given the strong policy-oriented nature of the thesis 

and the candidate’s active involvement in European higher education policymaking and 

institutional practice during the doctoral programme, it is imperative to transparently examine 

how these elements have influenced methodological choices, analytical interpretations, and 

ultimately, research outcomes. Articulating these considerations reinforces the thesis’s 

methodological rigour, ethical transparency, and overall credibility, setting a foundation for 

critical scholarly engagement and ongoing empirical exploration of micro-credentials, EDs, 

and embedded mobility. 

 

1.6.1. Scope and limitations of the thesis 

The thesis focuses specifically on the European higher education context, exploring 

policy frameworks, institutional practices, and stakeholder engagements that shape the 

adoption of micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility within the EHEA. Although this 

clearly defined scope enables focused and coherent analysis, several limitations should be 

transparently acknowledged. 

Firstly, the research predominantly engages with European contexts, frameworks, and 

policies and does not extensively investigate non-European higher education landscapes. 

Although comparative insights from regions such as Latin America, Asia, and North America 

are occasionally included to illustrate European distinctiveness or potential for global 

transferability, these references remain primarily illustrative and limited. Consequently, the 

thesis does not provide comprehensive global comparative analyses. Further comparative 

studies could significantly enrich the understanding of how European educational innovations 

might adapt or transfer effectively to diverse international contexts. 
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Secondly, adopting the Doctor Europaeus pathway significantly reinforces the thesis’s 

strong transnational European dimension and alignment with EU policy frameworks and 

institutional developments. However, this strategic perspective limits exploration of 

alternative global educational paradigms, recognition frameworks, and governance models 

beyond Europe. Insights related to non-European educational innovations remain peripheral, 

underscoring the need for continued scholarly engagement with global educational practices 

and policy solutions. 

Thirdly, the relatively recent emergence and implementation of the investigated 

phenomena limit the availability of robust longitudinal data. Despite extensive use of policy 

documents, institutional case studies, and stakeholder surveys, these sources typically reflect 

short-term outcomes, recent pilot initiatives, or ongoing developments rather than sustained 

institutional transformations or long-term stakeholder perceptions. Consequently, the thesis 

cannot conclusively evaluate long-term impacts or enduring effectiveness, highlighting the 

necessity for future longitudinal research to better understand scalability and sustainability. 

Fourthly, the thesis intentionally prioritises qualitative insights, interpretative policy 

analyses, and stakeholder perspectives over comprehensive quantitative impact analysis. This 

methodological choice, essential for exploring nuanced interpretative contexts, can limit 

definitive quantification of outcomes or broad generalisability. Future research should more 

robustly measure and validate impacts of these educational transformations across diverse 

learner populations and institutional contexts. 

Beyond these theoretical and conceptual limitations, several empirical and 

methodological boundaries derived explicitly from the original studies (Studies I-IX) should 

be recognised: 

• Institutional representativeness and diversity. Empirical analyses, particularly 

evident in Studies II, IV, VI, and VII, largely involve prominent HEIs located 

predominantly in urban or capital-city areas. Smaller, rural, or less research-

intensive institutions may be underrepresented, limiting the generalisability of 

findings across the diverse spectrum of European higher education. 

• Stakeholder sampling bias. Stakeholder surveys and quantitative studies 

(Studies II, V, VII, IX) may predominantly include academics, administrators, 

and students already positively engaged in or supportive of innovative 

educational practices. Consequently, critical or resistant viewpoints may be 
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underrepresented, potentially skewing findings towards more favourable 

perceptions of micro-credentials, embedded mobility, and the ED. 

• Operational and financial constraints. Financial sustainability and resource 

allocation emerged as substantial empirical challenges, particularly 

highlighted in Study IX. However, the thesis did not extensively analyse 

institutional cost-efficiency or resource implications, limiting insights into 

practical financial viability and scalability. 

• Pilot nature of initiatives. Many examined initiatives (e.g., Studies II, IV, VI, 

VII, and VIII) reflect pilot or short-term experiments rather than fully 

integrated, long-term programmes. While valuable for initial insights, the 

experimental nature restricts conclusions regarding enduring scalability, 

effectiveness, and applicability across broader educational contexts. 

• Conceptual ambiguity and terminological variability. Despite significant 

contributions in Studies I and II, persistent conceptual ambiguities surrounding 

the definition and operationalisation of micro-credentials complicate 

comparability, generalisability, and operational clarity. This limitation 

emphasises the need for ongoing conceptual refinement and terminological 

consistency in future research. 

• Methodological boundaries in data integration. Although employing a mixed-

methods approach, certain studies (notably Studies III and VII) rely heavily on 

qualitative data, limiting systematic integration of quantitative measures. This 

methodological boundary restricts precise quantification of stakeholder 

perceptions, student outcomes, and institutional effectiveness. 

• Implementation gaps and institutional autonomy. Institutional autonomy, 

explored in Studies IV, VI, and VII, results in significant variability and non-

standardised practices. While insightful for understanding institutional 

flexibility, this variability constitutes a limitation, complicating clear 

identification of universal patterns or broadly applicable strategies for 

implementing innovations across the EHEA. 

• Limited number of case studies for piloting programme design tools. The 

programme design grid developed in Study III was piloted on a relatively 

small number of case studies in Study IV. This limitation restricts empirical 

validation and generalisability of the proposed framework and tools, 
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potentially overlooking broader implementation challenges and opportunities. 

Additional diverse case studies are recommended to enhance the robustness 

and applicability. 

• Regional concentration of student samples. Student-focused studies 

(particularly Study V and IX) predominantly include Romanian cohorts, as 

study V exclusively engaged participants from a single Romanian HEI and 

Study IX featured a significant majority studying in Romanian institutions. 

This regional concentration limits the geographical representativeness and 

generalisability of findings, potentially overlooking broader European 

variations in student perceptions, experiences, and acceptance. Future research 

should incorporate geographically diverse student populations to ensure 

broader applicability. 

These transparently articulated theoretical and empirical limitations do not diminish 

the thesis’s analytical significance or empirical contributions. Instead, they explicitly 

delineate the research boundaries, ensuring methodological transparency and highlighting 

directions for future research. Such clarity encourages continued scholarly inquiry, inviting 

future studies to address identified gaps, deepen insights, and fully explore implications of 

transforming higher education through micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility. 

 

1.6.2. Researcher positionality and reflexivity 

Explicit reflection on researcher positionality is essential for ensuring methodological 

rigour and ethical transparency, particularly in educational research deeply interconnected 

with policy-making and institutional practice (Berger, 2013). Throughout this doctoral thesis, 

the candidate’s dual roles – as an early-career researcher and active professional engaged in 

European higher education policy and practice – have substantially influenced various 

aspects of the study, including the formulation of research questions, selection of theoretical 

frameworks, and analytical interpretations. 

The doctoral candidate’s professional role provided unique and privileged access to 

policy dialogues and institutional developments related to micro-credentials, EDs, and 

embedded mobility. Holding educational coordination and strategic positions within the 

CIVIS European University Alliance and actively contributing to numerous European and 

international policy groups – including the EC, FOREU4ALL, UNICA EduLAB, and 

INQAAHE – afforded direct experience of how educational innovations transitioned from 

theoretical policy concepts into tangible institutional realities. For example, the candidate 



TRANSFORMING HIGHER EDUCATION: POLICY, PRACTICE, AND REFLECTION 46 

played a direct role, together with the doctoral supervisor, in drafting an initial criteria 

proposal for the EDL prior to the official criteria released by the EC. Although the specific 

criteria proposed were not fully retained, the fundamental concept of clustering criteria into 

categories notably influenced the EC’s subsequent approach. Such experiences significantly 

informed the candidate’s framing of research questions, prompting a shift from an initially 

theoretical orientation toward more practical, implementation-oriented considerations. 

Additionally, the candidate’s extensive international mobility – including structured 

research periods at institutions such as King’s College London and Universidad Autónoma de 

Madrid – and active participation in international workshops and training (notably on 

digitally enhanced mobility, QA frameworks for joint programmes, and micro-credentials) 

substantially influenced the candidate’s analytical lens. These international experiences 

notably guided the design of research instruments, such as the programme design grid, 

surveys, and interview protocols, grounding them firmly in practical applicability and 

institutional relevance. 

Nonetheless, these insider roles inevitably introduced methodological challenges and 

potential biases that required careful reflexivity. Specific instances emerged where the 

candidate’s professional knowledge directly challenged analytical objectivity. For example, 

during the analysis conducted in Studies II, III, and IV, differences arose between 

respondents’ perceptions and the candidate’s direct insights into institutional realities, 

necessitating deliberate reconsideration and analytical adjustment. Particularly during Study 

VIII, which involved qualitative analyses of micro-credential practices within European 

alliances, the candidate encountered tensions between publicly marketed institutional 

narratives and the operational realities familiar to him through professional involvement. 

Navigating this tension demanded conscious analytical reflexivity and explicit 

acknowledgment of potential biases arising from this insider perspective. 

To mitigate these potential biases, the doctoral candidate adopted several 

methodological strategies to ensure analytical rigour. These included systematic reflexive 

journaling, comprehensive notetaking during policy meetings and stakeholder engagements, 

and consistent analytical triangulation across diverse empirical sources. Additionally, regular 

external reviews by academic peers, conference reviewers, and the doctoral supervisor 

provided essential critical feedback, continuously challenging and refining analytical 

perspectives and interpretations. Such external feedback was crucial for enhancing the 

balanced and credible analytical conclusions of the research. 
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Throughout the research process, ethical transparency regarding the candidate’s dual 

roles was maintained consistently. All stakeholders and research participants were explicitly 

informed about the candidate’s professional responsibilities and potential interpretative 

lenses, ensuring clarity concerning positional influences on data analysis and interpretation. 

Reflecting candidly on the evolution of the candidate’s understanding throughout the 

research journey, substantial transformations occurred in conceptual perspectives. Initially, 

the candidate conceptualised micro-credentials primarily as certification mechanisms, EDs 

predominantly as structural entities, and embedded mobility mainly in terms of institutional 

support services. Continuous engagement with empirical data, extensive reflexivity, and 

critical engagement with evolving European policy contexts substantially reshaped these 

initial assumptions. The candidate’s current understanding positions micro-credentials 

fundamentally as dynamic learning arrangements and transformative educational experiences; 

EDs as deeply embedded within institutional identities, shared European values, educational 

quality, and transnational branding; and embedded mobility as essentially about quality, 

recognition, portability, and broader student learning experiences. 

Ultimately, explicitly articulating these positional reflections substantially enhances 

the transparency, ethical clarity, and methodological rigour of this doctoral thesis. By openly 

acknowledging both the advantages and methodological complexities inherent in the 

candidate’s dual researcher-professional positionality, the thesis lays a robust foundation for 

ongoing reflexive scholarship, critical inquiry, and empirical exploration of the evolving 

landscape of micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility. 

 

1.7. Structure of the thesis 

This section outlines the overall structure of the thesis, presenting how each chapter 

systematically addresses the established research objectives and the guiding policy reflection 

milestones. Organised into six interlinked chapters, the thesis progressively develops an 

integrated narrative, synthesising theoretical insights, empirical evidence, policy analyses, 

and institutional practices related to micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility within 

European higher education contexts. 

Although originally developed through separate publications, policy reflections, 

reports, as original studies (Studies I-IX), extensive efforts have ensured thematic coherence 

and structural integration. Strategic cross-chapter referencing, explicit analytical alignment, 

and bridging statements help maintain a cohesive, homogeneous narrative that consistently 

reinforces a strategic European policy perspective. 
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Chapter 1 (Introduction) sets the foundational context and rationale for the thesis. It 

delineates the research landscape, highlighting major shifts and contemporary policy-driven 

innovations in European higher education. This chapter explicitly defines the central research 

problem, articulates the core research objectives and associated policy reflection milestones, 

and presents the comprehensive mixed-methods approach employed. It further acknowledges 

and critically reflects upon the researcher’s positionality and the limitations inherent to the 

study, ensuring methodological transparency. Thus, Chapter 1 systematically introduces the 

macro (policy and governance), meso (institutional practices), and micro (stakeholder 

engagement) analytical dimensions that structure the thesis. 

Chapter 2 (Theoretical and conceptual framework) builds a robust theoretical 

foundation essential for critically analysing higher education transformations. It draws 

extensively from LLL theory, human capital theory, modular learning approaches, CBE 

frameworks, transnational education theory, network governance theory, and innovation 

diffusion models. This chapter positions micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility as 

interdependent educational innovations within a structured analytical model – the inverted 

pyramid (see Figure 1)– which visually illustrates the hierarchical and interdependent 

relationship among macro-level policy frameworks, meso-level institutional strategies, and 

micro-level stakeholder engagement. Hence, Chapter 2 directly addresses the research 

objectives related to policy coherence, institutional curriculum transformation, and the 

alignment of educational practices with labour market demands. 

Chapter 3 (Policy landscape analysis) focuses explicitly on the macro-level policy 

dimension. It draws significantly on empirical evidence from Studies II, III, VI, and VII and 

further develops them to critically assess European and national-level policy frameworks 

shaping the development and integration of micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility 

within the EHEA. Key analyses include exploration of regulatory coherence, policy drivers, 

governance models, accreditation mechanisms, and QA frameworks. Additionally, the chapter 

examines how European University Alliances actively implement policy innovations. By 

doing so, Chapter 3 addresses the thesis’s policy reflection milestones concerning governance 

coherence, recognition of credentials, accreditation processes, and transnational policy 

integration. 

Chapter 4 (Empirical evidence and institutional case studies) integrates empirical 

evidence from Studies I through IX, systematically addressing especially the meso-level 

institutional implementation dimension and the micro-level stakeholder engagement 

dimension. Institutional case studies comprehensively illustrate practical implementation 
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strategies for micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility, highlighting successful 

practices, barriers encountered, and critical lessons learned. Concurrently, through 

quantitative surveys and qualitative feedback, the chapter explores stakeholder perceptions, 

motivations, acceptance, and engagement, aligning directly with research objectives 

addressing curriculum flexibility, stakeholder perspectives, pedagogical innovation, and 

institutional strategies. 

Chapter 5 (Discussion and synthesis of findings) synthesises the theoretical 

frameworks, empirical findings, institutional case studies, and stakeholder analyses 

previously presented, to critically discuss overarching themes, opportunities, challenges, and 

strategic implications. Drawing explicitly on insights derived from Studies I-IX and the 

theoretical and policy analyses of the thesis, this chapter addresses all defined research 

objectives and systematically integrates macro-, meso-, and micro-level analytical findings. 

Based on this integrated synthesis, Chapter 5 provides concrete and actionable policy 

recommendations targeted explicitly at European and national policymakers, addressing 

critical areas such as curricular flexibilisation, accreditation practices, recognition 

frameworks, digitalisation strategies, and transnational cooperation. Practical guidelines for 

HEIs are also clearly articulated. Additionally, this chapter identifies specific, concrete 

directions for future research, highlighting gaps and opportunities warranting further 

empirical exploration, thus directly addressing policy reflection milestones related to 

sustainability, strategic development, and future readiness. 

Chapter 6 (Conclusions) succinctly summarises the main findings and explicitly 

revisits and critically reflects upon the initially defined research objectives and policy 

milestones. This concluding chapter highlights the theoretical, empirical, and practical 

contributions of the thesis, clearly outlining how this research advances academic knowledge, 

informs strategic policymaking, and enhances institutional practice. Moreover, it reflects 

broadly upon the implications of the thesis’s findings for European higher education 

governance, institutional innovation, and stakeholder engagement, reinforcing the 

significance of the doctoral research for the strategic advancement of flexible, innovative, and 

transnational educational paradigms. 

Collectively, these six chapters deliver an integrated, systematic, and coherent 

analysis, significantly advancing the scholarly discourse, practical relevance, and strategic 

understanding regarding the transformative educational phenomena of micro-credentials, 

EDs, and embedded mobility within the broader European higher education context. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

The thesis has systematically investigated the ways in which micro-credentials, EDs, and 

embedded mobility collectively shape higher education policy, institutional practices, and 

stakeholder engagement within the EHEA. Drawing on empirical evidence collected from 

multiple European institutions and diverse policy contexts, the research provided a clear and 

cohesive answer to the central research question: what drives transformations in higher 

education learning? The transformative phenomena examined significantly enhance the 

flexibility, responsiveness, and international orientation of European higher education; 

however, their effectiveness and long-term sustainability rely fundamentally upon coherent 

policy frameworks, institutional adaptability, and meaningful stakeholder acceptance. 

The thesis was structured around four interrelated objectives: analysing policy 

coherence, exploring institutional implementation strategies, assessing stakeholder 

perceptions, and evaluating the role of digitalisation in educational transformation. Empirical 

findings consistently indicated that the current European policy landscape provides vital 

foundational support for transformation through initiatives such as the EDL, the European 

Approach to Micro-Credentials, and embedded mobility schemes, notably through BIPs. 

Nevertheless, persistent regulatory fragmentation, inconsistent recognition practices across 

national and institutional contexts, and varying levels of institutional readiness have revealed 

critical barriers that limit wider adoption and enduring sustainability of these educational 

innovations. 

Through institutional case studies, the research highlighted that successfully 

embedding micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility requires more than compliance 

with external policy mandates. Effective institutional implementation demands strategic 

alignment of autonomy with European policy objectives, cultivation of an internal culture 

supportive of innovation, and establishment of transparent governance structures that 

facilitate inclusive stakeholder engagement. Indeed, curricular innovations were 

demonstrated to be most impactful and enduring where institutions fully integrated flexible 

educational formats within clearly defined institutional frameworks, supported by consistent 

accreditation and QA mechanisms. 

Stakeholder and community analyses further emphasised that meaningful 

transformation in higher education depends critically upon active recognition, acceptance, 

and involvement from students, academic staff, employers, and credential evaluators. 

Although micro-credentials and embedded mobility received positive feedback for increasing 

educational flexibility and enhancing employability, significant concerns persist regarding 
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their credibility, transnational recognition, and seamless integration into established 

educational pathways. Similarly, despite widespread enthusiasm for the ED initiative, 

practical barriers related to quality assurance and cross-national accreditation processes 

remain formidable. This situation underscores the critical importance of ongoing dialogue, 

trust-building measures, and transparent communication with all stakeholders involved. 

Reflecting critically on the research process, the thesis benefited significantly from 

adopting a rigorous mixed-methods design, systematically combining qualitative policy 

analysis, detailed institutional case studies, and quantitative data derived from stakeholder 

surveys. This methodological approach provided nuanced analytical insights, supported by 

data triangulation, enhancing the validity and reliability of the findings. Nonetheless, inherent 

limitations, including regional representational biases, limited availability of longitudinal 

data, and reliance on pilot-based initiatives, have been explicitly acknowledged. These 

limitations set a clear and valuable agenda for subsequent scholarly inquiries, highlighting 

areas requiring further empirical investigation and methodological refinement. 

 

6.1. Contributions to the field  

This doctoral thesis makes significant theoretical, empirical, and practical 

contributions to educational sciences and European higher education policy discourse. 

Theoretically, the research advances scholarly understanding of higher education 

transformation by introducing a clearly articulated conceptual model, represented visually as 

an inverted pyramid (see Figure 1). This model captures the hierarchical yet interdependent 

relationships among policy frameworks, institutional implementation strategies, and 

stakeholder engagement. Further on, the thesis operationalised the conceptual model and 

proposed the FIE model (see Figure 7) meant to support policymakers, HEIs, and 

practitioners to analyse and apply higher education transformations. By emphasising the 

critical role of stakeholder recognition and participation, the model provides a structured 

analytical framework that can guide future research and inform strategic decision-making. 

Empirically, the thesis offers a rich set of original case studies and comprehensive 

quantitative analyses conducted across diverse European contexts. These empirical findings 

deliver robust insights into institutional implementation practices, stakeholder perceptions, 

and acceptance dynamics associated with micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility. 

Particularly valuable is the empirical validation provided for flexible learning pathways and 

the nuanced examination of stakeholder engagement, contributing essential data to ongoing 

policy debates and curricular innovations. 
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Practically, this research directly informs higher education policy, institutional 

practice, and transnational collaboration. By providing explicit strategic recommendations, 

actionable guidelines, and evaluative frameworks, the thesis supports policymakers, 

institutional leaders, and educators engaged in curriculum innovation and educational reform. 

Specifically, it addresses critical aspects such as curricular flexibilisation, digital credential 

recognition, institutional governance structures, and transnational QA practices, thus guiding 

meaningful and sustainable implementation strategies. 

Moreover, by explicitly embedding the Doctor Europaeus philosophy, the research 

significantly reinforces the European dimension of higher education studies. This 

commitment to transnational scholarly dialogue enhances the visibility and relevance of 

European educational models, contributing substantively to the ongoing discourse on 

academic mobility, curriculum innovation, and policy coherence within and beyond the 

EHEA. 

 

6.2. Recommendations for future research 

Building on the findings, limitations, and insights identified throughout the thesis, 

several critical avenues for further empirical and theoretical exploration emerge as essential 

for advancing the understanding and sustainable implementation of micro-credentials, EDs, 

and embedded mobility. 

Firstly, there is a clear need for longitudinal research that examines the longer-term 

impacts, scalability, and effectiveness of these educational innovations. Future studies should 

systematically investigate how initial pilot programmes evolve into fully integrated, 

sustainable institutional practices, thus providing robust evidence regarding the durability and 

broader applicability of micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility frameworks over 

time. 

Secondly, comparative research extending beyond European contexts would 

significantly enrich the global understanding of these phenomena. By exploring how 

European higher education innovations are adapted, implemented, and recognised within 

diverse international education systems – such as those in Latin America, Asia, or North 

America – future studies can provide valuable insights into the global transferability, 

adaptability, and cultural contextualisation of European educational policies and practices. 

Thirdly, future research should explicitly address financial sustainability and resource 

allocation associated with implementing these flexible educational arrangements. 

Investigating cost-effectiveness, resource optimisation, and sustainable financial models will 
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help institutions better understand practical constraints and opportunities, thereby facilitating 

broader institutional adoption and long-term viability. 

Fourthly, further research into the role and potential of digital technologies in 

credential recognition, interoperability, and learner data management is crucial. Systematic 

exploration of digital credentialing infrastructures, blockchain technologies, and 

interoperability frameworks will be particularly valuable for enhancing transparency, trust, 

portability, and efficiency within transnational education collaborations and credentialing 

ecosystems. 

Finally, in-depth studies focusing explicitly on stakeholder and community 

acceptance, resistance, and perceptions are necessary. These studies should address specific 

concerns around recognition, QA, employability outcomes, and inclusion. Comprehensive 

stakeholder analyses can inform targeted communication strategies, policy adjustments, and 

institutional practices that foster broader trust and acceptance among diverse stakeholder 

groups, thus supporting the sustainable implementation of transformative educational models 

within and beyond the EHEA. 

 

6.3. Final reflections 

This doctoral research has demonstrated that the transformation of European higher 

education towards modular, flexible, and internationally embedded curricula signifies not 

merely administrative adjustment but a profound re-envisioning of educational practice and 

purpose. While numerous structural and regulatory challenges remain, the research outcomes 

clearly reveal significant opportunities for higher education institutions to align their 

offerings strategically with contemporary societal needs, labour market dynamics, and 

lifelong learning imperatives. 

Crucially, the thesis underscores the necessity of coherent policy frameworks, 

institutional agility, and active stakeholder involvement to effectively embed innovations 

such as micro-credentials, EDs, and embedded mobility within the broader educational 

ecosystem. As HEIs increasingly navigate global complexities and respond to shifting learner 

expectations, strategic engagement with these transformative innovations can substantially 

enhance institutional responsiveness, academic quality, and learner empowerment. 

Finally, the thesis advocates strongly for sustained dialogue, reflexive institutional 

leadership, and continued scholarly inquiry. Only through committed collaboration among 

policymakers, universities, and stakeholders can higher education sustainably address 

emerging societal demands, remain globally relevant, and embody the core European values 
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of inclusivity, quality, and transnational cooperation. By embracing these transformative 

educational paradigms proactively, European higher education can confidently secure its 

position as an innovative, equitable, and academically rigorous space for learners and 

communities across Europe and beyond. 
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SUMMARY IN ROMANIAN 

Învățământul superior european traversează o profundă transformare, determinată de evoluții 

dinamice în așteptările societății, avansul tehnologic, cerințele în continuă schimbare ale 

pieței muncii și intervenții strategice la nivelul politicilor publice. În centrul acestei narațiuni 

transformative se află trei dimensiuni educaționale inovative interconectate: micro-

certificările, Diploma Europeană și mobilitatea integrată. Aceste dezvoltări nu reprezintă 

simple reforme incrementale, ci schimbări substanțiale de la cadre curriculare tradiționale și 

rigide către aranjamente de învățare modulare, flexibile și transnaționale. Prezenta teză 

doctorală investighează riguros aceste paradigme educaționale emergente din Spațiul 

European al Învățământului Superior (SEÎS), analizând sistematic impactul lor asupra 

formulării politicilor, practicilor instituționale, implicării părților interesate și strategiilor de 

digitalizare. 

În ultimele două decenii, Procesul Bologna și dezvoltarea SEÎS au restructurat 

fundamental peisajul învățământului superior european, armonizând ciclurile de studii, 

promovând transparența cadrelor de calificări și susținând colaborarea internațională extinsă. 

În acest context în evoluție, Alianțele Universităților Europene au devenit puternice 

incubatoare de inovare educațională, pilotând noi modele curriculare, stabilind structuri 

transnaționale de guvernanță și promovând noi scheme inovative de mobilitate. În acest 

cadru, teza explorează specific modul în care micro-certificările, Diploma Europeană și 

mobilitatea integrată funcționează nu doar ca instrumente educaționale inovative, ci și ca 

lentile prin care pot fi examinate și înțelese transformările educaționale mai ample. 

Teza este structurată în jurul a patru obiective de cercetare explicit definite și 

interconectate. În primul rând, investighează coerența politicilor și structurile de guvernanță, 

analizând modul în care cadrele de politici europene și naționale influențează adoptarea și 

implementarea inovării educaționale. În al doilea rând, examinează critic strategiile 

instituționale de implementare, analizând cum instituțiile de învățământ superior transpun 

politicile macro-nivel în aranjamente practice și pedagogic inovative. În al treilea rând, 

explorează implicarea și percepțiile părților interesate și a comunității academice, 

examinând perspectivele, experiențele și nivelurile de acceptare din partea studenților, 

cadrelor academice, liderilor instituționali și altor părți interesate externe precum angajatori și 

decidenți politici. În al patrulea rând, teza analizează digitalizarea și dezvoltările orientate 

spre viitor, investigând modul în care tehnologiile digitale emergente și infrastructurile de 

certificare susțin scalabilitatea, transparența și recunoașterea transfrontalieră a noilor modele 

educaționale. 
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Pentru a explora sistematic aceste dimensiuni, cercetarea adoptă o metodologie mixtă 

robustă, integrând analiza calitativă comparată a politicilor, studii de caz instituționale 

detaliate și anchete cantitative cuprinzătoare adresate părților interesate. La nivel de politici, 

studiul examinează extensiv cadre-cheie europene, identificând oportunitățile critice și 

barierele persistente în calea implementării eficiente, în special cele legate de recunoaștere, 

acreditare și coerență reglementară între contexte naționale. 

Dimensiunea instituțională este explorată empiric prin studii de caz aprofundate în 

instituții de învățământ superior și Alianțe de Universități Europene. Aceste analize 

instituționale demonstrează clar diversitatea strategiilor adoptate de universități pentru 

operaționalizarea micro-certificărilor, Diplomei Europene și mobilității integrate în cadrul 

curriculumului. În mod special, micro-certificările sunt tot mai mult poziționate ca 

instrumente esențiale pentru flexibilizarea învățării, dobândirea rapidă de competențe și 

alinierea la cerințele dinamice ale pieței muncii. Cu toate acestea, rămân provocări 

substanțiale, precum practicile neuniforme de acreditare, cadrele fragmentate de recunoaștere 

și capacitățile instituționale variabile. Studiile de caz instituționale subliniază, de asemenea, 

că implementarea cu succes necesită ajustări organizaționale semnificative, leadership 

proactiv și alocare strategică a resurselor. 

Inițiativa Diplomei Europene ilustrează atât potențialul transformator, cât și 

complexitatea intrinsecă a modelelor educaționale transnaționale. Diplomele Europene 

urmăresc să simplifice procesele de recunoaștere, să intensifice mobilitatea transnațională și 

să consolideze o identitate academică europeană comună. Cu toate acestea, constatările 

empirice indică fricțiuni structurale și de reglementare semnificative, complexități 

administrative și niveluri variate de acceptare din partea părților interesate în contexte 

naționale diferite, reflectând tensiunea dintre autonomia instituțională și necesitatea unei 

coerențe la nivel european. 

Mobilitatea integrată, incluzând formate hibride precum învățarea colaborativă 

internațională online (COIL) și programele intensive mixte (BIP), apare ca un mecanism 

deosebit de promițător pentru extinderea accesului studenților la experiențe internaționale, 

îmbunătățind semnificativ competențele interculturale și promovând internaționalizarea 

incluzivă. Dovezile empirice susțin ferm afirmația că mobilitatea integrată sporește 

participarea și implicarea studenților în comparație cu schemele tradiționale de mobilitate pe 

termen lung. Totuși, în ciuda beneficiilor clare, integrarea curriculară rămâne inconsistentă, 

cu o variabilitate substanțială în calitatea implementării, mecanismele de recunoaștere și 

cadrul de sprijin instituțional. 
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Percepțiile comunității și părților interesate, surprinse sistematic prin anchete 

cantitative și feedback calitativ, constituie o componentă crucială a cercetării. Rezultatele 

relevă un sprijin larg, dar condiționat, al comunităților academice, liderilor instituționali și 

studenților față de aceste inovări transformative. Părțile interesate subliniază constant 

importanța măsurilor clare de asigurare a calității, proceselor transparente de recunoaștere și 

relevanței demonstrate pe piața muncii. În mod particular, studenții subliniază valoarea 

adăugată și atractivitatea parcursurilor flexibile de învățare, micro-certificărilor și 

experiențelor internaționale integrate, exprimând totodată preocupări legate de inegalități 

potențiale privind decalajele digitale, capacitățile instituționale și incoerențele reglementare. 

Pornind de la constatările empirice extinse și analiza aprofundată a politicilor, teza 

propune un nou cadru conceptual, ilustrat sub forma unei piramide inversate structurate pe 

trei niveluri. Acest model conceptual evidențiază într-o manieră sugestivă relațiile ierarhice, 

dar totodată interdependente, dintre politicile macro-nivel, strategiile instituționale de nivel 

mezo și implicarea părților interesate la nivel micro. În mod esențial, modelul subliniază că, 

deși structurile coerente de politici și inovarea instituțională sunt indispensabile pentru 

inițierea transformărilor educaționale, sustenabilitatea pe termen lung depinde critic de 

încrederea, recunoașterea și implicarea activă a tuturor părților interesate. Această concluzie 

reprezintă o contribuție fundamentală atât teoretică, cât și practică, fiind operaționalizată prin 

intermediul unor bucle de feedback și al unor relații de interdependență explicate prin 

intermediul modelului „Cadre-Implementare-Implicare” („Frameworks-Implementation-

Engagement” – FIE), care pune accentul pe implicarea părților interesate ca factor 

determinant în succesul sau eșecul inițiativelor educaționale transformative. 

Din punct de vedere strategic, teza oferă implicații și recomandări semnificative 

pentru decidenții politici, liderii instituționali și specialiștii în educație. Recomandările 

subliniază nevoia urgentă de a consolida coerența și interoperabilitatea cadrelor europene și 

naționale privind acreditarea și recunoașterea, de a dezvolta arhitecturi curriculare 

instituționale mai flexibile și modulare și de a implementa strategii proactive pentru 

implicarea părților interesate. De asemenea, investițiile strategice în infrastructura digitală, în 

soluții interoperabile pentru certificare și în mecanisme transparente de asigurare a calității 

sunt evidențiate ca factori critici pentru asigurarea recunoașterii transfrontaliere, credibilității 

și încrederii tuturor părților implicate. 

În cele din urmă, teza se aliniază explicit filosofiei Doctor Europaeus, reflectând 

principiile fundamentale ale colaborării academice transnaționale și diseminării proactive la 

nivel global a inovării educaționale europene. Prin oferirea unor perspective empirice 
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consistente, a unor cadre teoretice solide și a unor recomandări strategice clare, această teză 

îmbogățește semnificativ literatura de specialitate și discursul din zona politicilor 

educaționale privind transformarea învățământului superior atât în Europa, cât și la nivel 

internațional. Astfel, lucrarea nu constituie doar o cercetare academică aprofundată, ci și o 

foaie de parcurs strategică pentru dezvoltarea unor sisteme de învățământ superior orientate 

spre viitor, flexibile și integrate internațional, capabile să răspundă eficient cerințelor 

societale și economice contemporane. 
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