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Introduction  

The paper analyses how European and Russian scholars have studied the EU-Russia cooperation 

in the field of higher education since 1992. According to our study, those who have had first-

hand experience of cooperation, i.e., academic and administrative staff from universities and 

research institutes, were most active in this scholarship. This distinguishes the literature on EU-

Russia cooperation in this particular field from other areas of EU-Russia cooperation, such as 

security or economics, where scholars studying cooperation are rarely active players themselves. 

Many of the publications that we analysed were a critical reflection of the authors’ personal and 

professional experience. Thus, the analysis of these publications reveals the meaning of 

cooperation, how it was perceived, performed and valued. For this purpose, we identify the roles 

given to cooperating actors, and objectives, results, challenges and prospects that are brought up 

by the authors. We argue that our analysis may help us to understand the prospect of EU-Russia 

cooperation as a whole. We agree with Klitsounova (2015, 47-48), who referred to ‘the universe 

of networking between Russian and EU actors’, and argued that we still know very little about 

this ‘micro-behaviour’ or grass-roots level of cooperation, such as that of universities and 

scientists. Even if it has seemed very difficult in the recent past, we also would like to believe in 

her aspiration that ‘micro-behaviour’ such as cooperation in higher education would have a 

positive influence on the ‘macrostructures of the EU-Russia relationship’. 

 

Cooperation in higher education has been incorporated in the major documents that have framed 

EU-Russia relations since the 1990s (Agreement on Partnership and Cooperation, 1997; EU-
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Russia Common Spaces, 2005; Partnership for Modernisation, 2010). Through the entire period 

the EU was the major sponsor of this cooperation, although the roles of the actors involved have 

changed over time. Recently, when EU-Russia relations began to seriously deteriorate, 

cooperation in higher education and science seemed to be the only remaining EU financial 

mechanism along with those focusing on human rights and civil society (The European 

Instrument for Democracy).  

 

However, it seems that this area of cooperation between the EU and Russia has not received the 

academic attention that it deserves. As Tatiana Romanova (2018, 3) argues in the Introduction to 

this Special Issue, there are six main fields of study in EU-Russia relations pursued by scholars 

publishing in English and/or Russian: security cooperation, shared neighbourhood, energy, 

economic relations, cross-border cooperation and justice and home affairs. When studying the 

existence of a transnational epistemic community in EU-Russia relations, Romanova (ibid., 5-7) 

claims that Russian-language publications are more often concerned with empirics than theory in 

comparison with those published in English. We may agree with these claims to a certain extent. 

Our case confirms that studies in the field of higher education cooperation are at large more 

empirical in nature, regardless of author’s origin. Our study is also empirically inclined, even 

though we agree with the constructivist claim that representations of identity are significant for 

the construction of EU-Russia relations; therefore, in our analysis, we also refer to the roles 

given to the cooperating actors.    

 

Scholars have applied several frameworks to explain the motivation, objectives or prerequisites 

of EU-Russia cooperation in education and science. Some scholars have studied cooperation by 

referring to the EU’s strategic goal of ‘Europeanisation’ of Russia (Gorbunova 2011; Marquand 

2009). Others have considered the nature of  Russia’s scientific potential, inherited from the 
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USSR  - its military emphasis, and concerns regarding brain drain and possible proliferation of 

military-related knowledge to third countries (Vodichev 2014).  

 

Many Russian scholars have addressed issues of cooperation between European and Russian 

universities within the Bologna process since Russia joined it in 2003. The Bologna process is 

not exactly a specific project led by the institutions of the European Union per se, although the 

major EU programmes in the field of higher education are conducted with direct reference to this 

process (see, for example, guidelines and reports of EU Programmes and implementation reports 

by European Area of Higher Education). Gänzle et al (2009, 536) noted that ‘ever since the 

Partnership and Cooperation Agreement [between the EU and Russia – authors] higher 

education has been an important element of bilateral relations’, and the Common Space of 

Research and Education1 ‘was clearly geared towards the Bologna Declaration’. Russia 

implemented structural changes in its higher education in order to meet the Bologna criteria, 

although they often evaluated as not fully responding the Bologna principles2.   

 

In this paper, we will focus on cooperation in the field of higher education even though the 

documents on cooperation between the EU and Russia commonly refer to ‘cooperation in 

education and science’. To understand the meaning of higher education for overall cooperation 

between the EU and Russia, and the prospect for its development, we first pose two questions: 

(1) How do scholars define objectives and results of this cooperation?  

(2) What challenges and prospects of cooperation have scholars identified?  

                                                        
1 In May 2005 the EU and Russia signed an agreement aimed to strengthen their partnership and to create four 

Common Spaces, namely a Common Economic Space; a Common Space of Freedom, Security and Justice; a 

Common Space of External Security and a Common Space of Research and Education, including Cultural Aspects. 
2 Russia introduced a two-tier system of Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in the majority of degree programmes, but 

keeps two postgraduate degrees instead of one PhD. The system of ECTC (credits) is not fully implemented and 

studies are often measured in hours. Quality assurance and accreditation system is a state controlled. 
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In particular, we were interested in whether scholars agreed with the objectives put forward by 

the EU and Russia, and whether they found that the objectives had been reached. 

In addition, we wanted to learn about the expectations and the experience of cooperation, 

whether it was equal in nature or expected to be, or whether there was a clear asymmetry in 

relations. Therefore, we ask 

(3) What are the roles that the authors, and often participants of cooperation themselves, 

construct and assign to cooperating actors at the supranational (EU), national (EU 

member state, Russia) or institutional (partner institutions) levels?  

 

Our study is based on an analysis of scholarly articles and books published in English and 

Russian languages that discuss EU-Russia cooperation in the field of higher education. We study 

them with the help of qualitative content analysis. The article consists of four parts. First, we 

review official statistics and documents on EU-Russia cooperation in higher education to present 

its scope and those objectives that partners have envisaged. Second, we present our 

methodology. Third, we present our analysis of scholarly publications to answer our research 

questions. In the conclusion, we assess the prospects for cooperation based on our analysis. 

 

EU-Russia Cooperation in Higher Education: Objectives, Scope and Instruments  

In the 1990s, the EU was the main donor in EU-Russia cooperation with an overall aim to 

support transition of Russia towards democracy, rule of law and a market economy (see, for 

example, Common Strategy of the European Union on Russia 1999).  Russia’s interests in 

cooperation rose from a need to reform and modernise higher education and research, as well as 

from a scarcity of state resources (Pashkovskaya 2006; Vodichev, Liss, Uzbekova 2013; 

Larionova 2007).  The EU-funded cooperation had two major forms. EU developed special 

programmes for former Eastern European or post-Soviet countries aimed at their democratic 

transition, such as Technical Assistance to the Commonwealth of Independent States (TACIS). 
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Trans-European Mobility Programme for Universities Studies (TEMPUS) was specifically 

designed for cooperation of universities from the EU and of former Eastern block countries. 

Secondly, the EU included Eastern European or post-Soviet countries into EU programmes in 

higher education such as Erasmus Mundus and Jean Monnet programmes and later Erasmus+ 

for higher education.  

 

Since 2003 Russian HEIs could play a role of coordinator in EU-funded projects and since 2006 

EU funds could be allocated to Russian universities’ accounts along with duty to provide co-

financing with minimal rate of 20% of total project budget. This change indicated a new phase of 

more equal cooperation between the EU and Russia in the area of higher education. According to 

the European Commission report (Evaluation of the EU development 2017, 27) in 2007-2014 

Russia received the largest share of the EU funds allocated to higher education (16.3% or 75.689 

million euros) with an almost equal distribution for Erasmus Mundus (49%) and Tempus (48%). 

(Ibid., 33). 

 

After 2014 Russian HEIs continue to be actively involved in cooperation with European 

universities through collective projects within Erasmus+ under a scheme called ‘Capacity 

building’ in developing new curricula, improving governance. This also includes continuation of  

international credit mobility of Russian students and teaching staff (EACEA 2018). Remarkably, 

Jean Monnet (JM) projects began flourishing in Russian universities after 2014. In 2007-2014 

only 22 JM projects were implemented in Russia, and after 2014 over 100 projects ((EACEA 

2018) 

 

EU-funded programmes in higher education have a common agenda aimed at creating the 

European Higher Education Area (EHEA) inclusive of EU countries and Partner countries. The 

overall goal of cooperation is to ‘adapt national higher education systems, make them more 
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compatible and strengthen their quality assurance mechanisms as part of the EHEA’ (European 

Union and Russian Federation). Along with assistance to reform higher education, EU 

programmes aimed at ‘enhancing mutual understanding between the academic worlds of the 

European Union and the Partner Countries’, while higher education institutions (HEIs) in Partner 

countries were regarded as ‘key players in the successful transition to a knowledge based 

economy and society’ and ‘training for a new generation of leaders’ (Tempus IV, 3). 

 

In addition to EU level higher education cooperation has been funded by individual EU member 

states. For example, active participants of cooperation are Germany and Finland. Germany 

implements academic mobility through DAAD (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst). 

Finnish National Board for Education (EDUFI) funds Finnish-Russian education cooperation 

with the Finnish-Russian Student and Teacher Exchange Programme (FIRST+). Additionally 

HEIs in EU member states and Russia cooperate on a base of institutional-level bilateral 

agreements, funded by member state level or institutional level. This level of cooperation is not 

under focus of this article even though we acknowledge its importance. 

 

In the 1990s and early 2000s, the EU aimed to assist Russia in its transition from the Soviet 

system towards the Western model of economics, politics and law. Since 2006, cooperation has 

been based more on joint contribution from both sides; and thus partners have been considered to 

be equal and having common interests and objectives in cooperation (Pashkovskaya 2007, 51). 

At the same time, it has been claimed that the EU continues to project its ‘soft power’ over 

Russia as an attractive model to follow (Fominych 2008; Tempus IV, 3-4).  

 

As for Russia, the objectives for cooperation have changed. In the 1990s higher education was 

not among state priorities and European aid was essential for survival and first stage reforms of 

Russian HE. Since 2006 Russian state actively participates in financing reforms of HE in 
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accordance with a ‘global approach’. International cooperation of Russia HEIs becomes an 

important indicator of successful modernisation and internationalisation of national higher 

education (Vodichev, Liss and Uzbekova 2013, 385, 387).  

 

Methods for gathering and analysing previous studies 

We have used scholarly articles and books published in English and Russian and explicitly 

referring to EU-Russia cooperation in higher education as our data. Not searching for 

publications in any other official languages of the EU member states clearly limits our study, 

because presumably there could be been many more studies published in other languages of EU 

member states that have been active in EU-Russia cooperation in this field.  

 

Two different search engines for scholarly articles were used to search for the data. Eastview and 

E-library were used for scholarly articles published in Russian, and Andor for scholarly articles 

published in English. The Andor tool searches articles in databases such as EbscoHost Academic 

Search Premier, ProQuest, Taylor & Francis Online, Taylor & Francis Social Science & 

Humanities with Science & Technology, SpringerLink, Emerald Insight, Elsevier SD Freedom 

Collection. For books and e-books we searched electronic databases available at university 

libraries of an EU member state and Russia. 

 

We searched for articles and books first with the search code: (Russia AND the EU OR Europe) 

AND Education OR University/Universities). For articles and books in English, we 

complemented the search with the codes (Russia AND Bologna) and (Russia AND Tempus) in 

order to find more relevant studies. For Russian-language materials, we had to narrow down the 

search for (Higher Education) (instead of Education OR Universities). The period of our study 

was 1 January 1992 to September 2018. While the number of articles and books published in 

English were in the hundreds in the first case and approximately 1,000 in the second case, and in 
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the thousands in Russian, after browsing these lists and then relevant publications themselves, 

we found out that the research published explicitly on EU-Russia cooperation in the field of 

education does not make up more than several English-language publications, and in the 

hundreds in the case of Russian-language publications.  

 

We applied qualitative content analysis to analyse our data. The data were coded manually 

according to our research questions; therefore, we searched for how objectives and outcomes, 

and challenges and prospects of cooperation were presented in previous studies. Moreover, after 

this initial stage of analysis, we applied the framework of roles given to partners in EU-Russia 

cooperation. We looked at whether cooperation was presented as occurring between equal 

partners or even competitors and whether there were clear asymmetries and the binaries of 

‘donor-recipient’ (as in older forms of development assistance) or ‘master–pupil’ (as in 

‘democratisation’ or ‘Europeanisation’). We argue that these roles given by different actors are 

relevant to understanding past and current cooperation and to the picture of future EU-Russia 

cooperation. We also pay attention to whether there are differences between ‘Russian’ and ‘non-

Russian scholars’ regardless of the language, because some Russian scholars publish in English, 

while some publications of European scholars have been published in Russian.  

  

Research published in English that explicitly discusses cooperation in education can be divided 

roughly into two categories. The first is reflecting on the practical experience of cooperation 

(e.g., Van Borm and Sokolova 2004; Marquand 2009; Mercer and Zhegin 2011). Some of the 

experience-based articles have been co-authored by European and Russian scholars. Second 

category publications are examining the impact of ‘European’ or ‘Western’ models, in particular, 

the Bologna process on Russian HE (e.g., Elliott and Tudge 2007; Gorbunova 2011; Gänzle, 

Meister and King 2009; Esyutina, Fearon and Leatherbarrow 2013). Usually, the ideal role given 

to the participants of cooperation was that of partners; however, in some cases, this did not 
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necessarily seem to be true. Or rather, HEIs and scholars from the EU member states and Russia 

might have been partners in one aspect of cooperation, and in an asymmetrical relationship 

(donor-recipient or master-pupil) in others. 

 

The multiplicity of publications in Russian revealed two reasons and two main topics. The first is 

active internationalisation (including EU cooperation) of Russian HEIs after decades of isolation 

during Soviet time. The second is cardinal reform of Russian HEIs within the Bologna process 

(e.g., Russian Baltics 2004; Russia and EU in a way 2007). Many publications have been a part 

of a dissemination strategy of projects funded by EU and are conference proceedings of 

European joint projects, and this might have influence on how cooperation has been represented. 

Even if in the case of the Bologna process and the EU funding Russia might be on the receiving 

side—i.e., receiving the impetus for HE reform and funding for international cooperation from 

the EU—Russia and other European states were still most often represented as equal partners.  

 

Towards an equal partnership?   

Below we present the results of our analysis of scholarly literature on objectives of EU-Russia 

cooperation in HE, its effectiveness and challenges and indicate unanimity or disagreement in 

opinions expressed by European and Russian scholars on those issues. In addition, we discuss 

the roles given to the participants of cooperation. 

 

Defining objectives and results of cooperation 

Few publications analyse EU-Russia cooperation with a direct reference to EU or Russian 

objectives, although some publications began their analysis with a critical evaluation of partners’ 

goals (Marquand 2009; Gorbunova 2011; Raś 2012). As for results, these are usually also 

evaluated from a grass-roots level perspective, i.e., what the partners have gained in cooperation 
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and what tangible output there was. However, the influence of cooperation (e.g., the Bologna 

process) on Russian HE on a more structural or ideational level is also discussed.  

 

Judith Marquand (2009) systematically analysed the context of cooperation projects funded by 

the TEMPUS TACIS or the UK government from the early 1990s to the 2000s. She studied the 

rationale of both sides—European and Russian, and motivation of participants from universities. 

According to Marquand, European donors were mainly interested in restructuring the Russian 

economy rather than in fostering democracy. Regardless of this, the book is about 

democratisation, because projects participants themselves shared this goal. Marquand 

emphasised that what made the projects successful was the bottom-up approach: projects were 

designed in accordance with Russian partners’ objectives (ibid., 225). She stressed that the 

success of projects rested on personal motivation of participants: ‘they needed to believe that 

they had useful things to learn from the West and from Europe in particular’. Here, the learning 

process is represented within binary ‘donor-recipient’, while the need of the ‘pupil’s’ will to 

learn from Europe is underlined.  

 

Maciej Raś (2012) analysed implementation of four Common Spaces between the EU and 

Russia. Raś stressed that cooperation in education and science was ‘the least conflicting’ and 

‘both sides have something to offer to each other’. Successful cooperation, according to him, 

would have a ‘positive effect on approximation of Russia with the rest of Europe, especially on a 

societal level’, eliminate negative stereotypes, and contribute to a greater openness of Russian 

society towards a social model of development offered by the West. However, he also noted 

anxiety of ‘Russian ruling elites’ over the growth of cultural influence of the EU on Russian 

society, especially in connection to EU social and economic attractiveness (ibid., 90-91). This 

analysis is in line with the general perception of the EU objectives towards cooperation with 

Russia in bringing it closer to Europe (‘Europeanisation’). Russia might be understood as a 
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‘pupil’ in this framework, even though the benefits of cooperation are represented as mutual. 

Forsberg and Haukkala (2016) argue that cooperation in education and science is often 

interpreted as ‘low politics’, i.e., as less important than high politics, or as soft power (cf. Raś 

above). It follows that cooperation in education and science might actually become a ‘potential 

vehicle overcoming barriers to ‘higher’ political cooperation, or it might be a ‘strategy to 

influence the views and image’ of the EU or Russia. According to these scholars, this common 

space is characterised by achievements but also lack of progress in cooperation, and the golden 

era of cooperation was in the early 2000s. Since the 2010s there has been greater disagreement 

on the objectives of cooperation.  

 

One aspect of ‘Europeanisation’ of Russia has been the introduction of ‘European studies’ in 

Russian universities. They have often been evaluated with direct reference to the role of the EU 

in funding and promoting such programmes in Russian academia (e.g., Gorbunova 2012; 

European Studies in Russia). For the majority of Russian scholars from regions cooperation with 

European partners started only in the 1990s and often through European projects, unlike for 

scholars affiliated with research centres in Moscow to whom direct communication and even 

cooperation with European scholars was rather normal (Fadeeva 2017; Mikhailenko 2017; 

Yumatov 2017). Gorbunova (2011) studied EU-Russia educational cooperation as an explicit 

mechanism to promote democratic values. According to her, there were two major 

democratisation and socialisation instruments: academic exchanges and promotion of EU Studies 

in Russia (ibid., 241). Gorbunova believed that in 2008 cooperation began to deteriorate and that 

the EU failed in achieving its goal of making Russia a ‘good pupil of democracy’ (ibid., 243).  

 

Gänzle, Meister and King (2009, 533) studied the case of Kaliningrad and discussed whether the 

EU was able to provide a model to follow and to influence transformation of Russian HE with an 

overall objective of ‘Europeanisation’ via TEMPUS and the Bologna process. They argued that 
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both instruments had significant influence. The Bologna process influenced both domestic and 

foreign policy, including higher education reform, labour market, public sector and indirectly 

government budgets and administrative reform (see also Pursiainen and Medvedev 2006). In 

addition, Russia’s interests in international cooperation (Gänzle et al 2009, 538-539) were 

transformed, and mobility (visa-free travel) and recognition of Russian diplomas were included 

in the agenda. Pursiainen and Medvedev (2006, 20-21) discussed internal and external interests 

of Russia regarding the Bologna process. Internal interests comprised higher education reform, 

i.e., making Russian HE better fit the information age and global market, improving 

competitiveness of Russian economy. Some interests are no longer necessarily on the agenda, 

such as liberalisation, marketisation and deregulation of the economic and social spheres and 

public pluralism.  

 

As for external interests, Pursiainen and Medvedev (ibid., 21) mentioned the expansion of 

dialogue with the EU, taking part in pan-European social dialogue, capitalising Russia’s 

competitive advance and maximising Russia’s soft power when hard power was falling. Again, 

some of these do not necessarily fit any longer in light of the developments in Ukraine and Syria. 

At the same time, Gänzle et al (544, cf. Telegina and Schwengel 2012, 44) acknowledged that 

Russia had only implemented ‘partial adaptation’ of the Bologna criteria and referred to ‘the 

older generation’s resistance’ to the process. In these discussions, Russia’s role is both that of 

‘pupil’ and that of partner. In a critical evaluation of the Bologna process, Hartmann (2008, 201) 

started from the claim that the Bologna process might have represented a new form of 

imperialism, i.e., the EU as an imperialist and a normative leader, facilitating the diffusion of 

these norms through EU-funded cooperation projects. Hartmann argued further, that the Bologna 

process could be seen as an emulation of Anglo-Saxon standards and ‘cultural imperialism’ not 

necessarily originating from the EU (ibid., 213). When discussing a British-Ukrainian-Russian 

project to develop social work practice learning in Russia, Doel and Penn (2007) applied three 
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frames to understand the nature of partnership: technical assistance, neocolonialism and mutual 

trade. Technical assistance would translate to donor-recipient binary, neocolonialism might be 

understood as a master-pupil binary, and mutual trade speaks about equal partnership. According 

to the authors, all of them were present in cooperation, they ‘need[ed] to be acknowledged as 

part of the journey to mutual trade’, which was the objective.   

 

Publications covering the practical experience of cooperation of Russian and European 

universities described concrete results of the cooperation at the institutional level: development 

and introduction of new curricula, joint/double degree programmes, and deepening contacts with 

European partners (e.g., Double Master Degree 2012; Deriglazova 2011; Mercer and Zhegin 

2011; Krzhizhanovskaya et al 2015, Yakovlev 2006). Within these lines overall evaluation of 

cooperation was rather positive. However, at the institutional level, the goals of cooperation were 

not always shared by parties. For example, when reflecting on a curriculum development project 

between Herzen State Pedagogical University, St. Petersburg, and University of Leicester funded 

by the British Degrees in Russia (BRIDGE) project, Mercer and Zhegin (2011, 109) argued that 

for the top-level at the UK side the objective was to develop a financially viable Master’s 

programme and to start research cooperation. Although the objectives were not met, grass-roots 

level participants rated the project as successful and emphasised the meaning of shared learning 

about each other’s cultures, academic traditions, quality assurance and project management. The 

partnership was asymmetrical from a financial perspective (the UK as a donor, Russia as a 

receiver), but shared learning did take place (ibid., 115) and cooperation was between equal 

partners. Likewise, Krzhizhanovskaya et al (2015) emphasised the idea of ‘working together’ 

when writing about cooperation between the University of Amsterdam and ITMO, St. 

Petersburg, which led to development of a double-degree graduate programme in Computational 

Science. In addition to discussing labour markets’ need for such programmes, they focused on 

academic- and institutional-level objectives, such as ITMO being an efficient participant of the 
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‘5-100 programme’3. These objectives required having more academic mobility, research and 

educational cooperation with international partners. The role of partner was further strengthened 

by a co-financing principle from the side of Russian and European partners.  

 

Challenges of cooperation 

In addition to the positive outcomes of cooperation described above, practical experience has 

revealed concrete problems in day-to-day cooperation: different national standards and legislation 

on joint programmes, differences in grading systems, incompatible conditions of enlisting 

students, visa procedures for mobile students and staff, financing issues of cooperation, problems 

with credit transfer, inadequate language skills, etc. (Double Master Degree 2012,8-9, Yakovlev 

2007; see Krzhizhanovskaya et al 2015, Doel and Penn 2007). In addition to the abovementioned 

problems, European scholars emphasised (teaching/learning) culture-related challenges, such as 

‘the lack of the skills of self-learning and innovative thinking’ from part of students 

(Krzhizhanovskaya et al 2015), or, for example, to do with different perceptions of hierarchies 

(Doel and Penn 2007).  

 

Both Karl Eimermacher (2003, 67-69), based on his experience in implementing German-

Russian academic projects, and Sergey Yakovlev (2006, 83), analysing joint degree cooperation 

between European, American and Russian universities identified asymmetries in cooperation. 

These had to do with an asymmetry of giving and receiving that created a binary relation of 

‘donor-recipient’ and ‘master-pupil’ between European and Russian HEIs; and asymmetry in 

student and staff mobility. Regarding teacher or researcher mobility, brain drain from Russia was 

linked to asymmetries and constituted one of the challenges (see Vodichev 2014). 

 

                                                        
3 Russian government’s programme provides financial support to Russian universities in order to take leading 

positions in global university rankings. 
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Structural-level challenges were brought up, especially in the context of the Bologna process, 

which was actively discussed in the 2000s and even received a derogatory nickname of ‘lap-dog’ 

(bolonka). Some Russian authors argued that the Russian HE system did not fit well into the 

process (e.g., Gatalskaya 2010; Grichenko 2011) and that Bologna process ignored the 

‘fundamental nature’ of Russian HE (e.g. Silichev 2009; Lure 2012; Tretyak 2016). Other 

Russian authors were rather critical of national HE system and considered Russia’s participation 

in the Bologna process as an opportunity to modernise and improve the system (Ehzroh 2016). 

Sergey Shirin (2012, 308-309) stressed that the ‘Bologna process united rather than opposed the 

EU and Russia’ because within it Russia belonged to Europe and was treated as an equal among 

all 47 participating countries. Shirin referred to the challenges in Bologna implementation as 

being due to the different culture of knowledge assessment. He argued that ‘problem exists on a 

mental level and could not be fixed through administrative measures’ (ibid., 324).  

 

Nikolaev and Suslova (2010) argued that the Russian Ministry of Science and Education and 

administration in most HEIs did not systematically aim to complete integration into the EHEA 

and predicted isolation of Russian HE in the future (ibid., 22). This argument was supported by 

the Implementation Report of the EHEA (2015), which stated that Russia’s transfer to the 

European standards has been rather formal and preserved high dependency of HEIs from the 

state. In particular, it concerned the quality assurance system, which was ‘one of state 

accreditation’ and thus different from the main line of European development (ibid., 91).   

 

Below in TABLE 1 we summarise our findings and list those prospects as they were represented 

in studies analysed for our article. Even though we have deliberately not emphasised the 

nationality or ethnic background of the authors to whom we refer, and discussed primarily 

English-language and Russian-language publications, in this TABLE we have divided the 

findings according to ‘Russian’ and ‘Non-Russian’ authors. This is for analytical purposes only 
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and to illustrate that actually there were no major differences in the perceptions and 

representation of cooperation regarding the objectives or challenges.  

  

Table 1. Summary of Perceptions of EU-Russia Cooperation in Higher Education  

Items for 

comparison 

Russian scholars Non-Russian scholars  

Objectives of 

cooperation 

Europeanisation and democratisation of 
Russia (Gorbunova 2011) 
Internationalisation of Russian HE and 
science (Voronezh; Vodichev, Liss, 
Uzbekova; Yakovlev; Pursiainen and 
Medvedev) 
Modernisation of Russia’ HE (Ehzroch; 
Shirin) 

Curriculum development 
(Krzhizhanovskaya et al) 

Europeanisation and democratisation of Russia: 
Marquand; Gänzle et al); 
Curriculum development, joint/double degree 
programmes; academic mobility; cooperation in 
research and education (Marquand; Mercer and Zhegin) 
Bottom-up cooperation and shared learning in 
accordance of Russian partners objectives; equal 
partnership, ‘mutual trade’ (Sayer; Marquand; Raś, 

Mercer and Zhegin, Doel and Penn) 

Critical 

assessment 

of EU or 

Russian 

objectives of 

cooperation 

EU does not respect the fundamental 
character of Russian HE (Silichev; Lure) 
Top-down approach to implementation of 
the Bologna process in Russia (Shirin, 
Ehzroh, Nikolaev & Suslova)  

Master-pupil relations (Marquand; Mercer and Zhegin; 
Sayer, Doel & Penn) 
EU aims to restructure the Russian economy instead of 
fostering democracy (Marquand; Eimermacher) 
Political goals of European aid (Eimermacher) 

 

Positive 

results of 

cooperation 

New curricula and joint programmes with 
European universities (Gorbunova; 
European studies in Russia, Double Master 
Degree, Deriglazova, Yakovlev; 
Krzhizhanovskaya et al) 
Academic cooperation (Double Master 
Degree);  

International recognition of Russian 
diplomas (Yakovlev) 
Reforms of HE (Ehzroh) 

Europeanisation of Russia (Gänzle et al) 
Academic mobility 
International recognition of Russian diplomas (Gänzle 
et al); 
Practical democratisation (Marquand) 

Negative 

results of 

cooperation 

Destruction of the national system of 
education by joining to Bologna process 
(Tretyak, Silichev), brain drain 

Appearance of ‘nimble managers’ and ‘sponsored elite’ 
in Russia and the EU (Eimermacher; Marquand);  
persisting cultural imperialism or post-colonial attitude 
(Elliot and Tudge, Doel & Penn; Hartmann) 

 

Challenges/ 

problems of 

cooperation 

Different national standards (Gatalskaya; 
Grichenko; Double Master Degree); 
Practical obstacles (Visa; financial issues; 
absence of regulation in Russia on joint 
degrees programmes (Double Master 
Degree; Larionova; Yakovlev); 
Asymmetrical mobility (Yakovlev; 

Krzhizhanovskaya et al) 
Inadequate language 
skills(Krzhizhanovskaya et al) 
Formal adaptation of Bologna criteria 
(Nikolaev & Suslova; Ehzroh)   

Different academic cultures, incl. teaching/learning 
methods and hierarchies (Doel and Penn); 
Practical obstacles: financial problems, management, 
language skills (Sayer; Marquand)   
Asymmetry of giving and receiving that crated a 
situation of binary relations ‘donor-recipient’ and 
‘master-pupil’ between European and Russian HEIs;  

(Eimermacher; Mercer and Zhegin); 
Artificial division of science and education by EU 
grants (Eimermacher);  
Partial adaptation of Bologna criteria (Gänzle et al)  

Prospects for 

the 

cooperation 

Bologna process uniting rather than 
juxtaposing the EU and Russia (Shirin; 
Ehzroh; Pursiainen and Medvedev) 

Russia is a European country and should 
cooperate with the EU (European studies in 
Russia, Shirin; Larionova); otherwise, 
Russia faces the threat of isolation 
(Nikolaev & Suslova, Pursiainen and 
Medvedev; Yakovlev) 

Cooperation would have a ‘positive effect on 
approximation of Russia with the rest of Europe, 
especially on societal level’, eliminate negative 

stereotypes, and contribute to greater openness of 
Russian society towards the social model of 
development offered by the West. (Raś; Marquand)  
 

 

Concluding remarks: challenges and prospects for cooperation 
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Our study exposed that English language publications, regardless of authors’ origin, emphasise 

EU objectives in democratisation and Europeanisation of Russia and often, implicitly, refer to 

the binaries of ‘master-pupil’ or ‘donor-recipient’. However, European authors had a critical 

attitude towards this binary logic and argued that cooperation should be based on equality and 

shared goals in development of cooperation in education. European scholars regarded their 

Russian colleagues as equal partners who shared academic goals of cooperation. 

 

Russian language publications identified an objective of cooperation to reform Russia’s higher 

education and internationalise it. Many Russian authors discussed cooperation in connection 

with the Bologna process and its impact on structural changes of Russian HE. Almost none of 

Russian publications referred to the overall objective of EU of democratising Russia; rather, they 

followed objectives put forward by Russian official documents aimed at modernising Russia’s 

educational system and integrating human and intellectual potential into the European area. 

Many Russian scholars saw Russia as being European country in cultural terms. Most 

publications defined the results of cooperation as concrete institutional-level achievements, and 

only some referred to broader objectives of Europeanisation and democratisation of Russia.  

 

Major challenges of cooperation derived from practical implementation and procedural, 

financial, managerial and legalistic hurdles. Russian scholars in general assessed cooperation 

with European partners positively, while frequently mentioned problems that had to do with EU 

funding instruments, different academic cultures, institutional expectations and language 

problems from both sides. Russian authors hoped for continuing cooperation based on equality 

between partners, and for Russia being better integrated into EHEA to prevent Russia’s isolation. 

Still there are Russian authors arguing that the Bologna process poses a threat to the fundamental 

nature of Russian HE. 
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We found one significant difference in the scholarly assessment of cooperation in the Bologna 

process.  For European scholars in their own countries the Bologna process is less state affected 

and often initiated and supported by European universities and academia. Russian scholars 

stressed the role of a state in initiation and implementation of the Bologna process and regarded 

it as a state dominated area in Russia. For them the Bologna process is a top-down process, 

forced by Russian state, and implemented mostly in formal terms.  

 

Academic cooperation in education and research has been regarded as ‘the least conflicting’ 

among all four Common Spaces, and less affected by crises between Russia and the EU 

(Bologna process in Russia 2017). Though some scholars argued that cooperation was more 

intensive in the first decade of the 2000s (Gorbunova 2011; Forsberg and Haukkala 2016), it 

continues during the political crisis between the EU and Russia. Moreover, in Russia the 

cooperation has had approval from the highest political level and is also supported by the grass-

roots level, i.e., universities and scholars. For the EU, this area represents a valuable venue in 

two regards. First, the cooperation has strategic importance because Russia is regarded as a 

scientifically and educationally advanced country in the EU neighbourhood (Review of the 

Science and Technology Cooperation). Second, taking into account the large number of Russian 

students and faculty in EHEA, cooperation presents a tool to influence the Russian educated 

class and form a positive attitude towards the EU. At the same time, cooperation of European 

universities with Russian colleagues strengthens better understanding of the Russian context. In 

times of crisis, EU institutions rely on cooperation in higher education and science as a tool of 

public diplomacy.  

 

Thus, the cooperation in higher education between the EU and Russian academia presents a 

vibrant area, which is able to transcend political crises. At the grass-root level partners respect 

each other and aim to deepen and improve cooperation for the benefit of higher education and 
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research in the EU and Russia and new generations of Europeans. In the long run cooperation at 

the level of academia has the potential of influencing the ways of thinking and consequently, 

enabling domestic and foreign policy changes. Such changes require input from epistemic 

communities of the EU and Russia (including advancing the development of trans-national 

epistemic community in EU-Russia studies, see Romanova 2018) and their continuing dialogue 

and research on how to find mutual interests and objectives for a partnership between the EU and 

Russia at the macro-level.  
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