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Introduction 
This case study is part of the “Structural Higher Education Reform – Design and 
Evaluation” project, commissioned by the European Commission (EAC/31/2014). 

The main objective of this project – carried out by the Center for Higher Education 
Policy Studies (CHEPS), University of Twente, the Netherlands, and the Centre for 

Higher Education Governance Ghent (CHEGG), Ghent University, Belgium - is to 
investigate policy processes related to the design, implementation, and evaluation 

of structural reforms of higher education systems. The focus is on government-

initiated reform processes that were intended to change the higher education 
landscape, with the following questions foremost: What kind of goals were 

envisaged with the structural reform? How was the structural reform planned and 
implemented? What have been the achievements of the structural reforms? How 

can these achievements be explained in terms of policy process factors?   

Three types of reform were distinguished: reforms designed to increase horizontal 

differentiation (developing or strengthening new types of higher education 
institutions such as the creation of a professional higher education sector), reforms 

designed to increase vertical differentiation (bringing about quality or prestige 

differences between higher education institutions, e.g. by creating centres of 
excellence) and reforms designed to increase interrelationships between institutions 

(supporting cooperation and coordination among institutions, forming alliances or 
mergers).  In total, structural reforms in twelve different countries (eleven in 

Europe, one in Canada) were investigated: Austria, Belgium (Flanders), Canada 
(Alberta), Croatia, Denmark, Finland, France, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 

Spain, United Kingdom (Wales). The twelve case studies – for ease of reference 
published as separate documents - all follow the same logic and are presented in a 

similar format, with sections relating to the reform and its context, policy goals, 

policy design, policy instruments, policy implementation, policy evaluation and goal 
achievement.  
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Flanders – Introducing associations in Flemish higher 

education  
Jeroen Huisman and Jelle Mampaey1 

Introduction to the structural reform and its main goals  

In Flemish higher education, the structural reform was the introduction of 
associations between the five traditional, research-intensive universities (of 

Antwerp, Brussels, Ghent, Hasselt and Leuven) and a continuously changing (and 
larger) number of university colleges, which are mainly teaching institutions. An 

association is a formal cooperation between one traditional university and a varying 
number of university colleges (at least one). The structural reform was centred 

around the 2003 Decree on the restructuring of higher education in which the 

university colleges were obliged to form an association with a university.  

Why was this structural reform needed? In the early 2000s, the Bologna Process 

challenged the Flemish higher education system. The 1999 Bologna Declaration 
called upon those responsible for higher education in Europe to contribute to the 

comparability of the standards, quality and transparency of higher education 
qualifications. The development of easily readable, comparable and differentiated 

degrees (based on a Bachelor/Master model) was key to the overall aim. However, 
in the Flemish system, university colleges offered two types of programmes: one-

cycle, three year programmes and two-cycle programmes of at least four years 

(2+2), which were of a so-called academic level. Traditional universities also 
offered two-cycle programmes of at least four years (also 2+2). The existence of 

programmes at an academic level in the university colleges was deemed 
problematic in that it was not clear in what way they differed from the two-cycle 

programmes in the universities, although they led to different types of degrees. 
Analysts therefore often speak of a ternary system in Flanders, not a binary 

system. In the context of Bologna developments, it would be difficult to maintain 
this distinction. Although it could be argued that this problem had already been on 

the agenda for a much longer time, the urgency to solve it increased with these 

pan-European developments. This was unanimously confirmed by the interviewees, 
who argued that the Bologna Process created a window of opportunity to address a 

long-standing challenge.  

The strategic goal of the structural reform was to make the Flemish system of 

higher education “Bologna proof”. The main operational goal of the associations was 
to transform the two-cycle university college programmes into full Master 

programmes resulting in Master degrees (whereas the one-cycle, three year 
programmes would become professional Bachelors). The underlying logic was that 

the universities would support the university colleges in realising the transformation 

and ensuring that the two-cycle university college programmes provided the same 
quality as the two-cycle university programmes (a process referred to in Flanders 

as “academisation”). This academisation of the two-cycle university college 
programmes had to be achieved by strengthening the research-teaching nexus in 

these programmes so that the students would acquire research competencies.  

                                          

1 Jeroen Huisman and Jelle Mampaey, Centre for Higher Education Governance Ghent (CHEGG), Ghent University, 

Belgium 
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Other related operational goals of the association were to increase the efficient 

supply of programmes and avoid overlap, to develop a new quality assurance 
system (accreditation), to share infrastructure, to increase student mobility 

between programmes (i.e. transitions from Bachelor to Master programmes and 
from Master programmes at university colleges to Master programmes at traditional 

universities) which would help to reduce (socio-economic) inequalities in access and 
participation, and to stimulate innovation and the quality of human resource 

management.  

Context and background to the reform 
The Flemish higher education system consists of 19 publicly funded higher 

education institutions (although this number is continuously changing due to 
multiple mergers between university colleges since the early 1990s) of which five 

are traditional universities and one is a transnational university. The Flemish 

system enrolled 232,453 students in 2014-2015. There has been a drastic decrease 
in the number of university colleges due to the merger operations (there were 

about 160 university colleges in the early 1990s). Also, the 2003 Decree on the 
restructuring of higher education was the precursor to the 2012 Decree on the full 

integration of the two-cycle university college programmes into the universities, 
which resulted in a decrease in the number of students enrolled in university 

colleges after its implementation in 2013-2014, whereas the student numbers in 
universities increased (see Table 1). Student numbers are, however, an important 

determinant of the public funding received by individual higher education 

institutions, so it could be argued that the university college sector lost resources 
while the university sector gained.  

 

 2003-
2004 

2011-
2012 

2012-
2013 

2013-
2014 

2014-
2015 

Universities 56,603 86,267 88,794 116,135 116,269 

University 
colleges 

158,733 132,741 136,153 113,788 116,166 

Table 1: number of students enrolled in Flemish higher education 

(www.ond.vlaanderen.be) 

 

The choice of Flanders for this case study, instead of Belgium, needs to be 

explained in its historical context. Belgium became a federal state in 1988, which 
implied considerable leeway for both the Flemish and Walloon governments to 

develop their own (higher) education policies. Since the federalisation in 1988, 
quality, autonomy and deregulation have been key topics on the Flemish higher 

education policy agenda. The steering context in which the policy developments 
took place should be assessed as follows. There were in the 1990s slightly different 

steering models for different sectors of the system, but overall the sovereign model 
dominated (deregulation and autonomy for higher education institutions) with 

gradual moves towards a market model (that stresses the economic value of 

education and ex post evaluation). A reflection from the mid-2000s (Verhoeven et 
al., 2005, 146-147) confirms that there was a move towards “more market”, but 

that there was still considerable influence from the government and significant 
autonomy (of academics and higher education institutions). 
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Design process for the reform 

As described, the idiosyncratic nature of the ternary Flemish qualification structure 
posed a challenge. At the same time, there was an understanding by both the 

traditional universities and university colleges that developments towards 

associations could in the end imply a tug-of-war over the eventual location of two-
cycle university college programmes. The interviewees confirmed that there was 

actually only one viable policy option: to work on the academisation of the two-
cycle university college programmes, transform them into full Master programmes 

and use the association as the organisational format to achieve that objective.  

This idea was worked out in detail by a small group at the higher levels of the 

Flemish government (the ‘inner circle’), in particular the Department of Education 
and Training led by then minister Vanderpoorten. This department was clearly in 

the driving seat in terms of putting the question of reform on the agenda, a more 

or less logical consequence of the Flemish Minister signing the Bologna Declaration 
in 1999 and acting upon or anticipating the May 2001 Prague Communique. Around 

this inner circle there were some influential persons, including the rector of the 
University of Leuven which at that time was (and still is today) one of the biggest 

and most reputed universities in Flanders (along with Ghent University). Reflecting 
on this phase of the policy design process, interviewees agreed that the process 

may have been at odds with how policy change would normally evolve (including a 
much broader set of stakeholders, possibly including a so-called societal debate - a 

public discussion on the topic). The public discussion fits the consensus-based 

nature of political decision-making in Flanders. In that sense, one may judge this 
phase as undemocratic, but this would be a rather strong verdict. Interviewees 

agreed that there was a lot of discussion with many involved. A further argument 
for swift action was that decision-makers in Flanders found they needed to respond 

rather quickly to the Bologna challenges to prevent Flanders from lagging behind. 
Opening up the discussions beyond the inner circle might have led to serious delays 

in the policy developments. 

The decree was discussed in April 2003 in parliament, accepted (supported by a 

very large majority of the members) and came into force in August 2003. Two 

important changes were made throughout the discussions. First, at earlier stages, 
there was talk of regional associations, the idea being that universities would work 

together with nearby university colleges. The idea was presented, particularly by 
the liberal party, as a mechanism to break the (historical) power of the Catholic 

higher education institutions (including the University of Leuven). According to the 
interviewees, there was very limited support within the inner circle for regional 

associations, for this would go against the idea of internationalisation and 
globalisation. Also, as it turned out later, it would mean an intrusion of the 

generally accepted institutional autonomy. However, some interviewees 

emphasised that the rector of the University of Leuven used these arguments 
strategically to oppose regional associations, which would inhibit his ability to 

increase the student numbers of his university (and hence weaken its competitive 
position). Second, initially the legal constructions were light in that the associations 

would have limited powers regarding for example personnel, the delegation of 
educational decisions, and full-blown mergers. There was consensus among the key 

stakeholders that the associations would not imply the emergence of new (higher 
education) institutions. They were meant to be administrative arrangements. A 

lobby of Christian-Democrats (at that time in the opposition) during the 

parliamentary discussions in April 2003 led to the non-exhaustive list of powers in 
the decree. 
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It appears that the proposed compromise was at that time the only realistic (viable) 

policy option to make the Flemish degree and qualification structure fit the Bologna 
requirements. The essence of the policy proposal did not change fundamentally 

during the period in which it was publicly discussed (March 2001–April 2003) with a 
limited set of stakeholders, and there was no public outcry or resistance from key 

stakeholders. Evaluating the draft 2003 Decree and its explanatory notes, it seems 
the goals were: rather specific (with a focus on three or four key areas), 

measurable (although academisation was the least operationalised element), 

achievable (according to the government, within the field there were concerns), 
results-focused, and time-bound (new programmes proposed by associations until 

June 2004, advice Recognition Committee November 2004, acceptance by 
government January 2005). Arguably, the least developed (i.e. in operational 

terms) element of the process was what academisation actually meant. From the 
policy papers, it seems to imply a stronger involvement of lecturers in research. In 

concrete terms this could imply offering staff the opportunity to engage in PhD 
projects, but also to cooperate with colleagues in the university sector. It was less 

clear how this would translate into the research-teaching nexus.  

The design process comes close to a (quasi)rational model, in that the steps to 
achieve the ultimate objective are carefully planned and logically fit together, even 

though at the start of the policy process there were not many alternatives available 
nor were these suggested later in the process. These elements either point to 

realistic policy-making or to the development of a proper solution to the problem.  

Policy instruments used 

The policy instruments included in the reform process were twofold: regulation and 

funding. The 2003 Decree was obviously strongly regulatory, although there were 
some elements of institutional autonomy. The higher education institutions had 

autonomy regarding the further operationalisation of the accreditation processes 
(including the involvement of various stakeholders) and the further concretisation 

of the process of academisation. However, the two-cycle university college 
programmes eventually needed to fulfil the academisation requirements to receive 

accreditation (and hence governmental funding). Next to regulation, the 

government made funds available to implement academisation. In article 152 of the 
decree, it was specified that €37.5 million would be available for the period from 

2002-2006. There were also some supplementary funds for research in the 
university colleges. There were serious concerns that the funds would not suffice 

(Dittrich et al., 2004, p. 314). Coenjaerts and Van Weel refer to a calculation made 
by Heijnen (2006), who argued that €175 million would be needed (see also 

Verhoeven, 2005).  

Implementation of the reform 

Initially, Flemish higher education institutions (especially the University of Leuven) 

showed a certain eagerness to be involved in the associations (pre-decree 
associations, see Tavernier 2005), which could be related to the strategic interest of 

the institutions themselves (De Knop 2012). Through the formation of associations, 
universities could increase student numbers (in the long run, after the full 

integration of the programmes) which could affect their market position in the 

competitive field of Flemish higher education. Eventually, five associations were 
formed around the five universities of Antwerp, Brussels, Ghent, Hasselt and 

Leuven. We derived from the interviews that Leuven took the lead in the 
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implementation process. The rector of this university was often perceived as the 

driving force behind the implementation. Even more, some interviewees revealed 
that this actor was the driving force behind the structural reform (see also above), 

indicating that the views of policy designers and (early) adopters were strongly 
aligned. Interviewees also made a distinction between early and late adopters, 

where Ghent and Leuven – the largest, most reputed universities in Flanders – 
were seen as early adopters. The other three universities were rather perceived as 

passive followers. Leuven in particular considered the implementation a means to 

strengthen its competitive position. Most university colleges had already chosen to 
associate with either Ghent or Leuven before the other three universities started 

searching for partners. Interviews consistently indicated that Antwerp, Brussels and 
Hasselt considered the late adoption a missed opportunity to grow as universities. 

Interviewees also argued that Leuven won the battle in forming associations with 
five out of 13 university colleges spread across Flanders, followed by Ghent 

University with three partners.  

Besides the universities, other actors involved in the implementation process were: 

the associated university college(s), external committees mainly organised to 

evaluate the progress of the structural reform (Committee Martens, Recognition 
Committee and Committee Soete) and advisory councils (VLIR, VLHORA, VLUHR). 

However, the coordinating role of the universities was of crucial importance and this 
was mainly allocated to internal committees organised within the universities. 

Universities could operate by and large independently and the implementation style 
could be characterised as bottom up. Universities had a lot of room to decide how 

to implement the structural reform in that there was no formally published 
implementation plan. This also implied that the implementation of the structural 

reform allowed for a large degree of local variation (adaption to local context) and 

that the Ministry of Education had a high degree of trust in shop-floor 
implementers. It was not indicated how the financial resources should be used. 

Communication among actors especially occurred within and between associations. 
The associations are relatively flexible in that there are no absolute boundaries 

between the five groups: they regularly communicate with each other and meet in 
other network structures, like the Flemish Interuniversity Council (VLIR), Flemish 

Intercollege Council (VLHORA) and the Flemish Interuniversity and Intercollege 
Council (VLUHR). One interviewee argued that the Ministry of Education in 

particular communicated with these broader network structures for it was too 

complex to communicate with all individual partners. Hence, direct communication 
between the ministry and shop-floor implementers was rather limited. The role of 

the ministry was restricted to developing and monitoring the overall policy 
framework, although in the interviews it was stressed that the ministry did not play 

any role in the implementation process.  

Van Nieuwenhove (2004-05) reports that soon after the 2003 Decree, a 

supplementary decree (2004) changed the implementation pattern. He argued that 
the decree included ‘poor indicators of the operational requirements and 

instruments to reach the quality criteria’ (page 585, our translation). The 

associations were therefore allowed to take more time to implement academisation. 
The Recognition Committee took stock of progress in 2006 and by 2012/2013 all 

two-cycle programmes of the associations were required to be fully accredited. 

Even in light of a more relaxed implementation, major concerns were raised about 

the resources the implementers had at their disposal. Even though the report of 
Committee Martens yielded some insights into what should be understood by 
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academisation, it did not lead to a smooth implementation. The time frame of the 

structural reform was clear and specific, but still deemed unrealistic given the fact 
that implementation required university colleges to change their organisational 

cultures. One of the major barriers to implementation was the divergence of 
organisational cultures in that the universities had strong research cultures in 

contrast to the teaching and service cultures of the university colleges. Although 
the government provided financial resources to support the implementation 

processes, the amount was deemed largely insufficient. University colleges (and 

programmes) strongly differed in the financial resources they had available for this 
transformation. Despite this criticism, 54% of the available financial resources were 

not used. It should also be noted that there were strong inter-institutional 
differences in the workload of associations in that the relative number of university 

college students was much higher in some associations, especially in Antwerp, 
Hasselt and Leuven. In similar terms, Hoogewijs (2005) speaks of a lack of 

infrastructure, lack of funding, high teaching loads and demands, and a lack of a 
research culture.  

Monitoring, evaluation and feedback 

Monitoring and reporting were part of the institutional autonomy of the universities. 
Universities had to develop their own instruments to monitor the implementation 

process, although they also had to report to the external committees (see above) 
responsible for follow-up. From the interviews we inferred that the coordination of 

the follow-up did happen smoothly. In 2008, the Recognition Committee published 

a report that raised doubts about the success of the implementation process. Van 
Nieuwenhove (2004-05) argues that the 2003 Decree put a lot on the shoulders of 

the Recognition Committee and concluded that the committee would not be able to 
draw clear yes/no conclusions on academisation. The plans submitted to the 

committee varied from very good to very poor. The advisory councils triggered a 
societal debate on the decree underlying the structural reform. Since 2010, it was 

found that rectors had started to speak of full integration of the two-cycle university 
college programmes into the universities, although in the interviews we learned 

that full integration had already been proposed earlier and many shop-floor 

implementers were aware of this ultimate goal. The societal debate eventually led 
to a new decree (2012 Decree that substituted the 2003 Decree) in which full 

integration was legalised. Whether the establishment of this new decree should be 
seen as a success or failure of the 2003 Decree is a matter of debate. On the one 

hand, a new regulation signals that the former regulation was not adequate 
anymore. On the other hand, many things changed in the preceding decade and in 

that sense new regulations do not come as a surprise. 

Important changes in context for the reform 

As far as our analysis could reveal, there have hardly been any events or 

developments (outside higher education) throughout the structural reform process 
that have affected the higher education system. The economic crisis was felt much 

later when the reform process was well underway, and only more recently (after 
2010) have the impacts of the crisis been noticeable in the field of higher 

education. The fact that Belgium was without a formal federal government in the 

period from June 2010 to December 2011 seemed to have no impact, nor did the 
half-year negotiations on the new government in 2007.  
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Other policy changes occurred throughout the reform period, most of these being 

the logical follow up – and foreseen in the 2003 Decree – to restructuring: e.g. the 
new funding model (2008), further flexibilisation of the programme offer (2004, 

2006) and student funding (2004, 2007). 

Achievements and effects 

The Flemish higher education landscape definitely changed. Associations were 

quickly formed and contributed to the strategic goal of the structural reform 
(making the Flemish system of higher education “Bologna proof”). Flemish higher 

education could now be seen as a binary system with professional Bachelor degrees 
offered by university colleges and academic Bachelor and Master degrees offered by 

universities.  

The two-cycle university college programmes were accredited in 2012, so from this 

perspective it could be argued that the main operational goal (academisation of 

these programmes and transforming them into full Masters) was achieved. 
However, the interviews indicate that there are still sceptical voices about the 

research-teaching nexus in these programmes. Some interviewees argued that 
academisation was eventually restricted to increasing research staff in university 

colleges, whereas still today the research-teaching nexus in the former two-cycle 
university college programmes is highly questionable. Academisation was a process 

that was not fully accomplished and some higher education institutions and 
programmes have been more successful than others (see also De Clerq, 2009; 

Verhoeven, 2010). Also, the academisation of the so-called ‘school of arts’ has been 

highly problematic (Tindemans, 2012).  

Regarding other operational objectives, some interviewees confirmed that degrees 

have become more transparent and differentiated, although others disagreed and 
argued that it is extremely difficult to differentiate between some of the 

programmes. The new accreditation processes (NVAO) were considered successful 
in that they were established quickly, but this is not surprising given that these 

were not radically new policies, but rather changes in existing policies and 
instruments. Data are not available regarding in what way higher education 

institutions share infrastructure, neither on in what way the associations 

contributed to the reduction of socio-economic inequalities; innovation; and the 
quality of human resource management.  

One side effect was consistently reported. The associations were formed even 
before the 2003 Decree, but with a resulting power imbalance in that the two 

biggest universities (especially the University of Leuven) have outcompeted the 
three smaller universities. One interviewee even spoke of a socio-religious 

compartmentalisation between Catholic and non-Catholic institutions (see also De 
Knop, 2012). After the 2012 Decree on the integration of the two-cycle university 

college programmes into the universities, there was an increase in student numbers 

in the university sector (especially in the University of Leuven) and a decrease in 
the university college sector. Hence the university college sector lost a significant 

amount of resources. 

In sum, the strategic goal was achieved. The main operational goal was formally 

achieved in that the former two-cycle university college programmes were 
accredited (and therefore perceived as research-based). That being said, doubts 

have been raised about whether or not these programmes are truly research-
based. Also, data is lacking on whether some of the other operational goals of the 
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structural reform were achieved. Finally, it could be argued that the power 

imbalance resulting from the implementation process to some extent overshadows 
the positive effects. 

Summary 

This case study analysed the introduction of associations in Flemish higher 
education, which was part of the 2003 Decree on the restructuring of Flemish 

higher education. An association is a formal cooperation between one university 
and at least one university college. As such, the reform was a case of (changing 

the) interrelationships between the higher education institutions. The existence of 
two-cycle programmes at an academic level (offered by university colleges) was 

deemed problematic in that it was not clear how they differed from the two-cycle 
programmes offered by universities. The strategic goal was to make the higher 

education system “Bologna proof”, and the main operational goal of the 

associations was to transform the two-cycle university college programmes into full 
Master programmes equivalent to those of the universities by improving the 

research-teaching nexus (academisation). Associations were quickly formed and 
contributed to this academisation process. The former two-cycle university college 

programmes (or the new Master programmes) were eventually accredited. The 
Flemish higher education system is now a binary system with different types of 

degrees (professional Bachelor, academic Bachelor and Master), and hence the 
strategic goal has been achieved. That being said, sceptical voices ask whether or 

not all operational goals were achieved. It is highly questionable whether research-

based teaching is fully realised in the former two-cycle university college 
programmes. Also, further evidence would be needed to say something about the 

success of the other operational goals (except for the development of a new quality 
assurance system). An important side effect was that the University of Leuven (and 

Ghent University) now outnumber the three other associations in terms of 
institutional size.  
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Interviewees 

Dirk van Damme, general director of the Flemish Rectors´ Conference, 2000-2003, 
chief of staff of the Flemish Ministry of Education, 2004 and 2008.  

An Descheemaeker, coordinator of the Catholic University of Leuven association. 

Bert Hoogewijs, rector University College Ghent, 2004–now, former head of 
administration, Ghent University (1991-2004).  

Noel Vercruysse, director, department of Higher Education, Ministry of education 
and training, Flanders.  

Ton van Weel, staff member Catholic Education Flanders, 2006–now, Flemish 
Student Union VVS, 2003-2005. 

Kurt de Wit, higher education researcher/policy advisor, Catholic University Leuven.  
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