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Introduction

1 Introduction

Since Walker’'s seminal work on the diffusion of innovation among American states
(1969), an ever-growing number of political scientists has been starting to write about
the interdependencies between countries and the phenomena of policy diffusion.
Empirical analyses in the framework of policy diffusion are typically interested in the
spatial and temporal clustering of public policies and the various causal mechanisms
that are underlying (non-)successful policy transfer: How and why do policies spread

across time and countries?

Scholars dealing with policy diffusion usually refrain from thinking of domestic politics
as a one-way street. Rather scholars dealing with the policy diffusion framework
conceptualise the policy processes as situations of interdependent decision-making
between national and international actors (cf. Sabatier 2007). Hence, the main
theoretical interest is on the role of interdependency for explaining policy adoption.
For example, the literature on policy diffusion often focuses on multi-level systems
such as federal states. Serving as functional equivalent of policy laboratories,
scholars describe such systems as most-likely cases for policy transfer and as
valuable cases for gaining additional theoretical and empirical insights on diffusion
processes. Examples are the exchange of ideas and policies between the states in
the United States (for example, Savage 1985; Volden 2006; Walker 1969) or
between the European Union (EU) and its member states (for example, Bérzel and
Risse 2003; Bulmer and Padgett 2004; Levi-Faur 2004; Radaelli 2008; Schmidt
2008a).

This is where the thesis in hand comes into play. The thesis develops a distinct
approach for the systematic and comparative analysis of diffusion processes and
their effects with regard to a rather neglected policy area — the case of European
higher education policy. The core questions addressed are: If and under which
conditions diffusion mechanisms lead to the adaption of public policies? And what is
the interplay between international, national, and policy-specific factors in

determining cross-national patterns of policy adoption?

To answer these research questions empirically, a macro-quantitative research
design for examining policy diffusion between European higher education systems is
developed (cf. Table 1-1). The research design is dealing with domestic decision-
making and national governments as well as the (non-)adoption and modification of

policies due to diffusion processes. The theoretical framework used aims at

1-1
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disentangling theoretical arguments by formulating clear-cut expectations on when
and how actors adopt external policies rather than simply following the various
research strands. Event history analysis is used to explain policy change and
adoption in the public higher education systems of 16 West European countries
between the years 1980 and 1998. Overall 14 policy items describing performance-
orientated reforms of universities like the adoption of external quality assurance

systems or tuition fees are examined.

Different causal stories and arguments are tested. For this purpose, hypotheses on
the relationship between factors triggering and conditioning diffusion processes and
their impact on policy adoption are drawn from mechanism-based thinking on policy
diffusion.” The research design is based on four sets of explanations for policy
adoption. Three of them are utilizing causal assumptions dealing with the functioning
of diffusion mechanisms on learning, externalities and socialization. A fourth set is
based on the assumption that governments pursue policies independent from each
other (as common responses to similar policy problems and preferences). Instead of
mixing all kinds of theoretical assumptions from the start, the thesis contrasts and
compares testable and coherent explanatory models on policy adoption.? In a step-
wise fashion, robust variables are extracted and comparatively tested in synthesized
statistical models. In a final step, synthesized models are constructed based on
robust explanatory variables only. These models are finally used to comparatively
test the various explanatory models in a final statistical model dealing with all

diffusion mechanisms.®

In doing so, the thesis joins a growing number of diffusion studies that demonstrated
the usefulness of mechanism-based and comparative frameworks in statistical
analysis (for example, Boehmke and Witmer 2004; Daley and Garand 2005; Dobbin,
Simmons and Garrett 2007; Shipan and Volden 2008; Simmons and Elkins 2004).

' A detailed discussion of the independent and conditional variables and the corresponding hypotheses
can be found in chapter two. All variables are operationalized and constructed using indicators provided
in existing data sets from international organizations and research groups. Full operational definitions
can be found in the Annex Il and Ill. The detailed discussion of the indicators used is also included in
chapter four

2 More specifically, factors indicating a change in the parameters determining the functioning and the
outcome of diffusion processes and the underlying mechanisms are tested. See chapter three for more
details.

® The research design also controls for alternative explanations (cf. chapter four). The control variables
are referring to characteristics of the countries at risk. In the case of the common response- models
controls for diffusion effects are also included

1-2
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Furthermore, the thesis is the first study on the role of interdependencies in higher

education and the diffusion of higher education policies in Europe.*

Overall, the thesis points to new insights on the causal relationships in policy
diffusion. Empirical evidence can be found for (and against) all the four theoretical
approaches — at least as distinct theoretical approaches. But in comparison, many of
the assumptions related to interdependencies lack robustness, whereas the common
response model seems to be the most stable one. This does not mean explanatory
models based on interdependent decision-making are not suitable for analysing
policy diffusion in higher education. Rather interdependency is a multi-dimensional
concept that requires a comparative assessment of diffusion mechanisms. From this
point of view, the recommendation for analysing diffusion is to start with a model
based on domestic politics and successively extending this model with explanatory
factors dealing with interdependencies. Diffusion variables matter, but it is only one

side of the story.

The following two sections give a basic introduction into the field of policy diffusion
and higher education research. Furthermore, section three highlights the relevance of
this thesis regarding various questions and problems diffusion researchers are
facing. The fourth section elaborates on the usefulness of studying higher education
policies for gaining additional theoretical and empirical insights on policy diffusion.
The last section of this introductory chapter provides a closer look at the content and
the structure of this thesis. It also includes an outlook on the findings and results of

this thesis.

4Though the diffusion of higher education policies in the US context is much better researched the
focus on these studies is mainly on the role of US partisanship and interest groups (cf. Fowler 2010;
McLendon, Hearn and Deaton 2006; McLendon, Heller and Young 2005; Sponsler 2010).
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Table 1-1: Analytical framework and research design

Model Learning Socialization Externalities Common
responses
Primary « (Long-term) | * Peerinfluence Policies of Government
h th Policy (regional, competitors preferences
ypotheses experience ideological, Competitive Voters’
(on the main driver | «  (Long-term) cultural peers; countries preferences
of policy adaption) Country international Competitive Domestic
success norms) policies problem-solving
*  Memberships in Brain drain Historical legacy
Networks (IGOs; effect
EU memberships
and accession
candidates)
Secondary «  Cognitive *  Domestic Domestic Electoral
h th heuristics problem-pressure problem- accountability
ypotheses (regional, * Political pressure Domestic
(conditional factors ideological, Uncertainty International problem
for main driver of historical) (electoral system pressure
policy adaption) accountability) Openness
y «  Domestic * Common values
problem- and ideologies
pressure
Controls *  Characteristics of countries and policies at risk influencing Country- and
the reform capacity policy-specific
factors
International
norms
International
interlinkages
Data
Countries
Time Frame 1980-1998
Policy items

Unit of analysis
Total observations

Sources

Country*Policy*Year

4256

Own dataset based on secondary analysis

Research
Methodology

Case selection
Approach

Data analysis

Most Similar Systems Design
(comparable cases strategy)

x-centred
(quantitative)

Event history modelling
(Cox regression)

Chapters

2.4.1,45and 4.9

242,46and 4.9 243,47and 4.9
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Introduction

1.1 Research on Policy Diffusion

How do policies spread? Why do some ideas turn into actual policies, whereas
others do not? Where can we observe spatial and/or temporal patterns of policy
adoption? And what drives (or hinders) such clustering? Scholars dealing with the
phenomena of policy diffusion usually pick up questions of this kind. Originally the
term “policy diffusion” was synonymous with the spread of all kinds of (technological
and social) innovations (cf. Collier and Messick 1975; Gray 1973; Walker 1969).

But diffusion research is nowadays dealing with all kinds of policy change and
transfer — from the adoption of specific ideas, approaches and policy instruments, but
also referring to more encompassing scope of policy transfer linked to the adoption of
organizational forms and institutions (cf. Baum and Oliver 1992; Collier and Messick
1975; Gray 1973; Rogers 2003; Strang and Soule 1998; Tolbert and Zucker 1983;
Walker 1969). However, policy diffusion is neither understood as dependent nor
independent variable, but follows a process-oriented conceptualization of the
empirical phenomena (cf. Elkins and Simmons 2005: 36).° Correspondingly, the
theoretical concept of policy diffusion largely refers to “any process where prior
adoption of a trait or practice in a population alters the probability of adoption for
remaining non-adopters” (Strang 1991: 325). That means the analytical focus is on
the underlying causal mechanisms linking the cause and effect and thereby driving

specific processes of diffusion and policy spread.

To put it differently, diffusion research usually® focuses on policy change and
adoption as dependent variables, but follows mechanism-based explanations
underlying the whole diffusion process. Causal mechanisms relate to the different
kind of diffusion processes (cf. Graham, Shipan and Volden 2012). They can be
described as "sequences of causally linked [social] events that occur repeatedly in
reality if certain conditions are given" (Mayntz 2004: 241). Mechanism-based theories
do not only include the trigger of the adoption process, but also deal with its
intervening causal steps as well as its outcome in terms of if and when the adoption

of a specific policy takes place.

® That does not mean, that variable-oriented analysis is not suitable for testing hypotheses derived from
mechanism-based theories. This depends on the level of analysis and the number of causal steps
tested.

® More recent attempts try to discriminate between different aspects of diffusion processes regarding the
overall outcome of these processes and mechanisms (for example in terms of temporal patterns like the
speed or the duration of adaption processes). The underlying argument is that analysing different
temporal aspects of diffusion mechanisms can help controlling for and discriminating between causal
mechanisms (cf. Grzymala-Busse 2011). For example, emulation can only cause the adoption of a
policy, but other mechanisms usually drive its expansion (cf. Boehmke and Witmer 2004).
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But what diffusion processes are discussed in the existing literature? In other words,
what mechanisms stimulate diffusion processes? lIdeally four classes of diffusion
mechanisms can be distinguished in the current literature determining the
parameters influencing the choices and decision-making of political actors:

externalities, lesson drawing, socialization and emulation.’

Lesson drawing relates to situations where national governments rely on experiences
made elsewhere to solve domestic problems. The rationality for this behaviour rests
on searching effective solutions to given problems. Emulation relates to the
circumstance that actors might conform to widespread norms and policies. They
merely copy models found elsewhere to increase the legitimacy of their own policy
choices. In a similar vein, socialization processes are driven by the interaction of
actors leading to the development and internalization of norms and beliefs.
Externalities then describe processes like competition stemming from the growing
political and economic interdependences. The underlying idea is that the choices of
others can lead to costs and benefits that have to be incorporated into the decision-

making calculus.

So what about the explanatory power of the various diffusion mechanisms?® Most
analysts of diffusion expect increasing policy transfer and adaption. Also the
empirical record seems to differ according to the mechanism under consideration.
Externalities as well as emulation seem to spur policy adoption, though the latter
usually on a relatively superficial level. Deeper change is usually not to be expected.
Socialization though having deep impact on actors’ preferences and identities—
occurs relatively seldom due to its high prerequisites. Evidence for learning mainly

pinpoints to the bounded versions of learning.

But current research is often characterized by studies testing specific diffusion
models such as leader-laggards models (Berry and Berry 2007) or investigating a
single causal mechanism underlying social action like socialization (for example,
Zirn and Checkel 2005). Comparative analyses of different diffusion processes and
mechanisms came up only recently (for example, Boehmke and Witmer 2004; Daley
and Garand 2005; Dobbin et al. 2007; Karch 2007; Shipan and Volden 2008;

" Of course, it is not always clear, what kind of processes have to be subsumed under policy diffusion.
Some authors also argue that a focus on non-hierarchical (or voluntary) mechanisms is a drawback in
diffusion research and incorporate coercive adaption processes like legal obligations and economic
sanctions into the study of diffusion (cf. Bérzel and Risse 2009; Dobbin et al. 2007). Others use a
different classification (cf. Borzel and Risse 2009; Graham et al. 2012). See chapter two for more
information.

8 See chapter two for a more detailed discussion on the various diffusion mechanisms.
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Simmons and Elkins 2004). Consequently, current diffusion research is still facing a
mixed empirical record on the final evaluation of the different causal stories and

current findings should therefore be treated with caution.

Certainly, the study of policy diffusion has become one of the growth industries in the
field of academic research and one can find a diverse array of studies reflecting
different spatial, temporal, and substantial foci in empirical analyses (cf. Elkins and
Simmons 2005; Graham et al. 2012; Heichel, Pape and Sommerer 2005; Howlett
and Rayner 2008). Similarly, it is still surprising that —firstly— there are relatively few
theoretical and empirical findings, if and under which conditions diffusion
mechanisms lead to the adaption of policies. And —secondly— what the interplay
between international, national and policy-specific factors in determining diffusion
patterns is. Or in other words, what causal stories can be told — especially regarding

the case of higher education policy?

1.2 Policy Diffusion and Higher Education Research

The field of higher education policy surprisingly does not form part of the agenda of
researchers working on diffusion. But the same also applies to students of higher

education research.

A lot of of studies deal with typologies to describe higher education systems (for
example, Becher and Kogan 1992; Capano 1996; Clark 1983) and various attempts
have been made to distinguish the different higher education systems. One of the
most cited approaches that still used in current research is the model by Clark
(1983). The seminal classification distinguishes between an organization of higher
education that is dominated by the state authority, the market or academic oligarchy.
But nowadays, none of these traditions still exists in its ideal form, and still scholars
are searching for the answer to the questions which path higher education policies
follow and what the outcome of these transformations is (cf. Maassen and Olsen
2007; Teichler 2006).

Most analysts dealing with higher education systems argue that the higher education
institutions are in a period of far-reaching societal transformations, which is exerting
pressures for reforming and changing the established national patterns (cf. Enders
and Fulton 2002; Kyvik 2009).

In higher education research, different labels to describe these challenges for the

national status quo are circulating in the academic discourse. For example, on the
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domestic front, long-term structural challenges like "massification" (Teichler 1996)
due to rising numbers of students are driving forces of transformation. Descriptions
and narratives are dealing with a range of policy areas such as steering instruments
(c.f. Vught 1995), structural changes (Teichler 2008), access procedures
(Vossensteyn 1997), curricula designs (Witte 2006) and funding arrangements
(Kaiser and Prange 2004).°

Higher education researchers usually consider a range of explanations for policy
change ranging from functional approaches to political ones (cf. Teichler 2008).
Though theoretical and methodological approaches suffer from “acute
underdevelopment” (McLendon 2003: 166). In fact, comparative and theoretically
well-grounded analyses of higher education policy remain more the exception than
the rule (cf. Conner and Rabovsky 2012; Goedegebuure and Vught 1996; McLendon
2003; Slaughter 2001).

Some pioneering studies were conducted on the diffusion of higher education
policies within the USA (cf. Cohen-Vogel and Ingle 2007; Cohen-Vogel et al. 2008;
McLendon et al. 2006; McLendon et al. 2005). They demonstrated the usefulness of
utilizing political science approaches to study the policy process in higher education.
But the focus of this research is mainly on the role of US partisanship and interest
groups (cf. Fowler 2010; McLendon et al. 2006; McLendon et al. 2005; Sponsler
2010). Policy diffusion is mainly measured in terms of neighbourhood effects. That
means, the policy diffusion framework is used only partially. Research designs do not
explicitly model the interdependency between state policies (for example, in terms of
relational or spatial variables). Furthermore, a comparative test of causal
mechanisms or a disentangling of different sources of policy diffusion is still missing.
Therefore, knowledge on the role of interdependencies in higher education remains

limited.

Another research strand dealing with the role of international organizations and
institutions in higher education policy is increasingly utilizing approaches from the
social and policy sciences (cf. Dobbins 2008; Heinze and Knill 2008; Martens,
Rusconi and Leuze 2007 Jakobi and Martens 2010). These studies mainly focus on
the impact of international policy promotion on domestic higher education studies (for
example, in terms of policy instruments like benchmarking) (cf. Martens et al. 2004).

Similarly, new modes of governance and platforms like the Bologna Process draw

°In higher education research a diverse array of policy dimensions can be compared (cf. Witte 2006:
77ff for an overview).
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attention. Empirically, studies strive for answering the question if these legally
unbinding forms of governance produce cross-national policy or diversity and what

domestic factors explain their differential impacts (cf. Dobbins 2008).

From this point of view, there is rather limited knowledge on the extent to which
international and national stimuli led to the diffusion of higher education policies —
especially regarding the pre-Bologna phase. Or as Vught puts it: “[...] it is time that
we—in higher education research—do a sort of a next version of Burton Clark’s
‘Higher Education System’, but about higher education system dynamics [...]
identifying the crucial variables and their relationships that explain why higher

education systems operate as they do” (CHEPS 2005: 4).

1.3 The Problem Context and Own Contributions

The concept of policy diffusion covers a wide range of research questions
surrounding the spread of policies. Why do dissimilar countries adopt similar polices?
What internal and external factors lead to the adoption of policies? How do
processes leading to policy transfer develop? How do they operate? Which policies
diffuse? What are the effects and the outcome of these processes? And more
specifically, what determines the impact of diffusion processes? The set of research
questions is relatively broad. Some scholars even argue that the policy diffusion
framework can be understood as a bridge-building concept joining many different

strands of research (cf. Bérzel and Risse 2009; Graham et al. 2012).

The main aim of this thesis is to address different diffusion processes and their
(international) stimuli in European higher education policy. Can we observe diffusion
patterns in European higher education policy? And what causal stories can be told
(or should better not be told)? Which tales make up a better explanation for policy
adoption? And how could they be combined? Further interest is on the analysis of
national and policy-specific factors conditioning the domestic impact of diffusion
mechanisms. Overall, a theoretical framework based on existing reasoning from

studies on diffusion is tested in a macro-quantitative research design.

The thesis follows a comprehensive approach incorporating the possibility of
alternative explanations and interaction effects. Which factors are triggering diffusion
processes? What is their impact on national policies? Are there causes for the
clustering of policies that do not necessarily stem from interdependencies?

Furthermore, what factors do account for the differential impact of diffusion
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processes? Based on specific hypothesis on the relationship between international
factors triggering diffusion processes (for example, the policy experience of other
countries) and national and policy-specific factors conditioning their domestic impact
(for example, the domestic problem-pressure) — the thesis explains patterns of policy
adoption in European higher education. The main task is to test different explanatory
models and see how these tales and stories work. In doing so, the thesis also deals
with the question if a macro-quantitative approach is suitable for this task. More
specifically, the analysis carried out in this thesis contributes to the solution of the

following problems diffusion researchers are facing:'

First, several taxonomies and classifications of diffusion processes and mechanism-
based thinking can be found in the existing literature. Still most of them lack
analytical clarity. These classes of adoption mechanisms are to a great deal
constructed according to research strands or methodological concerns rather than
their theoretical background. As a consequence diffusion research is not only lacking
a common wording and terminology (cf. Graham et al. 2012), but theoretical
assumptions are often vague and overlapping (cf. Elkins and Simmons 2005;
Meseguer 2005). A circumstance that is calling for a more systematic approach
guided by theoretical coherence and consistency (cf. Braun and Gilardi 2006; Braun
et al. 2007; Meseguer 2005).

Likewise, despite theoretical and methodological progress in what is now coined as
the third generation of diffusion studies (cf. Howlett and Rayner 2008), explicitly
dealing with the causal mechanisms underlying diffusion processes and their
comparative analyses is only of recent date (for example, Boehmke and Witmer
2004; Daley and Garand 2005; Dobbin et al. 2007; Shipan and Volden 2008;
Simmons and Elkins 2004). Current research is often characterized by studies testing
specific diffusion models such as leader-laggards models (Berry and Berry 2007) or
investigating a single causal mechanism underlying social action (for example,
socialization) (for example, Zirn and Checkel 2005). Consequently, current diffusion
research is still facing a mixed empirical record on the final evaluation of different

causal stories.

Second, some authors highlight the complexities involved in analysing policy spread

by distinguishing between vertical and horizontal approaches (cf. Jordana, Levi-Faur

"% The listed points draw an overall picture and do apply to studies of policy diffusion to varying degree.
A lot of authors are well aware of these problems and try to diminish distortions. These examples of best
practice are also part of the upcoming chapters.
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and Fernandez 2011; Levi-Faur 2005a; Karch 2007; Schimmelfennig 2007). This
analytical dimension is often overlooked as it is cutting across causal arguments. A
causal process like learning can follow both a horizontal as well as a vertical
pathway. For example, studies dealing with diffusion in multi-level systems like
federal states try to disentangle the vertical effects of federal governments on sub-
national constituencies as well as the horizontal effects stemming from
interdependencies on the sub-national level (cf. Daley and Garand 2005; Shipan and
Volden 2006).

In addition, EU studies point to the circumstance that EU institutions can be a
promoter of a policy as well as a mediator for intergovernmental interaction (cf.
Bulmer and Radaelli 2005; Radaelli 2003). To give you an example,
intergovernmental processes like the Bologna Processes are situated outside of EU
institutions, but still operate under the coordinating impetus of the EC (cf. Huisman
and Wende 2004). In this context, learning might take place due to the increasing
information exchange between the representatives of member states. Or learning

effects might stem from the promotion of policies through the EC.

The question is if policy adoption is mainly driven by international policy promotion or
is it stimulated by the exchange between countries. This might not make a difference
empirically — one might observe learning effects in both situations. But it can lead to
wrong inference on the underlying causalities. Basically, it leads to an overestimation
of international influences, as international networks might only be a necessary
condition for horizontal diffusion to be successful. Furthermore, if one is interested in
the content of policy transfer confusing the sources of policy diffusion might also lead

to wrong conclusion.

Moreover, studies usually include controls for the characteristics of the adopting state
(for example, the number of veto players as a proxy for the reform capacity of a
political system). But research rarely contrasts and conceptualizes the possibilities of
similar or common responses to domestic problems that might lead to the same
policy output independently from each other (cf. Elkins and Simmons 2005; Holzinger
and Knill 2005). A notable exception in this regard is coming from Volden, Ting and
Carpenter who explicitly integrate the assumption that governments might learn from

their own experience in past times (cf. Volden, Ting and Carpenter 2008).

Third, diffusion researchers often neglect dimensions of power and domestic politics
— especially actor-specific explanations are often ignored (cf. Graham et al. 2012). Of

course, domestic controls are usually included in the analysis, but mechanism-based
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approaches often lack the integration of scope conditions and conditional variables."
More specifically, the contingent character of policy diffusion renders the explicit
formulation of interaction hypothesis necessary (cf. Shipan and Volden 2006; Volden
2006; Volden et al. 2008).

Fourth, there seems to be a bias towards analyzing the adoption of single policies
and unclear dependent variables (cf. Berry and Berry 2007; Howlett and Rayner
2008). But rather than oversimplifying the issue of policy adoption by merely
distinguishing between the (non-)adoption of policies, modifications and extension of
policies can also be included in the analysis.12 In this context, studies on diffusion
sometimes seem to be unsure about the actual effects of diffusion. According to
Elkins and Simmons most diffusion studies came about to follow a process-
orientated understanding of diffusion (Elkins and Simmons 2005: 36) that might imply
the spreading and transfer of a certain policy or practice. But diffusion mechanisms
might have the reverse effect. For example, learning can keep countries from

adopting unsuccessful policies (cf. Mooney 2001).

Fifth, a divide often overlooked in diffusion research is the segregation of diffusion
studies according to the methodological approaches applied. So far, the majority of
diffusion studies are following a quantitative approach (cf. Gilardi 2012; Meseguer
2005). Due to the latent characteristic of causal mechanisms these studies have to
operate with proxies as independent variables (cf. Simmons and Elkins 2004;
Gleditsch and Ward 2006). " Diffusion mechanisms influence the parameters
determining the choices and decision-making of political actors, but they cannot be
observed and measured directly. Rather one has to identify variables suitable for
empirical measurement that indicate the triggering and/or functioning of diffusion

mechanisms.™

Additional confusion surrounds the fact, that scholars equate diffusion mechanisms
and explanatory variables. But this is not correct as they are usually not testing the

underlying causal chains and corresponding intervening variables (King, Keohane

" For example, by operationalizing conditional variables as spatially lagged (in-)dependent variables or
interaction terms (cf. in chapter four).

2 In terms of repeated events (cf. chapter three).

" This problematic applies to both quantitative and qualitative methods. Often people disregard the fact
that even qualitative techniques like interviews do not allow us to observe and measure causal

mechanisms directly (cf. Checkel 2006; Klotz and Lynch 2006: 361). That does not mean that
econometrical designs often are falling shorter in this respect.

4 See section 2.4 for more information.
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and Verba 1994)," This does not necessarily speak against carrying out correlational
analysis when the hypotheses to be tested are constructed on mechanism-based

thinking. Although often ignored, yet it must be analytically distinguished.®

Sixth, scholars pinpoint to a selection bias problem in diffusion research. The
prominent focus on policies that have spread explosively widely ignores the
informative value of cases where we do not observe patterns of diffusion (cf. Howlett
and Rayner 2008; Marsh and Sharman 2009; Meseguer and Gilardi 2005).
Correspondingly, there is a bias towards environmental, economic, and trade-related
policies.” Furthermore, it seems that a bias towards analysing the adoption of single
policies and unclear dependent variables (cf. Berry and Berry 2007; Howlett and

Rayner 2008) seriously hinders robust findings in research on policy diffusion effects.

1.4 A Most Likely Case for Policy Diffusion

Considering higher education policy in Europe seems especially suitable for
analyzing diffusion effects. It can be seen as most likely case for gaining additional
theoretical and empirical insights on diffusion processes. The advantage of
considering this policy field stems from its susceptibility to different diffusion

mechanisms.

The purpose of most likely cases in case study research is usually for theory
disconfirming (cf. Eckstein 1975). And analysing European higher education policies
fits nicely into this framework. Other policy areas like trade-policies are dominated by
an economic rationale thereby favouring explanations based on competitive
interdependencies. But higher education policy is a rather multi-dimensional policy
field covering political, cultural as well as academic rationales (cf. Zha 2003). In other
words, it provides the opportunities to formulate and test a range of plausible
explanations rather than favouring explanations based on a specific diffusion

mechanism. Moreover, a range of alternative explanations can be controlled for.

Historically diffusion between European countries has always been a relevant issue
in higher education - think about the emulation of Humboldt's ideas on universities

and its transfer from Germany to the USA and Japan in the 19" century or the

'® For a discussion of the terminology concerning variables see van Evera (1997).
'® | elaborate on this argument in more detail in section 4.4.

"7 | will elaborate more on the usefulness of considering European higher education policies to examine
policy diffusion in section 1.4.
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foundations of universities in the middle age at the very beginning of higher
education institutions in Europe (cf. Perkin 2006). Moreover, the context of higher
education systems in a globalising world is being confronted by many external
challenges (cf. Martens et al. 2007; Neave 2003; Trondal 2002; Vught, Wende and
Westerheijden 2002). Higher education systems increasingly have to deal with the
growing interdependencies in other policy areas spilling over that render diffusion
effects highly likely. One of the major changes of the past decades has been the
growing economic integration across the world (for example, GATS) facilitated by
more sophisticated information and communication technology (ICT), open financial
markets and more affordable international mobility (cf. Vlk 2006). Correspondingly,
higher education systems are becoming a focal point of the activities of international
organizations such as OECD, UNESCO, and WTO. Such organizations, for example,
argue that universities must restructure their higher education systems to become
more performance-orientated. But they also give opportunities for governments at
hand to learn from the experience of others as they provide country reports and
league tables on the comparative performance of higher education
systems.Academics and practitioners alike frequently highlight the growing
importance of higher education in terms of economic growth and development. The
technological development and the importance of innovations and human resources
(or capital) as part of the economic competition between countries brings higher
education to the fore of politicians’ attention in industrial countries. Here universities
seem to play a key role (cf. Carrier 1990; Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 1997; Huisman
and Kaiser 2003; Peters and Humes 2003). From this point of view, competitive
interdependencies but also solving domestic problems might spur national policy

adoption.

Usually, in multi-level systems one can find a complex interplay between vertical and
horizontal diffusion mechanisms at work. Especially with regard to Europe,
comparing EU member states level makes it difficult for scholars to disentangle
intergovernmental, respectively supranational pathways of diffusion (cf. Bulmer and
Radaelli 2005; Schimmelfennig 2007). A case selection focussing on European

higher education system minimizes'® the possibility of vertical diffusion processes.'

'® | avoid the term .eliminating“ as one could argue that other country’s policies might also serve as a
template for domestic policies — for example from the USA. Though the American higher education
system is rather diverse and a lot of the policies under consideration have been implemented a long
time ago. Furthermore the influence cannot explain country-specific differences in diffusion effects.

9 Of course, the ideal way would be to consider centralized states that are only intergovernmentally
connected. Due to transnational linkages this hardly applies to any state within the Western world.
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In other words, analysing higher education policies throughout Europe helps to deal
with the endogeneity problem usually present in the analysis of diffusion processes.
Basically, scholars have to consider different perspectives when it comes to the

analysis of diffusion processes in multi-level systems (cf. Levi-Faur 2005b).

One major perspective is the analysis of horizontal processes due to
interdependency; let us say between the states in a federal system. Furthermore, it is
often vertical diffusion processes that are examined. In the former, international
organizations or federal governments are at best conceptualized as mediators of
cross-national policy transfer, pushing national governments to adopt successful

policy models found in other states (cf. Stone 2004).

But scholars approaching diffusion from the second perspective focus on the role of a
superordinate decision-making level as a sender of ideas that means scholars
conceptualize policies at the superordinate level as a major factor impacting on
behaviour at the sub-level. For example, actors on a subordinated policy-making
level might be influenced by adaptive pressures stemming from international norms
and organizations (cf. Finnemore and Sikkink 1998), federal governments or — in a
sub-national context — state governments pushing local authorities (cf. Shipan and
Volden 2006; Welch and Thompson 1980). But vertical influences in higher education

are less relevant.

Originally higher education policy was not part of the European agenda, European-
wide cooperation changed considerably since the 1980s with the introduction of EU-
mobility programmes for students and academics (cf. Beukel 2001; Wit and
Verhoeven 2001). It culminated in the aim of creating a common European Higher
Education Area (EHEA) when 29 ministers responsible for higher education signed
the Bologna declaration denoting the actual start of the so-called Bologna Process.
With this document the ministers agreed on establishing an EHEA by 2010. But due
to the legally-unbinding and intergovernmental character, the influence of vertical
processes in European higher education can at best be described as weak in the
European context (cf. Beukel 2001). Except for the European mobility programs for

students and the need to recognize professional degrees due to the Common

Furthermore, comparing countries outside of the OECD raises the question on the comparability of
cases.



A Tale of Many Stories

Market, responsibilities for higher education are clearly located at the domestic

level %

But even globally, vertical mechanisms like the legal obligation to harmonize national
policies play no significant role in higher education. Before the GATS trade
agreement came into force in 1995, higher education was not subject to any
international law. Only standards with regard to the recognition of professional
degrees existed. For example, the UNESCO introduced the ISCED system to better
classify educational achievements (cf. Martens et al. 2004; Martens and Jakobi
2007). Moreover, even GATS is not explicitly dealing with the credentials of higher
education policy. It rather strengthens the economic dimension of higher education
as it describes education as a service subject to trade liberalization. It makes
governmental steering more complex, but it does not diminish governmental steering
capacities (cf. VIk, Westerheijden and Wende 2008).

Some authors argue that the OECD drives domestic policies through the promotion
of NPM principles. But the influence of the OECD seems rather weak during the time
period under consideration (cf. Martens 2007). For example, OECD reports on the
country performance in higher education were only developed during the 1980s and
1990s. And they were only provided at the request of the country in question.
Furthermore, the impact of the OECD cannot explain country- and policy differences
in diffusion effects. All countries in the sample are part of the OECD. Moreover, NPM
does not make specific claims, but remains a general approach (cf. Lange and
Schimank 2007).

From this point of view, Europe cannot be understood as a vertically integrated
political system in higher education. Rather the multi-level structure of European
higher education policy serves as a functional equivalent of policy laboratories for the

horizontal exchange of ideas and policies.’

It seems hardly comprehensible why higher education policy remains kind of absent

from the agenda of researchers working on diffusion. The number of comparative

2 |n this context, the European Court of Justice (ECJ) was interpreting the EC’s responsibilities in
vocational training and education in a much broader sense. Following the so-called Gravier Case from
1983, respectively the Blaziot judgement in 1988 higher education was also considered to be a form of
vocational training and education (cf. Witte 1993: 190; Wit and Verhoeven 2001: 186). A substantial side
effect was that students from EU countries had to be treated like domestic ones. Still the essential parts
of higher education policy (for example, on curricula, steering or funding) remained the legal
responsibility of the EU member states.

2! One still has to keep the possibility of vertical explanations in mind when discussing these strands of
research and potential hypotheses. But the risk of overseeing vertical diffusion processes is even more
limited as the empirical focus is on the pre-Bologna phase (cf. section 3.1).
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and theoretically well-grounded analyses of higher education policy is still rather
limited (cf. Conner and Rabovsky 2012; Goedegebuure and Vught 1996; McLendon
2003; Slaughter 2001). Some pioneering studies were conducted on the diffusion of
higher education policies within the USA (cf. McLendon et al. 2006; McLendon et al.
2005). They demonstrated the usefulness of utilizing political science approaches to
study the policy process in higher education. But their main focus is on domestic
factors mediating external influences and not on variables measuring country-related

interdependencies.

European higher education policies seem to be especially suitable for testing
horizontal diffusion mechanisms, if one wants to disentangle the various histories and
tales that might lead to policy adoption. Following historical and empirical evidence,
one can expect diffusion effects to be very likely. In theory, any diffusion process can
drive European higher education policies. May it be learning, competition or
socialization — an elementary prerequisite for carrying out an x-centered research
design where the main interest is on the significance of different independent
variables and the underlying causal stories (cf. Ganghof 2005).%? But this point turns
out even more clearly when elaborating on the different explanatory models and the

hypothesis to be tested (cf. chapter three).

1.5 Structure of Thesis and Outlook

Chapter two reviews the state of the art in more detail and provides the theoretical
framework underlying the thesis. The chapter gives answers to the question what
international, national and policy-specific factors — in theory — cause and stimulate (or
hinder) diffusion processes and the adoption of public policies. The first two sections
provide a systematic mapping of the diffusion mechanisms to be found in diffusion
research. Existing theoretical arguments can be clustered according to the underlying
causal logic into four groups: learning, emulation, socialisation and externalities. The
first section introduces the causal logics underlying the various diffusion
mechanisms, whereas the second section presents the four classes of diffusion
mechanisms. The third section provides an overview of the national as well as policy-

specific factors shaping and influencing the functioning of diffusion mechanisms. This

22 Of course, the interest is on the effects of explanatory variables on a dependent variable (in this case
policy adoption). But puzzling empirical phenomena or variations of the dependent variable do not
primarily drive the research design.
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part of diffusion research is still relatively underdeveloped. Overall most diffusion
mechanisms are not characterized by a lot of scope conditions — especially the ones
based on communication like learning, emulation and socialisation seem to depend
only on the availability of information on the policies of other countries as a
necessary condition. Nevertheless, current evidence supports the assumption that
the inclusion of conditional factors into the empirical analysis usually strengthens the

explanatory power of diffusion approaches.

Section four provides the theoretical framework of this study. As a matter of fact,
theoretical arguments are often not as distinct and clear-cut as it seems at first sight.
Theoretical assumptions and ideas are often overlapping and hybrid. Especially the
distinction between rationalist and constructivist thinking is blurring. Furthermore, it is
not always possible to clearly discriminate between structural and agency-based
explanations in mechanism-based arguments. This chapter also shows that an overly
competitive fight for rational or constructivist arguments is neither useful nor realistic.
From this point of view, disentangling the different pathways of policy diffusion is an
important step in making theoretical arguments less vague, providing common sense
on how diffusion mechanisms work and what explanatory factors are suitable for

empirical testing.

The subsections provide testable and coherent explanatory models on the
functioning of the different diffusion mechanisms: learning model(s), a diffusion
model(s) based on a combination of socialisation and emulation arguments and
model(s) based on hypotheses about competitive and cooperative
interdependencies. The three approaches are not a comprehensive list of
explanatory factors to be found in diffusion research, but are constructed in a
parsimony way by combining explanatory factors based on a similar theoretical
background. A fourth set of hypotheses is formulated on the assumption that
governments are policy- and/or vote seeking and that they reply to domestic policy

problems and historical legacies (common response approach).

Chapter three deals with the question if we can observe patterns of policy adoption in
European higher education policy and which of the policies under consideration (fail
to) spread. The chapter covers the descriptive analyses of policy change and
adoption in European higher education systems between the years 1980 and 1998.
More specifically the EU-15 states with a fully-fledged higher education system
(Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy,
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom) and two associated

members of the EU (Norway and Iceland) are covered. The overall patterns
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described are based on performance-orientated legislation on higher education in the
16 European countries along five policy components and 14 items. The empirical
data shows that the European higher education systems under consideration are

characterized by an increasing probability for policy adoption.

Policy adoption and modification is characterized by several country-, policy- and
time-specific patterns. Most reforms take place in the late 1980s and during the
1990s. These patterns are most pronounced regarding legislation on external quality
assurance systems, funding discretion, the performance-orientation of public funding,
institutional responsibilities for staff management, course planning and target
agreements. Other issues like the responsibility for setting the student intake of
universities or student selection are reformed less often. Taking a look at country
groups, one can identify countries characterized by very few or late reforms (for
example, Germany, Austria, Greece, Ireland, and Iceland). Other countries are
characterized by relatively high legislative outputs (for example, the United Kingdom,

the Netherlands, and Italy).

These complex empirical patterns require an explanatory framework combining
assumptions on both country-specific as well as policy-specific factors. For example
on the impact of cross-national interdependencies, its conditions as well as domestic
factors as formulated in the previous chapter. The question remains, how to explain
this variance of legislative outputs across time, countries and policies: How to
measure the dependent and independent variables? What data sources are used?
And what control variables are considered? In other words, what does the empirical

model look like?

Chapter four deals with the empirical test of the theoretical framework provided in
chapter two. It provides answers to the following empirical questions: First, what
international factors cause and stimulate the adoption of public policies in higher
education? What explanatory factors determine the probability for national
governments adopting and transferring a certain policy? Furthermore, what is the
interplay between international and domestic explanatory factors? Explanatory
models and hypotheses are tested by means of a Cox Model for repeated events.
Various partial models are tested in the various subsections on learning,
socialization, externalities and common responses. The final subsection of this
chapter also provides the comparative analysis of the explanatory models. It includes
only robust variables passing statistical tests rather than all the previously tested

variables.
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Overall, the step wise tests of covariates provide a mixed picture on the role of
diffusion mechanisms and conditional variables when it comes to explain the
adoption of performance-related higher education reforms. This applies to the
diffusion frameworks like learning, socialization and externalities, but also to the

domestic model based on common responses as a reason for policy clustering.

Robust effects stemming from rational learning can only be confirmed with regard to
the issue of student growth. This kind of learning does not seem to play a role in the
case of financial developments. Also the possibilities of longer-term learning effects
have been falsified. The results for the bounded versions of learning support the
assumption on cultural and regional cognitive heuristics, whereas ideological
shortcuts are partly rejected. In addition, interaction models dealing with problem-

driven learning cannot be rejected for the time being.

According to the analysis, network socialization between EU member states is also
disconfirmed. The same applies to diffusion hypothesis on the behaviour of EU
accession candidates. But the assumption on network socialization driven by
intergovernmental organizations cannot be rejected. Furthermore, ideological
similarities between governments play a significant role in IGO memberships and EU
accession candidates when it comes to adopting performance-orientated higher
education policies. Contrary, diffusion hypothesis on peer socialization must be
largely rejected. That applies to both the diffusion hypothesis on regional and cultural
peers, but —within certain limits— to the assumptions on ideological peers. Common
policies and norms also do not seem to be decisive when it comes to policy
adoptions. A similar picture emerges regarding conditional hypothesis on the impact
of domestic problem pressure on peer socialization. This hypothesis is impressively

disconfirmed.

Some evidence can be found for diffusion effects caused by externalities. The
diffusion variable on the policies of competitors is robust across all the various tests
carried out in this chapter. But the diffusion hypothesis on competitive policies and
competitive countries is disconfirmed by the analysis. Analogously, the diffusion

hypothesis on the policies in target countries must also be rejected.

The variable measuring brain drain effects performs better in the interactive models,
as the conditional hypothesis on the openness of the higher education system cannot
be rejected. The same applies to the covariate on the policies of competing states.
These results are contrary to the ones on the covariates dealing with competitive

policies and competitive countries. From this point of view, a final evaluation cannot
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be made at this point in time. Nevertheless, conditional effects on externalities in

terms of domestic problem pressure cannot be found.

The conditional effects of domestic problem pressure in models dealing with common
responses are also not robust. Contrary, diffusion hypothesis on domestic problem
solving cannot be rejected for student-related problems like completion ratios and
student growth. Similar to the learning example, the hypothesis is not supported by
the variables dealing with fiscal policy problems. The various statistical models
strongly support diffusion hypothesis on the historical legacy. Diffusion hypothesis on
party politics and government preferences is also strongly supported. The same
applies to the conditional effect of electoral accountability. The conditional variable is
robust for both government preferences as well as voter preferences. Despite the
robust interaction effect on voter preferences, the tests of the diffusion hypothesis on
the singular effects of voter preferences have been disconfirmed by the cox

regressions.

That means evidence can be found for (and against) all the four approaches — at
least as distinct theoretical approaches. But in comparison, many of the assumptions
related to interdependencies lack robustness, whereas the common response model
seems to be the most stable one. This does not mean explanatory models based on
interdependent decision-making are not suitable for analysing policy diffusion in
higher education — it merely highlights the necessity of a comparative assessment of
diffusion mechanisms. From this point of view, the recommendation for analysing
diffusion is to start with a model based on domestic politics and successively
extending this model by explanatory factors dealing with interdependency. Diffusion

variables matter, but it is only one side of the story.

Another aspect in policy diffusion is that time matters in all models. Reconfiguring
explanatory models can substantially inflate the non-proportionality of variables. That

means testing the proportional hazard assumption is essential for cox models.

Interaction effects matter too. Causal relationships are often conditional. In all
approaches, one can find evidence for the importance of conditional variables. But
this does not necessarily mean these assumptions are superior to simple additive
regressions. It highlights once more that statistical analysis has to adapt to the
existing state of the art. Depending on the theoretical discussions quite different

research designs are recommended, but robustness checks are essential.

The majority of control factors clearly lack robustness across all explanatory models,

though many controls are significant and match the expected relationship. From my
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point of view, this does not pose such a problem. The main interest is on the effect of
the independent variables. Therefore, the robustness of controls can vary across
models. It is rather another argument for comparative tests and the integration of
covariates from stepwise analysis. But that does not mean that control variables

cannot play different roles in different diffusion processes.

The final chapter five includes concluding remarks on the thesis and an outlook on
future research. It provides a summary of the theoretical and empirical findings and
deals with some methodological problems that arose during the study. Last but not
least, the usefulness and limitations of the design and future research options are

discussed.

The appendices and a reference list are following the conclusion.
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2 The Politics of Policy Diffusion

Arguably one can distinguish between different approaches that are dealing with the
diffusion of policies. It seems as if this conceptual overflow impedes analytical clarity
and the synthesis of both empirical and theoretical findings. Next to policy diffusion,
studies dealing with cross-national policy convergence, Europeanization or policy
transfer can be identified in the literature (cf. Knill 2005; Levi-Faur and Vigoda-Gadot
2006; Newmark 2002; Holzinger, Jérgens and Knill 2007a; Marsh and Sharman
2009; Boérzel and Risse 2012). The various concepts share several assumptions, but
despite a similar empirical interest and conceptual intersections, one can also find
distinct features that complicate the transfer of concepts and empirical findings

between the various approaches.

Hence claims for a more systematic approach to policy diffusion prevail (cf. Graham
et al. 2012). Though this problem calls for more theoretical coherence and
consistency (cf. Braun and Gilardi 2006; Meseguer 2005), it also reminds us of the
need for a less ideological approach when it comes to testing (opposing) theoretical
paradigms action (cf. Fearon and Wendt 2002; Risse 2003). An overly competitive

fight for rational or constructivist arguments is neither useful nor realistic.

As a matter of fact, theoretical arguments are often not as distinct and clear-cut as it
seems at first sight. Theoretical assumptions and ideas are often overlapping and
hybrid. Especially the distinction between rationalist and constructivist thinking is
blurring. In a similar vein, mechanism-based thinking is often not able to clearly
discriminate between structural and agency-based explanations. From this point of
view, theorizing is more about choosing different analytical instruments than
opposing ontological interpretations (cf. Fearon and Wendt 2002). That means
theories are rather analytical toolboxes rather than opposing truths about the social

world.

Of course, a general and clear-cut theory on the causes and effects of the different
diffusion processes is missing. We still lack considerable knowledge on diffusion
processes, their interaction, and their effects on policy change and adaption to
specify a fully developed explanatory model on the causes and effects of many
diffusion processes. In terms of higher education there is hardly any evidence we can
build upon. The main aim is to contrast and compare testable and coherent

explanatory models on the functioning of different diffusion mechanisms in a step-
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wise fashion rather than mixing different arguments under one single framework from

the start.

The underlying idea is to —first— construct models in a parsimony way with combining
explanatory factors based on a similar theoretical background. In a second step,
extensive models based on robust variables on learning, socialization, externalities
and common responses are constructed and compared within the empirical analysis.
Theory development requires more insights on the evidence that can be derived from
such a stepwise approach. The additional finding on the robustness of variables
within and across theoretical frameworks tells us more about the previously carried
out singular analysis than simply providing fully fited models.? Furthermore, a
comprehensive test seems also recommended as indeed one can find many
hypotheses, but there is not really a theory of diffusion that guides the deductive

selection of explanatory factors.

This chapter proceeds by formulating falsifiable and clear-cut theoretical arguments
on the functioning of diffusion mechanisms by disentangling theoretical arguments on
policy diffusion. But it also provides common sense on how diffusion mechanisms
can work and what explanatory factors are suitable for empirical analysis. Hence, this
chapter deals with the main questions along which causal analysis in diffusion
research is structured: what triggers and stimulates the diffusion of policies? What
causal mechanisms are discussed in the literature? What is their empirical record? In
doing so, two groups of factors can be distinguished in the state of the art to explain
why governments adopt certain policies: First, causal mechanisms; and second,
variables determining the functioning and effectiveness of the causal mechanisms,
that means factors conditioning the impact of diffusion processes (cf. Braun et al.
2007; Simmons and Elkins 2004; Holzinger et al. 2007a; Knill 2005). Overall, four
sets of explanatory models and hypothesis on the triggers as well as the conditions
of diffusion processes are formulated that will be tested in the upcoming chapters: on

learning, externalities, socialization and common responses.

The chapter proceeds as follows: The first three sections provide the basic answers
discussed in the current state of the art on what triggers and stimulates policy
diffusion. In order to analyse diffusion, differences within mechanism-based thinking

in diffusion research are highlighted in the first section. The main focus is on the

2 Of course, the research design is —third— also based on a final and comparative empirical test of
diffusion variables that serves as a final evaluation of the various theoretical approaches in terms of
"competitive testing” (Jupille, Caporaso and Checkel 2003: 20).
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causal arguments usually discussed. This focal point has been chosen due to the x-
centred motivation of the thesis (cf. Ganghof 2005; Gschwend and Schimmelfennig
2007). The study is not driven by an empirical puzzle that one wants to solve like in a
y-centered perspective. Rather the primary interest of this thesis is on the
explanatory variables: What explanatory factor matters and why? And what effects

can be explained with the independent variables of interest?

Following the causal logic underlying diffusion mechanisms, the second section
provides the four broad and ideal types of diffusion mechanisms that can be found in
the current literature: learning, socialization, emulation and externalities. The
conditionality of diffusion processes is highlighted in the third section. The section
deals with the question of contingency. What determines the actual impact of
diffusion processes? What is the interplay between diffusion mechanism and
domestic politics? Current research pinpoints to several country- and policy-specific

factors conditioning the domestic impact of diffusion mechanisms.

Hence, the question remains how to theorize policy adoption in higher education?
Section four deals with the theoretical framework underlying the following empirical
analysis. As already mentioned, theoretical arguments are often overlapping and
hybrid. This is demonstrated by highlighting intersections within mechanism-based
thinking in diffusion research. Other difficulties underlying the construction of the
analytical framework relate to the need to translate theoretical assumptions on the
triggers and functioning of diffusion mechanisms into variables suitable for empirical
measurement or the necessity of theoretical parsimony due to problem of integrating
too many explanatory variables into statistical models. Within these limitations,
hypotheses are provided along four distinct theoretical models. In order to provide a
coherent and systematic theoretical framework that is suitable for empirical analysis,
hypotheses on the relation between policy adoption and variables triggering and
conditioning processes of learning, socialization, externalites and common

responses are formulated in the various subsections.

2.1 On Mechanism-based Thinking on Policy Diffusion®*

Originally dealing with the spread of (technological and social) innovations, diffusion

research is nowadays analysing all kinds of processes driving policy adoption. The

24 Annex VII provides a list of recent mechanism-based and comparative empirical studies on policy
diffusion in political science.
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various diffusion processes and the underlying causal mechanisms discussed in the
literature are supposed to have —at least analytically— distinct empirical effects and
outcomes (cf. Elkins and Simmons 2005; Meseguer 2005). But as a matter of fact,
diffusion research has ended up in a diverse and often unconnected array of

theoretical assumptions relying both on rational as well as constructivist reasoning.

Existing work usually pinpoints to diffusion patterns being too complex to generate
(simple) (dis-)equilibria for identifying the conditions of policy diffusion (cf. Mooney
2001; Braun and Gilardi 2006). And recent attempts to formalize diffusion processes
are highly specific theorizing only singular diffusion mechanisms like learning,
emulation or competitive interdependence (for example, Volden et al. 2008; Franzese
and Hays 2008; Boushey 2012). Approaches trying to deal with the complexities of
diffusion processes do provide simple threshold models that mix constructivist
reasoning under the framework of utilitarianism (for example, Braun and Gilardi 2006;
Braun et al. 2007). In other words, a general and clear-cut theory on the causes and

effects of the different diffusion processes is still missing.

Largely, mechanism-based thinking clusters around two causal arguments:® First,
existing diffusion mechanisms accounts can be grouped according to the rationality
for policy adoption — what drives governments’ behaviour and actions? Analytically
diffusion mechanisms refer to rationalist reasoning based on instrumental
considerations of actors or on constructivist arguments dealing with norms and rule-
driven actors. Second, causal mechanisms differ according to their impact on the
properties of policy choice. Whereas diffusion mechanisms can have a direct impact
on the beliefs of actors, they might also influence the structural conditions for

decision-making.

First, the theoretical arguments in mechanism-based thinking on policy diffusion
cluster according to the underlying assumptions on the logic of governmental
behaviour. This reflects the classical institutionalist reasoning by March and Olsen

concerning the underlying logic of social action, this means the logic of

% The implication of this mapping is that any mechanism found in the literature can be subsumed under
distinct theoretical assumptions about the causal chain between triggers of diffusion processes and their
effects. Simmons and Elkins have distinguished at least thirty diffusion processes in the literature
(2005). The reader has to be aware that the mapping provided is just a selection of the main
mechanisms to be found in the literature. In addition, this classification is rather inductively. It is also
possible to classify differently. For example, the notion of learning as applied here is quite instrumental
(cf. Rose 1993). But other forms of learning like social learning (Hall 1993) should be subsumed under
the heading of socialisation. From my point of view these approaches just indicate that socialisation
effects can also take place in shorter time periods than usually expected in theories relying on the logic
of appropriateness. And again, these are quite broad and ideal categories.
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consequentialism and the logic of appropriateness (March and Olsen 1989; see also
Borzel and Risse 2003 and Opp 2013).?° Is action driven by instrumental or
normative reasons and motivations? In the former case, actors are supposed to
primarily follow material preferences, interests, and desires. Diffusion mechanisms
referring to the latter are usually based on the assumption that actors’ behavior is
rule-based, meaning that actors are following mutually shared understandings and
beliefs of appropriate behavior.?” Thus, rather than thinking about the consequences
of their choices, actors decide according to situational interpretations and upon the
rightness of their actions (cf. Sending 2002; Sjéblom 1993).%8

For example, communication at and across different institutional levels may create an
“isomorphic” environment facilitating the adoption of policies and structures even
without the existence of binding rules. In these situations organizations often follow
common standards (cf. DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 151). Especially in situations of
uncertainty actors usually adopt commonly accepted and widespread approaches
and models as the most appropriate choice. This may be the case when processes
are not well understood, ambitions are unclear or future developments are unknown

or the outcomes unsecure.

Yet, the adoption of widespread policies might also stem from the instrumental
consideration of policy makers in terms of their re-election and the electoral success
of their parties. A strategy often used to avoid the consequences of unpopular
measures is to play a game of “blame avoidance” and to pass the buck on the

responsibility for these actions to others (cf. Weaver 1986).

Politicians sometimes refer to the reforms of peer countries or to international
organizations to legitimate their own policy choices. Especially multi-level systems
like the European Union are said to leave broad options for blaming and shaming. A

prominent example is to blame the need for welfare state retrenchments on the

% | use the term Jreflecting” as there seems no exclusive and clear-cut definition of rationalism and
constructivism (cf. Fearon and Wendt 2002).

2 |n this regard, some distinguish the logic of arguing (for example, Risse 2000). As March and Olsen
themselves subsume this logic under the “logic of appropriateness” (1989, 1998), | will not deal with
mechanisms such as persuasion or arguing separately. Especially since arguing seems primarily about
norm formation (cf. Finnemore and Sikkink 1998), whereas the theoretical starting here is on policy
adoption.

%8 As a matter of fact, the constructivist program often aims at rules and social structures rather than at
agency-orientation and individuals. In constructivist debates, the question about choice is not as
straightforward as in rationalist approaches. Actors following the logic of appropriateness still have to
interpret and decide upon the rightness of their actions. From this point of view, | deviate from March
and Olsen’s assumptions as it is questionable how far their constructivist reasoning allows for external
impacts on actor’s motivations to follow a rule or norm (cf. Sending 2002: 454).
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economic integration and the increasing competition within the European Union or
the Globalization (cf. Hellwig and Samuels 2007; Kumlin 2011; Pierson 1996).

To put it differently, acting takes place according to the expected consequences of
actors’ choices. That does not mean that actors are only following their self-interest,
they might also incorporate social and ideational values into their expected utility

maximizations.

Second, causal mechanisms differ according to their impact on the parameters
determining the choices and decision-making of political actors. (cf. Braun and Gilardi
2006; Schimmelfennig 2007; Simmons and Elkins 2004). Although diffusion
approaches are dealing with all kinds of interdependent decision-making, it is mostly
the national government that constitutes the unit of analysis. The reason is simply
that governments are usually the main actors who have to decide upon changing
existing policies.?® However, what determines the actual decision-making and actions
of national governments? Regardless of whether governments follow a normative
and/or instrumental rationality, action theory in its most basic form assumes that
choices and consequent actions (if intentional)® are jointly caused by the actor’s
perceptions and beliefs on the policies in question as well as by their specific interest,

desires, and preferences (cf. Fearon and Wendt 2002: 55; Searle 2001).

While diffusion mechanisms can have a direct impact on actors’ beliefs, they might
also influence the structures that are underlying decision-making. Both kinds of
processes can determine the preferences of actors for alternative policies. In other
words, mechanism-based thinking can also be organized according to the
assumption on what induces the diffusion of policies. Is the stimulus and/or the
trigger of the causal mechanism changing the internal properties of the actor or
leading to altered decision-making conditions? In the prior case, the functioning of
the diffusion mechanism and consequent actions are based on changing internal
factors and intrinsic motivations of decision-makers, whereas in the latter case actors
are adapting their specific interest and desires to altered constraints and

opportunities underlying decision-making.

In a more rationalist reading, actors base their decisions on the consequences of

alternative policies. To calculate the consequences of their actions, agents have to

° | use the word usually” as sometimes the national competencies remain on a sub-national level. Also,
adopting policies might stem from coercive impacts as in the case of international law. The existence of
veto players has also to be taken into account.

% Some constructivist authors argue against the intentionality of rule-driven behaviour (cf. footnote 28).
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cognitively link policies with their self-interest; thus, they simply have to know about
the efficiency of alternative policy choices. This notion is carried in cognitive or causal
ideas and beliefs over cause and effect relationships and strategies for the
attainment of goals (cf. Goldstein and Keohane 1993; Schmidt 2008b). Actors have
to ask if the policy under consideration is effective for achieving their goals and
desires. Several diffusion concepts are based on shared causal or cognitive ideas
and beliefs. For example, lesson drawing is based on the assumption that actors
update their causal beliefs on new information on the functioning of policies (cf. Rose
1991). Actors share beliefs on means and ends and diffusion processes can

influence these cognitive perceptions and beliefs on the policies in question.

The argument is basically built around the question, which policy is working best for
the attainment of an actor’s goals? New information on the effectiveness of specific
policies or insights from scientific research might lead to an update of causal beliefs.
For example, the use of diagnosis related groups (DRGs) to determine the actual
costs of a treatment was driven by the observation that hospitals using DRGs as a
base for their cost planning differed substantially in terms of cost developments
compared to the traditional form of cost reimbursement (cf. Schmid et al. 2010). The
incentives for containing the costs in case of funding systems based on DRGs
seemed much higher compared to funding based on retrospective cost

reimbursement.

In a similar vein, constructivist diffusion mechanisms can impact on normative
beliefs. Similar to rationalist arguments on causal beliefs, actors have to cognitively
link policies with their normative ideas. This argument is basically about pairing
action with a specific situation. What do | believe what are (non-)appropriate policy
choices in a specific situation? Furthermore, what are the criteria for distinguishing
the appropriateness of policies? Consequently, diffusion mechanisms are based on
the assumption that actors’ behaviour is based on “normative” (Schmidt 2008b) or

“principled” beliefs (Goldstein and Keohane 1993).

Rules are followed as long as actors accept them as true and natural choices. How
do | have to act according to my identity and the role | am supposed to play? For
example, certain rules are just taken for granted like abolishing slavery (Finnemore
and Sikkink 1998: 895). Due to internalized values and norms, action becomes
independent of material consideration since actors have an intrinsic desire to follow
that norm (cf. Alderson 2001; Checkel 2005). This idea applies to concepts like
persuasion or socialization. For instance, the normative beliefs on environmental

risks can drive state governments in the USA to adopt strict regulation on chemicals
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even when facing substantial economic problems (cf. Olive, Raymond and
Gunasekara 2011).

But altering the social and material payoffs associated with policy choices can also
drive diffusion processes. In a rationalist reading, payoffs refer to the costs and
benefits associated with a specific policy. If the actors’ desire is to maximize the utility
associated with policy choices, then they will likely adapt to new constraints and
opportunities. Preference for a specific policy can be based on the expected electoral
rewards, party politics or organized interests and lobbying. Sometimes, benefits are
structured by the need to arrive at package deals or in bargaining situations (for
example in government formation). Yet, payoffs can also be based on economic
rewards and competition. The previously given example on blame avoidance can

serve as case for this kind of behaviour here.

Diffusion mechanisms can also relate to the normative and social value of a policy
from a constructivist point of view. For instance, the emergence of international
norms can alter the normative structures underlying world politics and it can render
the adoption of a specific policy as a more appropriate and legitimate choice (cf.
Finnemore 1996). In other words, they determine the normative value of alternative
policy choices embedded in the institutional and cultural structure in which the actor
operates. Which policies are socially rewarding? Which norms are socially accepted
in a given situation? This reframing in the interpretation and projection of the
appropriateness associated with the adoption of alternative policy choices can be
found in conceptualizations like mimicry or emulation when actors are driven by
legitimacy pressures and/or the desire for conformity (cf. Sharman 2008). Similarly,
(legal) rules set pressure on actors and organizations “primarily by redefining the
normative value of old practices” (Suchman and Edelman 1996: 930). Rather than
becoming intrinsic to actors’ identities, rules are followed as they are interpreted as

legitimate and right in a specific context or situation.
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2.2 The Mechanisms of Policy Diffusion

Following this causal logic, four classes of causal (or: diffusion) mechanisms can be
identified in the current state of the art: emulation, learning, socialization, and

externalities. *'

Learning relates to situation where national governments rely on experiences made
elsewhere for domestic problem solving. The rationality for this behaviour rests on
searching effective solutions to given problems. The background idea is that the
experience of others provides information to solve ones own problems. In turn, this
will lead to an updating on causal beliefs and to additional knowledge on the
effectiveness of certain policies. For example, politicians learnt from the effects
cutting unemployment pays had on the labour market performance in OCED
countries (cf. Gilardi 2010). Approaches subsumed under the notion of learning
incorporate several theoretical concepts like lesson drawing (Rose 1991), Bayesian
Updating (Meseguer 2003), or bounded rationality and cognitive heuristics (Weyland
2007).

Externalities then characterize diffusion mechanisms based on setting positive and/or
negative incentives for the adoption of certain policies that are manipulating and
influencing utility calculations of domestic policy-makers. From this point of view,
externalities relate to the cost and benefits the policies of others entail for decision-
makers and their adjustments (cf. Abbott and Snidal 2001; Braun and Gilardi 2006;
Elkins and Simmons 2005; Lazer 2001).

Two of the main concepts that belong to this category of diffusion mechanisms are
competition and coercion. Whereas the latter concept describes situations where
governments are obliged to adopt certain policies (for example, in the case of legal
requirements and compliance with international law and harmonization), diffusion
research mainly focuses on processes of competition and the costs they create for
domestic policy makers (for example, Boehmke and Witmer 2004; Sharman 2008;
Shipan and Volden 2008; Simmons, Dobbin and Garrett 2008).% In this regard,

externalities are supposed to relate to policy areas characterized by institutional and

¥ Providing a mathematical analysis of formal models would go beyond the scope of this thesis. We still
lack considerable knowledge on diffusion processes, their interaction, and their effects on policy change
and adaption to specify a fully developed formal model of several diffusion processes.

%2 Some authors also incorporate coercive adaption processes into the study of diffusion (for example,
Dobbin et al. 2007), that means several mechanisms like legal obligations, economic sanctions, or
international political pressure forcing governments to adopt certain policies. Following our initial focus
on non-coercive diffusion mechanisms | do not deal with this kind of causal mechanisms and stick to the
narrow definition.
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trade-related competition as in the case of economic policy (cf. Scharpf 1997b;
Holzinger and Knill 2005). For example, interstate competition in the USA influenced
the adoption of Indian gaming policies. Economic pressure in the form of a loss in
businesses; tax revenues and jobs drove this diffusion process (cf. Boehmke and
Witmer 2004).

Socialisation relates to the internalization of shared beliefs due to interaction of
actors. In this regard, diffusion through socialisation clearly frames the cognitive
dimension of appropriate rules. In turn, diffusion mechanisms might lead to a
redefinition of actor's identities and belief systems and the internalization of
international norms. Similar arguments can be found in concepts like normative
isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1991), social learning (Hall 1993), taken for
grantedness (Braun and Gilardi 2006) or type Il internalization (Checkel 2005).
Another way of changing normative beliefs is promoting ideas as legitimate or true

through reason giving as in the case of persuasion and arguing (cf. Risse 2000).

Normatively, rules might be followed as they are interpreted as legitimate. But they
might also be followed as actors belief them as being true. For example, based on
scientific knowledge or own experience, actors cognitively link problems and
situations with distinct approaches (cf. March and Olsen 2006). To put if differently,
agents might internalize normative beliefs and practices as well as group affiliations
(cf. Abdelal et al. 2006; Johnston 2005: 1032f). In such situations, actors accept the
group norms as given and adopt their desires and identities to the ones of the
community. In this regard, diffusion in terms of socialization clearly frames the
cognitive dimension of appropriate rules (cf. March and Olsen 2006) as it relates to
the internalization of shared beliefs. Choosing policies based on conscious

instrumental calculation is replaced by a normative rationality.

The idea behind conceptualizations based on socialization is that actors interacting
with each other develop shared beliefs and internalize common norms This in turn
shapes actor’s perceptions on the legitimacy of norms and policies and might lead to
a redefinition of actor’s identities and belief systems and the internalization of norms
(cf. Checkel 2005; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Although socialisation does not
directly lead to policy change the outcome might be the adoption and transfer of
specific policies. For example, there is evidence for European institutions framing
ethnic politics in East Europe during the 1990s in terms of liberalization and minority
rights (cf. Kelley 2004).

2-32



The Politics of Diffusion

In a similar vain, emulation describes the desire (or need) of domestic actors to
conform to international widespread norms. Here actors merely copy models found
elsewhere to increase the legitimacy of policy choices. For example, former colonies
often imitate the policies of the colonial power when it comes to modernizing their

political institutions (cf. Massey 2009).

Copying international models must not always stem from searching for effective
solutions or an advanced understanding of the underlying causal relationships to
given problems as it is assumed in the case of learning. Policy transfer in mimetic
processes is rarely purposive and goal-orientated as explanatory Rationales focus on
peer pressure and reputation as drivers (cf. Meseguer 2005: 78). Strictly speaking,
emulation relates to legitimacy pressures stemming from the misfit between

internationally acclaimed norms and policies and their domestic counterparts.

Mechanisms based on the logic of emulation refer to a bunch of concepts ranging
from norm cascades (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998), mimetic isomorphism (DiMaggio
and Powell 1991), mimicking (Johnston 2005) or type | internalization (Checkel
2005), symbolic imitation (Gustafsson 1983), bandwagoning, threshold or tipping
point models (cf. Granovetter 1978; Schelling 1978) to herding (Hirshleifer and Teoh
2003; Levi-Faur 2002).

% Some authors doubt if emulation is a mechanism on its own or rather a mixture of socialization and
learning (cf. Graham, Volden and Shipan 2008: 25). | disagree with the latter assumption as emulation
has different analytical implications and underlying assumptions than a (rational) learning model or
socialization. Though | agree that the analytical distinction is not always testable (cf. subsection 2.4.2).
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Table 2-1: Ideal Types of Policy Diffusion Mechanisms

Impact on Agent Structure
- What induces change? - altered governments’ beliefs - altered constraints and
(normative/causal) about different| opportunities (ideational/matenal)
Type of explanation policies induce change associated with the pursue of
- What drives different policies induce change
governments’ behaviour?
Constructivist
=2 Nommative rafionality | Il
(legitimacy-dnven) SOCIALISATION EMULATION
Basic Idea: inferaction leads fo the | Basic Idea: the desire of acfors fo
development and internalization of | conform to widespread norms and
normative ideas socially vaiued policies
Rationalist
= Instrumental raftionality ] v
(utility-driven) LEARNING EXTERNALITIES
Basic ldea: the experience of Basic Idea: the choices of other
others provides new information | acfors entail costs and benefits fo
on the effectiveness of policies be incorporated into decision
leading to an update of causal calculus
ideas

Source: own table.

2.3 The Conditionality of Policy Diffusion

The functioning of diffusion mechanisms based on voluntariness and communication
presupposes rather weak requirements at first glance (cf. Holzinger and Knill 2005:
790).* However, the existing literature offers a wide array of theoretical assumptions
on what kind of factors condition diffusion mechanisms (cf. Braun et al. 2007;
Dolowitz and Marsh 1996, 2000; Holzinger and Knill 2005; Knill and Lenschow 2005;
Schimmelfennig 2007; Simmons and Elkins 2004; Rogers 2003; Tews 2002).
Basically one can distinguish two sorts of factors influencing the functioning of the

identified diffusion mechanisms: country-specific and policy-specific factors.*®

3 Especially in a globalised and interconnected world there should be both as information about policy
choices of other countries is usually available so that countries policies can have (at least theoretically)
an impact on (dependent) countries.

% One can also add a third category referring to international and transnational factors. But | do not deal
with them separately as they are already implicit on the discussion on the causal mechanisms. For
example, if one assumes that socialization is driven by interaction in networks than it is obvious that
highly institutionalized networks are better able to create trust and gradual socialization (cf. Finnemore
and Sikkink 1998).
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With regards to country-specific factors the focus is often on the similarity of the
countries under investigation (cf. Holzinger and Knill 2005; Holzinger and Knill 2007;
Lenschow, Liefferink and Veenman 2005). A basic assumption is that the national
impact of diffusion mechanisms is bolstered the more similar countries in terms of
culture, institutions, and socioeconomic contexts are. To put it differently, the more
dissimilar the cultural, institutional, and socioeconomic characteristics of countries
the less diffusion between these countries can be expected. For example,
governments tend to align their policy choices with countries they share historical and
cultural ties like in the case of anti-smoking policies and the diffusion of second hand

smoking restrictions in the English-speaking countries (cf. Asare and Studlar 2009).

But the literature also offers alternative explanations on country-specific
characteristics that might influence patterns of diffusion and its effects — for example,
the compatibility between policy legacies and external policy models or the reform
capacity of political systems (cf. Holzinger and Knill 2005; Mastenbroek 2005; Tews
2002).

Policy- (or sector-)specific factors then relate to a focus on policy attributes
themselves (cf. Knill 2005: 7f; Makse and Volden 2011; Heichel et al. 2005: 818).
Country-specific factors like state capacities might depend on the sector under
consideration. For example, studies on Europeanization have shown that state
capacities for reforms are contingent on the policy sector (cf. Steunenberg and
Toshkov 2009; Steunenberg 2007). In this regard, the costs for policy adoption and
reforming current arrangements are rather policy- than country-specific as they
depend on policies pre-existing in a country (cf. Falkner et al. 2005; Mastenbroek and
Kaeding 2006).

But the conditional effect of policy-specific factors can also stem from
interdependencies with other policy fields (cf. Bonker 2008). For example, public
sector reforms in terms of privatization and retrenchments are often influenced by

fiscal policies and the economic performance of a country.

Also empirical evidence pinpoints to the finding that policy ideas seem to travel much
easier than policy instruments and setting (cf. Bache and Olsson 2001; Bomberg and
Peterson 2000; Radaelli 2005). This is kind of surprising as earlier scholars assume
that ideas and beliefs are more difficult to change than policy instruments or settings
(cf. Hall 1993).

Assumptions on the contingency of policy diffusion are often depending on the causal

mechanism under consideration. That means factors of contingency differ according
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to the diffusion mechanism. A mechanism like competition might be influenced by
other conditional variables than a learning process. Theories of learning often refer to
cognitive short cuts that influence the probability of learning effects like cultural
biases since actors have to decode information (cf. Dolowitz and Marsh 2000). The
factors triggering competition are usually not based on communication and
information, but on competitive interdependencies between markets and political
systems. Hence, other scope conditions are of relevance here. Factors like the
compatibility and relative advantage of policy reforms compared to keeping the status
quo might filter its effect (cf. Makse and Volden 2011).

From this point of view, dealing with the contingency of competition might require the
explicit formulation of theoretical assumptions for each of the causal mechanisms
under consideration. But this dimension of policy diffusion is often overlooked. In any
case, diffusion researchers neglect dimensions of power and domestic politics. Of
course, domestic controls are usually included into the analysis, but mechanism-
based approaches usually lack the explicit integration of scope conditions and
conditional variables. More specifically, the contingent character of policy diffusion
renders the explicit formulation of interaction hypothesis (and their test) necessary
(cf. Shipan and Volden 20086; Volden 2006; Volden et al. 2008).% This is especially
important in mechanism-based thinking as it encompasses several steps in a causal
process (cf. Falleti and Lynch 2009). Even in a situation characterized by no legal or
political imposition, domestic politics play are crucial role in explaining why actors

adopt certain policies.

2.4 Theorizing Policy Diffusion in Higher Education®’

By and large, two groups of explanatory factors can be distinguished, on why
governments adopt certain policies: First, (international)® factors triggering diffusion
processes and the underlying causal mechanisms like learning; and second,

variables determining the functioning and effectiveness of diffusion mechanisms, that

% For example, by modeling interaction terms or by constructing spatially lagged variables (cf. section
4.1).

%7 | subscribe to a stricter use of the term diffusion relating to voluntary processes of policy adaption (cf.
Holzinger et al. 2007a). | do not include assumption on coercive mechanisms driven by international law
and alike into the theoretical framework. The framework mainly deals with diffusion mechanisms based
on assumptions related to communication and information exchange as well as competitive and
cooperation interdependencies. This is due to the empirical focus on higher education policy.

% The focus of the diffusion framework is usually on international factors, but domestic factors might
also lead to policy clustering (cf. subsection 2.4.4).
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means factors conditioning the impact of diffusion processes. Overall, primary
hypotheses are formulated on the relationship between variables triggering and
influencing diffusion processes based on causal mechanisms like learning and policy
adoption. Secondary hypotheses relate to the interaction between these diffusion
variables and conditional variables in relation to policy adoption as the dependent
variable. That means the theoretical framework explicitly deals with the conditional
nature of policy diffusion by formulating specific conditional hypothesis on the
interaction with the different diffusion variables. In other words, secondary
hypotheses are dealing with conditional variables mediating the effects of diffusion

variables.

The theoretical framework discriminates between different diffusion mechanisms by
providing coherent explanatory models for explaining policy adoption (cf. Zirn and
Checkel 2005: 1057). The theoretical framework is trying to disentangle theoretical
arguments according to the underlying causal ideas on when and how actors adopt
external policies. Conceptualizations that are not based on a distinct and precise set
of causal propositions hinder the search for observable and (preferably) distinct
empirical indicators (cf. Elkins and Simmons 2005: 38; Gerring 1999) — a serious

obstacle for valid and robust empirical testing of theoretical models.

First, despite the terminological and ontological differences, the theoretical
paradigms discussed in section 2.1 should not be interpreted too narrow from a
conceptual point of view. Usually causal assumptions are theoretically sounder than
their empirical counterparts expect (c. Risse 2003). Also hybrid forms of diffusion
mechanisms exist which cut across the causal logics presented. This relates to
constructivist and rationalist reasoning as well as the structure- or agency-

centeredness of explanations (cf. Figure 2-1).

Rationalist and constructivist thinking are partly overlapping. For example, the basic
distinction between a normative and instrumental rationality does not fully intersect
with the ideational versus material dichotomy and can turn out to be misleading (cf.
Fearon and Wendt 2002; Klotz and Lynch 2006). Causal beliefs are usually linked
with the material interest of an actor as they determine the expected utility of a policy
(cf. Braun and Gilardi 2006) rather than the rightness of policy choices.*® Still, causal

beliefs about the effects of a specific policy are an ideational concept like norms or

%9 Except when effectiveness becomes the appropriate norm.
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discourse and it is part of constructivist thinking, too (for example in processes based

on arguing).

Furthermore, actors might also incorporate social and ideational values into their
expected utility maximizations. Concepts dealing with the social influence of
international institutions usually highlight the distributional effects of norm compliance

in terms of social rewards and costs (cf. Johnston 2001).

Figure 2-1: A Venn diagram of policy diffusion mechanisms

Diffirsion Machani
Primarily fnllrvwing Ratianalist Beasanin 1 |
Based an actozcentered sxplanations l l |
Altesed causalbeliefs ~ Bounded rational Persuasion Al
Lesson-drawing Bayesian learning  learning BUINg
Cognitive heuristics Rational learning ‘ l
i Social learning . fo
Narmati yoe |l Internalization
Second order learning isamorpvt:un B
:a::‘e d‘:ess Socalization
Complex learning 8
al " iue helief
Based on stouctuzal syplanations
Alteri | Alteri :
Externalities {pos./neg.) Social influence Mimetic isomarphism Mimicry
Cooperative interdependence Herding MNorm cascades Imitation
Competitive interdependence Symbolic imitation Type linternalization Emulation
Competition Temporary rale playing

Source: own figure.

However, rationalist notions also found their way into constructivist thinking. For
instance, at first internalizing new norms might be driven by an instrumental rather
than a normative rationale (cf. Checkel 2005). Internalizing new norms is usually a
long-term process. But joining a network or community is often driven by self-interest
rather than normative reasons. Eventually, transnational problem solving can result in
normative isomorphism due to the discourses and communication exchange
accompanying the mutual actions carried out (cf. DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Rakic
2001).
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Diffusion mechanisms such as persuasion or arguing are referring to scientific
knowledge not only changing normative beliefs, but also persuading actors to link
causes and effects with regard to distinct problem-solving approaches. Vice versa,
one can also identify a few rationalist concepts like complex or second order learning
that assume learning beyond strategies and conceptualize actor’'s preferences as

endogenous (cf. Hall 1993).

Hence, the distinction between constructivist and rationalist thinking is not as sharp
as often claimed. Causal mechanisms such as persuasion rely both on rational as
well as on constructivist thinking. But this does not mean that structural changes
might not ultimately cause a change in actors’ beliefs in terms of socialization or
learning effects. For example, in case of institutional learning policy makers and civil
servants in specific institutional settings might incrementally adapt their political

values to the organizational norms (cf. Rohrschneider 1996).

Now, one could argue that it is the adaption of actors to their structural environment
that leads to an update of their beliefs. From this point of view, structural conditions
seem to lead to the internalization of norms. Yet, analytically, a structural change is
not sufficient for norm internalization. On the contrary, the original desire to conform
to altered structural conditions can indirectly and ultimately lead to a change of the
actor’s beliefs (cf. Checkel 2005). From this point of view, emulation can precede
socialization effects. But the opposite argument would not make sense. In other
words, as soon as a type Il internationalization is reached (that means, the norm is
internalized) it usually*® cannot be replaced by type | internationalization (that means,

simple role playing) afterwards.

It could also be argued that structural and actor-based explanations differ in terms of
the degree of change and the length of the causal chain under consideration.
However, that would be a very bold statement to make. Here it seems helpful to
remember that the ideal types constructed in diffusion research merely reflect
different theoretical ideas about the main drivers for social action (actors’ beliefs and
the structural conditions). They should be used as labels and connotations, not as
normative claims about the superiority of either agency or structure in determining
social actions. This is an issue for actual empirical research rather than for

conceptual work.

01 case all other things being equal. Of course, exogenous shocks or other changes might lead to a
redefinition of norms and values.
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Second, diffusion mechanisms influence the parameters determining the choices and
decision-making of political actors, but they can rarely be observed and measured
directly. Due to the latent characteristic of causal mechanisms one has to operate
with proxies as independent variables (cf. Simmons and Elkins 2004; Gleditsch and
Ward 2006). More specifically, theoretical assumptions on the triggers and
functioning of diffusion mechanisms have to be translated into variables suitable for
empirical measurement. Therefore, the theoretical framework is informed by the need
to find explanatory concepts indicating an actual and observable change of

behaviour.

In other words, explanatory factors have to be identified that might indicate a change
in actors’ beliefs and the structural conditions as the main parameters influencing
diffusion processes in terms of policy adoption. In an ideal empirical world one would
find distinct empirical indicators to discriminate between theoretical assumptions.
Concepts believed to be hardly traceable in empirical studies are not considered

here.

To give you an example, one has to be aware of the certainly existing limitations of
variable orientated approaches (cf. Aus 2007; Kittel 2006; Ebbinghaus 2005). An
example might demonstrate the problems for formulating and testing diffusion
mechanisms and their underlying assumptions in a macro-quantitative design. The
concept of lesson-drawing refers to policy transfer through national governments
rationally utilizing problem-solving experiences of other countries (cf. Rose 1991: 4).
Learning can result in a change of believes and preferences (cf. Levy 1994: 283), or
only in an adaption of new strategies (cf. May 1992). Both might result in a policy
change, although this does not have to be the case (especially in the latter case).
Here we face two problems. To examine the assumption that learning has taken
place in a macro-quantitative design we need an actual and observable change of
behaviour. If actors have drawn lessons without changing their behaviour we might
detect no (statistical) effects. Correspondingly for a macro-quantitative approach we
have to use a theoretical concept of learning arguments that allows for empirical

observations (at least implicitly).

Furthermore, we do not know what exactly caused an observable learning effect. We
are not able to trace the micro-foundation of the causal effect. We might be able to
formulate a hypothesis on the probability that a cause is leading to a certain outcome
through a distinct mechanism by dealing with the theoretical assumptions underlying
the function of this causal mechanism and its impact on social action. We could

formulate hypothesis regarding the impact of international stimuli for learning. For
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example, one can assume that learning effects are more likely the stronger the

networking between countries (cf. Simmons and Elkins 2004).

Third, the following presentation of the various hypotheses is not a comprehensive
list of explanatory factors to be found in diffusion research. There are good reasons
for this limitation as recent methodological works pinpoint to the necessity of
theoretical parsimony and the problem of integrating too many explanatory variables
into statistical models (cf. Achen 2002; Achen 2005). Moreover, one has to
acknowledge that it is particularly the number of potentially relevant conditional
factors that seem almost endless — especially if someone is utilizing neighbouring
research strands like Europeanization (cf. Mastenbroek 2005). Therefore, the
selection of theoretical assumptions to be discussed and tested in the following
subsections is far from being inclusive. The main goal is to comparatively test causal
assumptions on the functioning of diffusion mechanisms — not to fully explain all the

variation in terms of policy adoption.

Following these restrictions, four sets of hypotheses are formulated on policy

diffusion due to learning, socialization, externalities and common responses:41

2.4.1 Learning

Policy diffusion due to learning refers to constellations where governments utilize
experiences of external actors in order to solve domestic problems. The rationality for
this behaviour rests on searching effective solutions to given problems, based on the
idea that the experience of others provides information to solve one’s own problems.
Rather than changing the decision-making conditions by altering payoffs, learning
relates to situations where national governments update their causal beliefs about

the effectiveness of policies.

Studies dealing with learning often remain vague regarding the actual impacts of
learning processes (cf. Elkins and Simmons 2005; Meseguer 2005; Mooney 2001)).

It is possible that a programme may be evaluated positively or negatively or there

“' The socialization approach is based on assumptions referring to two ideal diffusion mechanisms:
socialization and emulation (cf. section 2.2). As previously mentioned, | still subscribe to a stricter use of
the term diffusion relating to voluntary processes of policy adaption. | do not include assumptions on
coercive mechanisms driven by international law and alike into the theoretical framework. The
framework mainly deals with diffusion mechanisms based on assumptions related to communication and
information exchange as well as competitive and cooperation interdependencies. This is due to the
empirical focus on higher education policy. Letters and numbers are assigned to diffusion and
conditional to describe the theoretical approach and to ease the readability (for example, “conditional
hypothesis A1” relates to the first hypothesis dealing with the conditional nature of learning).
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may be simply no possibility to transfer it (cf. Rose 1991: 22; Dolowitz and Marsh
2000; Elkins and Simmons 2005).

Furthermore, a main problem in applying the concept of learning is to answer the
question about which results national policy-makers do care for. Do they really want
to find effective solutions for domestic problems? Or is it about economic
benchmarks and political results (for example, in terms of payoffs at the ballot) (cf.
Meseguer 2005: 77)?

2.4.1.1 On Rational Learning

As a consequence, governments tend to align themselves with policies that can be
found in more successful countries (for example Elkins, Guzman and Simmons 2006;
Meseguer 2006; Simmons and Elkins 2004). Epistemic communities or international
organizations can serve as reference as well. Organizations like the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) frequently provide country reports, peer reviews, and identify
best practices which then become powerful international policy instruments for further

mutual learning processes (cf. Schafer 2006).

This assumption seems to question the analytical distinction between horizontal and
vertical diffusion processes. What drives policy adaption in case of international
comparisons and benchmarking? Should we think about data provided by
international actors in terms of a causal factor on its own? One cold also argue that it
is simply a necessary condition for learning effects to take place. Lastly, it is the
policy experience of country governments that are taken into consideration by policy
makers. And international reports are only functioning as a source for this kind of
information. This argument seems less straightforward if one thinks about the
possibility that governments weight information differently or that international
organizations follow their own interest when providing insights on domestic policies.
They are actors themselves and cannot only be understood as devices or platforms

for providing information.

The concept of learning plays a vital part in higher education studies. Especially in
recent years it became prominent in studies dealing with the impact of international
organizations on national higher education policies. Probably the best-known
example is the so-called Bologna Process and the exchange of policy- specific

information to deal with domestic problems (cf. Heinze and Knill 2008; Veiga and
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Amaral 2006). Another example, relates to the role of the OECD in promoting mutual
surveillance and adjustment by providing indicators and country reports (cf. Martens
and Wolf 2006).

But the issue of disentangling both effects seems less problematic regarding higher
education policies. First, the scope of activities by international organizations in
higher education was relatively limited before the mid-1990s. Except some
agreements on the recognition of professional qualification, international regulations
on higher education were nearly non-existent (cf. Mundy 2007). Though one has to
acknowledge that the international organizations like the UNESCO and the OECD
were increasingly providing information on national higher education policies,
activities were only at their beginning. Until the end of the 1990s, international
exercises to systematically map and evaluate higher education policies focused on a
relatively low number of aggregated indicators (cf. Godin 2005). Reliable and valid
data was difficult to gather (cf. Godin 2005). And more detailed country comparisons

were simply not available.

Also the degree of institutionalization of international efforts was rather weak. For
example, OECD reports on the country performance in higher education were only
provided if requested by the country in question (cf. Martens 2007). From this point of
view, assuming an informational and ideational impact of international actors seems
less plausible than the impact of intergovernmental interdependencies. The data and
experience from international sources is surely a necessary condition for learning on
the effectiveness of policies, but the institutionalization of international and
transnational networks or organizations highlighted in higher education studies was
still rudimentary in the 1980s and 1990s. Rather higher education policy has to be
mainly understood as a product of horizontal diffusion processes and domestic

politics.*?

Analytically then, governments are expected to change and transfer policies
according to the policies implemented in successful countries. In the 1990s, for
example, Denmark and the Netherlands were quite successful in fighting
unemployment. Both cases provided valuable insight on how to reform labour

markets (cf. Barrell and Genre 1999). In a similar vein, European strategies in higher

“2tis also questionable if one could empirically disentangle both effects in a macro-quantitative design.
Experiments or interviews could help to find out about policy makers’ sources of information and how
they weigh information from different sources. But the possibility of testing in a macro-quantitative
design is rather limited. Even if international data would provide clear-cut information on which countries
and policies are most successful, there would be probably a high degree of collinearity in the actual
country data.
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education aimed at increasing the market- and performance-orientation of policies
(cf. Billing 2004; Frglich, Schmidt and Rosa 2011).

However, several authors showed that learning can work in both directions with
negative experience also causing learning effects (cf. Lee and Strang 2006; Mooney
2001). Such processes seem to be at work when states abolished interventionist or
Keynesian macro-economic policy in favour of deregulation and privatization in the

last decades (cf. Meseguer 2005).

In a similar vein, universities and higher education systems are performing quite
differently. Whereas the German higher education system with its Humboldtian ideal
of Academic oligarchy was supposed to be the most successful model during the
early 20" century, countries following this approach run into severe problems under
budgetary constraints and growing student numbers (cf. Frglich et al. 2010;
Schimank and Winnes 2001). Under these conditions many countries reformed their

higher education systems.

Form this point of view | expect that the relative performance of other countries
having adopted performance-orientated higher education policies impact on the

choices of governments:

Diffusion hypothesis A1 (learning from success). The adoption of a higher
education policy i is influenced by the comparative performance of n other

countries with policy /.

In a more general understanding of learning, one would expect that governments
consider information on countries having adopted new policies and of those sticking
to the status quo. That means information on the usefulness of policies can be
derived from both countries having implemented new policies, but also from the

performance of countries sticking to traditional approaches.

Diffusion hypothesis A2 (learning from experience): The adoption of a
higher education policy i is influenced by the policy experience in n other

countries.

Furthermore, short-term success seems to be more important to political decision-
makers (cf. Weyland 2007) — a behaviour perfectly fitting times where knowledge
becomes out-dated quickly and where politicians think in terms of legislative turnover

and electoral payoffs. But higher education research often highlights the slow and
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path-dependent transformation of higher education systems as the full
implementation of higher education policies usually takes three to seven years (cf.
Cerych and Sabatier 1986).

This circumstance does not necessarily speak against the assumption that politicians
have a limited time frame when weighing information. But it supports the argument
that decision-making in higher education is following a different time clock compared
to other policy fields. In other words, causal ideas might take longer before they are
updated (cf. Kingdon 1984). From this point of view, | expect time to have an impact
on policy adoption too. In contrast to the previous hypothesis, | assume long-term

developments to influence government decisions:

Diffusion hypothesis A3a (longer term learning from success): The adoption
of a higher education policy i is influenced by the longer-term comparative

performance of n other countries with policy i.

Diffusion hypothesis A3b (longer term learning from experience). The
adoption of a higher education policy i is influenced by the longer-term

experience with policy i/ in n other countries.

2.4.1.2 On Bounded-rational Learning

Similar to the emulation mode, assumptions associated with learning are
independent of the existence of an active promoter of policies (cf. Bérzel and Risse
2009). That is to say, an updating of causal beliefs and learning about the
effectiveness and performance of policies can be caused by mutual observations.
Here, different assumptions exist regarding the question which problem-solving
approach has to be adopted. In other words, where do governments look for
information and how do they weigh them. Governments are usually supposed to
converge in their policy choices if all available information is considered and

weighted to the same degree only (cf. Holzinger and Knill 2005: 783).

One of the most questionable assumptions in comprehensive versions of rational
learning relates to the unrestricted availability of information and the costs for
obtaining them (cf. Gilardi, Flglister and Luyet 2010; Meseguer 2006; Weyland 2007;
Volden et al. 2008). Proponents of bounded versions off learning highlight different

technical and cognitive shortcuts that limit the possibilities of learning.
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For example, if governments differ in their information processing capacities, if they
are neither perfectly rational nor collect all available information or if the considered
experiences show ambiguous results, divergence may occur. Correspondingly, some
learning frameworks are dealing with cognitive heuristics, which emphasize certain
short cuts in the governmental search for and evaluation of information (Friedkin
1993; Strang and Meyer 1993; Weyland 2007). Searching for policy solutions is still
problem-driven, but causal beliefs are bound towards specific biases in the
inferences and decision-making processes of individuals. So, if cognitive short cuts
exist and policy-makers are rationally bounded, then learning still leads to policy

adoption. However, this is a contingent pattern (cf. Meseguer 2006: 77).

Although increasing informational linkages between countries exist, information is
supposed to be spatially biased with information easier and more readily available
from closer states and neighbouring countries (cf. Grossback, Nicholson-Crotty and
Peterson 2003; Meseguer 2006; Weyland 2007). Discovering regional clusters in
learning would come to no surprise due to this “availability heuristic”.
Correspondingly, | expect that governments are not searching for policy solutions
evenly, but that a regional bias exists. More specifically, governments are only
expected to learn from neighbouring countries rather than considering more distant

countries:

Conditional hypothesis A1 (learning from neighbours). The effect of
learning is contingent on the choices on higher education policyi in n

neighbouring countries.

In addition, inferential short cuts can refer to the influence of actor’s prior beliefs and
cultural factors (Meseguer 2005: 75; Weyland 2005). Learning is based on the
processing and interpretation of information on causal relationships. The outcome of
this process also depends on an actors’ prior belief, meaning that an actor’s cultural
imprinting influences his way of decoding information. In this regard, learning
processes can be conditioned by country-group-effects referring to “family of nations”
(cf. Castles 1993). For instance, a country-group effect has been driving the case of

anti-smoking policies and the diffusion of second hand smoking restrictions in the
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English-speaking countries of the Republic of Ireland, Scotland, and England (cf.
Asare and Studlar 2009).*?

Similarly, higher education systems sharing the same historical legacies are
supposed to follow similar pathways (cf. Dobbins 2008). Rooted in similar higher
education traditions like the Humboldt, Napoleonic or the Market Model (cf. Brennan
2010; Clark 1983; Gellert 1999), | expect similar heritages to spur learning
processes. Following this argument, one can assume that learning effects are
conditioned by the similarity between sender and recipient in terms of their university

cultures and historical roots:

Conditional hypothesis A2 (similar historical origins): The effect of learning
is contingent on the historical similarities between the higher education

systems in n countries.

Furthermore, Bayesian learning approaches assume that governments do not
distinguish between different informational sources. Given a certain state of
information, they rather search for the solution that is expected to yield the best
results (the most appropriate solution in terms of their preferences). Correspondingly,
the occurrence of a learning effect might depend on the ideological similarity between
senders and recipients (cf. Volden 2006). In cases governments share partisan
alignments and ideological preferences, insights derived from others’ experience
seem to be more comparable to governments. Following this argument, one can
expect that learning effects be conditioned by the ideological distances between
governments. Or to put it differently, ideological similarity between countries makes

learning more likely:

Conditional hypothesis A3 (ideological similarities): The effect of learning is
increasing with the ideological similarities between governments in n

countries.

2.4.1.3 On Problem-driven Learning

Last but not least, governments tend to incorporate policies of other countries into

their domestic political programs in situations of high uncertainty (cf. Rose 1991;

43 See also the general patterns of the UK to ignore France and Ireland, but to learn from the USA,
Canada or Australia (cf. Rose 1993: 107/167).
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Simmons and Elkins 2004). If the available policy options and the underlying causes
and effects are hitherto unknown or not clear, conclusions have to be drawn on
empirical evidence. The underlying assumption is that the uncertainty condition
renders learning from peers and others’ experience more likely than a prospective
and systematic evaluation based on conventional research and experience (for
example, in terms of pilot projects). The latter is often too time-consuming and costly.

Time pressures can multiply this effect.

In a similar vein, domestic problem pressure seems to have an impact on the cross-
national transfer of higher education policies (cf. Heinze and Knill 2008; Witte 2006:
93f). Relevant aspects can relate to policy-specific problems like low enrolment or
completion ratios, budgetary constraints and academic unemployment. But often it is
the more general picture restricting the state's capacities to solve policy problems (cf.
cf. Scharpf 1997b). States facing socio-economic vulnerability generally adapt to
external pressures more easily (cf. Schmidt 2002: 898). This can relate to economic
and fiscal problems like high public debts, low economic growth and high
unemployment rates. Thus | expect an increased domestic problem pressure to

impact on the willingness of governments to learn from others:

Conditional hypothesis A4 (problem-driven learning): The effect of learning

is increasing with the domestic problem-pressure.

2.4.2 Socialization

It does not seem feasible to empirically discriminate between both constructivist
kinds of diffusion processes in a macro-quantitative design. Emulation patterns stem
from a change in the reputational payoffs linked with the embracing of a certain norm
and policy, whereas socialization is changing one’s core beliefs on the
appropriateness of a specific policy. Following role-conforming behaviour then results
in adopting policies associated with the reference norms, but can also result in pure
symbolism (cf. Gustafsson 1983) or blame avoidance (Bennett 1991: 223). For
example, official commitments to the non-proliferation of arms often do not match the
domestic implementation of these ideas (cf. Solingen 2007). To determine whether a
government has adopted a policy because of the associated social rewards or due to
norm internalization usually requires data on the underlying attitudes of the actors (cf.
Checkel 2006; Wimmel 2003).

2-48



The Politics of Diffusion

As a consequence, the approach adopted here is based on the assumption that
actors interacting with each other develop shared beliefs and internalize common
norms. This, in turn, shapes actor’'s perceptions on the legitimacy of norms and
policies and consequently influences the adoption of similar policies (cf. Checkel
2005; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). This basic idea leads to the question on the
ways actors interact. What kind of interactions can trigger socialization processes? A
main focus in the literature on socialization is on networks as channels of diffusion
(cf. Jordana et al. 2011; Lazer and Friedman 2007; Rogers 2003). Networks can take
different forms ranging from epistemic communities, international organizations,
multi-national corporate entities, peer-to-peer networks, but also ad hoc meetings or
regular summits and working groups (cf. Lazer 2005). To narrow down the analysis, |
focus on the role of two pathways of socialization: international networks and peer
influence (cf. Cao 2010).

But how long does it take to develop and internalize common norms? Maybe it takes
10 years of exposure or even longer to develop a common group-adherence? The
effects of this adaption process should be observable much earlier. Actors are
usually conforming to the expectations within a group, even if they have not
internalized a specific norm yet.** From this point of view, one has to relax the
assumption on the difference between emulation and socialization — instead of
thinking about distinct causal mechanisms with emulation being driven by conformity
pressures and socialization requiring the adoption not only of practices, but also of
interests and identities. Emulation understood as simple response to the environment
should rather be treated as a first step in a sequence leading to norm

internationalization (cf. Checkel 2005).

Existing tests of socialization and of the interaction hypothesis showed mixed
empirical results. Whereas some authors are very skeptical about normative
explanations (for example, Weyland 2007) or could only find few effects linked to the
interaction in communication networks (for example, Simmons and Elkins 2004),
others found evidence pointing to the importance of socialized norms and
professional networks when it comes to explain policy diffusion (for example, Lee and
Strang 2006; Sugiyama 2008). In a similar vein, Simons et al. show that epistemic

communities play a crucial role when cause and effect relations are unclear (2008).

* The expression “internalizing a norm” can be misleading. It could simply mean to internalize what the
reference norm is, but that does not mean that this pattern is stable or that an actor develops a new
identity. Actors could just internalize how to "play the game” as in the case of “role playing” (cf. Checkel
2005).
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Usually scholars dealing with policy diffusion associate a strong impact of herding
effects, geographically proximate peers and global norms on cross-national policy
transfer (cf. Daley and Garand 2005; Lee and Strang 2006; Shipan and Volden
2008). Nevertheless, empirical evidence also points to the limited impact of emulation

in terms of the depth of change as policy adoption usually remains at the surface.

For example, Cohen-Vogel and Ingle show that emulating policy adoption usually
relates to the agenda setting and policy-formulation process, but dilutes in the
domestic decision-making process (2007). In a similar vein, Boehmke and Witmer
point show that emulation can cause the adoption of a policy, but not its expansion
(2004). In accordance with these findings, some authors refer to emulation as being
a more short-lived diffusion process whose impact on the diffusion of policies
diminishes with time (cf. Shipan and Volden 2008).

Some authors question the impact of global norms and symbolic and normative
imitation at all (cf. Simmons and Elkins 2004; Weyland 2007; Grossback et al. 2003).
In addition, scholars highlight cases of symbolic imitation of policies where the actual
conclusions are already reached, i.e. the adopters simply try to legitimize their
decisions ex post (cf. Bennett and Howlett 1992; Braun and Gilardi 2006). Overall, a

final evaluation of emulation mechanisms remains difficult.

2.4.2.1 On Network Socialization

With regards to socialization in international networks (hereafter network
socialization), norm entrepreneurs might fall back on different platforms to promote
policies. Research often highlights the role of international organization in promoting
policies (cf. Finnemore and Sikkink 1998: 900; Kelley 2004). International institutions
like the EU or the OECD can exhibit influence on national actors in the policy-making
process. Especially processes dominated by expertise and technocratic aspects can
eventually lead to norm internalization and community-based behaviour (cf. Radaelli
2000; Martens and Jakobi 2007). An environment characterized by regular and
frequent interaction of people having a similar professional background seems to be
particularly prone to develop common norms (cf. Finnemore and Sikkink 1998: 900;
Mintrom 1997; Teodoro 2009). A prominent example is the development of ideas on

the European Monetary Union (cf. Verdun 1999).

Usually, students of socialization expect a stronger impact of norms that are highly

institutionalized in the international system, for example, in international law or
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international organizations. Especially in cases of frequent interactions involving joint
working groups on technical tasks, trust as well as normative and political
convergence is gradually generated (cf. also Holzinger and Knill 2005). From this
point of view, one can expect that socialization effects between the European Union

member states are in general more likely than on other contexts:

Diffusion hypothesis B1a (EU partners): The adoption of a higher education
policy i in an EU member state is influenced by the policy choices in n EU

countries.

Furthermore, scholars point to intergovernmental or transnational networks serving
as a platform for joint decision-making and exchange between politicians, experts,
bureaucrats, and private stakeholders (cf. Haas 1992; Simmons and Elkins 2004
10). Correspondingly, one can not only expect convergence due to (shared)
membership in intergovernmental groups and organizations, but also diffusion effects
regarding the policy choices of the connected states (cf. Simmons and Elkins 2004
180; Strang and Meyer 1993). Therefore, | expect the adoption of a specific higher
education policy to be influenced by the membership in intergovernmental

organizations and the policy choices of its members:

Diffusion hypothesis B1b (intergovernmental organizations): The adoption
of a higher education policy i is influenced by the policy choices in n countries

associated in the same intergovernmental organization.

Although the EU owns only limited budgetary powers, the EU has become an
external actor setting incentives in many policy areas that often engage in domestic
empowerment (cf. Borzel 2005; Schimmelfennig 2007; Schimmelfennig and
Sedelmeier 2005). For example, the EU is giving economic assistance and
supporting investment in research and development (cf. Prange and Kaiser 2005;
Trondal 2002). In addition, the EU is conducting capacity building by providing
financial and technical assistance to accession countries (cf. Dimitrova 2002).
Through these measures — if conditional — the EU is setting incentives for domestic
actors to adopt similar policies. But these incentives are not necessarily material. In
case of the membership perspective for potential accession candidates, material
incentives and social influence can go hand in hand (cf. Kelley 2004). In terms of
higher education, the material impact remains rather low, whereas EU-related

credentials like the academic mobility programs ERASMUS or the introduction of the
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European Credit Point Transfer System (ECTS) created a European dimension in
higher education (cf. Martens et al. 2004). From this point of view, | also expect
governments with a future EU membership perspective to align with the higher

education policies of EU member states:

Diffusion hypothesis B2 (EU candidate): The adoption of a higher education
policy i in a EU candidate country is influenced by the policy choices in n EU

countries.

The prerequisites for successful norm internationalization are seemingly high (cf.
Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Zirn and Checkel 2005). Its preconditions do not only
relate to the institutional setting of the interactions, but also to the properties of the
recipient. To put it differently, the fit between existing domestic norms and normative
claims seems to influence actor's openness to new norms and whether they are
susceptible to socialization effects (cf. Borzel and Risse 2003). Here, one can expect
socialization processes to be more successful if the interacting actors have rather
similar and homogenous cognitive frames, meaning the community is less

heterogeneous.

These arguments lead back to the initial argument that norm internalization is much
more likely in professional contexts such as epistemic communities (cf. Simmons et
al. 2008). For example, the working together in the Delor Committee significantly
altered the beliefs of central bankers to conform to the idea of a single currency (cf.
Radaelli 2000). Hence, | expect the members of intergovernmental organizations to
converge in their policy choices in case they share a similar ideological background

and preferences:

Conditional hypothesis B1 (ideological similarity). The effect of network
socialization is increasing with the ideological similarity between its network

members.

2.4.2.2 On Peer Socialization

On an international scale, socialization can also relate to legitimacy pressures
stemming from the misfit between broadly acclaimed norms and policies and their

domestic counterparts.* These may originate from the desire of national policy-

* This conceptualization comes close to the meaning of emulation (cf. section 2.2).
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makers to keep pace with others and to increase social rewards, but may also result
from the need to legitimate one’s structures and policies compared to reference
norms and practices (cf. Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Meyer et al. 1997a).
Rationales focus on peer pressure and reputation as drivers (hereafter peer

socialization) (cf. Meseguer 2005: 78).

In relation to peer influence, authors often distinguish reputational cascades
depending on the standing of the sender (cf. Simmons and Elkins 2004; Stone 2004).
Broadly speaking, governments tend to emulate peers with which they share the
same ideological (cf. Grossback et al. 2003), cultural and historical (cf. Elkins and
Simmons 2005) or regional (cf. Grossback et al. 2003) background.*® From this point

of view, | expect governments to imitate the policy choices of different peers

First, most scholars associate a strong impact of geographically proximate peers on
policy adoption (cf. Daley and Garand 2005; Lee and Strang 2006; Shipan and
Volden 2008). The underlying assumption is that countries in the same region usually
have a lot of values and norms in common. This argument is linked to the
assumption that socialization effects are more likely if actors already share certain
ideas and already consider themselves as part of the community. Hence | expect that

regional clusters also influence higher education policies:

Diffusion hypothesis B3a (regional peers). The adoption of a higher
education policy i/ is influenced by the policy choices in n countries belonging

to the same region.

Second, | expect partisan networks to be of relevance for peer socialization too.
Similar to regional effects, socialization seems much more likely in case of shared

beliefs, values and ideological viewpoints between governments:

Diffusion hypothesis B3b (ideological peers): The adoption of a higher
education policy i is influenced by the policy choices in n countries sharing

ideological preferences.

Third, socialization and peer influences are processes based on communication and

mutual surveillance. From this point of view, it seems plausible that successful

6 Others expect countries to emulate pioneering states (cf. Lee and Strang 2006; Stone 2004), but this
argument is hardly testable here. The policies under consideration are mainly new to the European
region, but not on a global scale. That means pioneering states would be located outside of the sample.
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socialization is more likely between governments that are coming from countries
sharing cultural ties. The explanatory power of these factors is mainly based on the
assumption that historical and cultural patterns are linked to specific ways of
interpreting and perceiving which in turn frame the behaviour and the interactions of
actors (cf. Feick and Jann 1988: 210). Following this argumentation | expect

governments to follow the choices of countries with a similar cultural heritage:

Diffusion hypothesis B3c (cultural peers). The adoption of a higher
education policy i is influenced by the policy choices in n culturally similar

countries.

However, the most prominent branch within diffusion research on socialization deals
with the role of international norm diffusion (cf. Graham et al. 2012). Socialization
processes are not necessarily dependent on the existence of a peer or the influence
of an active norm promoter (cf. Checkel 2005). International norms and standards
might also serve as templates for policies to be emulated and transferred by national

governments.

The clash between international and domestic norms can create additional pressure
finally leading to policy changes on the domestic scene. For example, even
unconsolidated democratic regimes such as the Ukraine adopted the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1994 to achieve a better international reputation (Cortell
and Davis 2000: 82).

The underlying assumption is that international norms prove to be of higher
legitimacy than domestic ones and, therefore, change the legitimacy-driven
behaviour of national actors in favour of the internationally acclaimed policy (cf.
Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Meyer et al. 1997a). International league tables can
result in adaption pressure on domestic arrangements as national governments have
to legitimate the status not only in domestic politics, but internationally as well (Kern,

Jorgens and Janicke 2000).

Similarly, countries often rely on the number of followers as an indicator for social
acceptance in a given context (cf. Hirshleifer and Teoh 2003; Levi-Faur 2002;
Meseguer 2005). Correspondingly, one can expect policy adoption to be triggered by
the sheer number of countries adopting a specific policy. The changing number of
policy followers serves as an indicator for the legitimacy of a policy in normative

terms.
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Actors have to link norms and policy choices (cf. Klotz 1995: 27; Checkel 1998: 337).
As Levi-Faur points out — even if structural forces of change can be considered as
global — domestic actors have to interpret and to project external stimuli (2005b).
Thus, in cases where reference norms are fuzzy or even ambiguous and highly
contested, a clear-cut interpretation of social rewards turns out to be quite difficult (cf.
Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Wiener 2007). Consequently, students of diffusion
assume that socialization effects become more pronounced as soon as a critical
mass (Sharman 2008) or threshold (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998: 901; Simmons and
Elkins 2004) is reached. Hence, | expect that policy adoption be linked to its pre-
existing policy spread within the population. Or to put it differently, the more

proliferated and common a policy, the higher the probability for policy transfer:

Diffusion hypothesis B4 (international norms). The adoption of a higher

education policy i is influenced by its proliferation in n countries.

Copycatting the behaviour of others to increase the legitimacy of policy choices might
have comparative advantages against more demanding forms of policy adoption.
Especially in cases characterized by a high degree of uncertainty concerning the
effects of certain policy measures or high transaction costs relating to information
gathering and time pressure (cf. Bennett 1991: 223; Hall 1993). Such situations can
relate to critical junctures and shocks, but also to high degrees of problem pressure
or political uncertainty (for example, due to upcoming elections) (cf. Nicholson-Crotty
2009; Tsebelis 2002).

Higher education is especially characterized by uncertain conditions. In this context,
the transition to the knowledge-based economy, an increasing international
networking in Academia, growth in student numbers and diminishing state funding
have added up to an unmatched component of uncertainty and rendered the
problem-solving capacities of national governments highly problematic (cf. Clark
1998). Consequently, national governments — driven in part by uncertainty over
future developments — may imitate the practices, models, and policies of peers
perceived to be legitimate and successful. As the main focus is on national
government, | expect peer socialization to be contingent on both political uncertainty

as well as domestic problem pressure:

Conditional hypothesis B2a (problem-driven peer socialization):. The effect

of peer socialization increases with the domestic problem pressure.
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Conditional hypothesis B2b (uncertainty-driven peer socialization). The

effect of peer socialization increases with uncertain political situations.

2.4.3 Externalities

Externalities characterize diffusion mechanisms based on setting positive and/or
negative incentives for the adoption of certain policies. From this point of view,
externalities refer to the cost and benefits external policies cause for decision-makers
(cf. Abbott and Snidal 2001; Braun and Gilardi 2006; Elkins and Simmons 2005;
Lazer 2001). Externalities put adaptive pressure on domestic actors by altering the
material payoff structure associated with pursuing a specific policy. This will lead to
an adjustment of the cost-benefit ratio and the decision calculus of actors that, in

turn, will influence their interests and desires as to which policy to adopt.

The two main concepts belonging to this category of diffusion mechanisms are
competition and coercion. While the latter concept describes situations where
governments are obliged to adopt certain policies (for example, in the case of legal
requirements and the compliance with international law), diffusion research mainly
focuses on processes of competition and their externalities affecting domestic policy-
makers (cf. Boehmke and Witmer 2004; Sharman 2008).* In this regard,
externalities are supposed to relate to policy areas characterized by institutional and

trade-related competition as in the case of economic policy (cf. Scharpf 1997b).

Usually diffusion research finds strong evidence for the impact of externalities (cf.
Jensen and Lindstadt 2012; Simmons and Elkins 2004; Boehmke and Witmer 2004;
Sharman 2008; Shipan and Volden 2008; Simmons et al. 2008). Though it seems, as
if the impact of competition is rather policy-specific with a strong focus on economic-
and trade-related policies. For example, some authors do not find evidence in the
case of public sector reforms (Lee and Strang 2006) or in the case of environmental

policies (cf. Holzinger, Knill and Sommerer 2008).

The overall adoption pattern in case of externalities can be described as “mutual
adjustment” (Scharpf 1997a). Though externalities stemming from competition are

supposed to lead to the introduction of more efficient and performance-orientated

*" Some authors also incorporate coercive adaption processes such as legal obligations, economic
sanctions, or international political pressure forcing governments to adopt certain policies into the study
of diffusion (for example, Dobbin et al. 2007). Following our initial focus on non-coercive diffusion
mechanisms, | do not deal with this kind of causal mechanisms.
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policies, cooperative interdependence does not necessarily imply the adoption of
competitive measures as usually the payoffs associated with the adoption of a
common standard drive policy adoption. But studies dealing with diffusion and
regulatory competition are unsure about the actual effects and if governments

inevitably head to a race-to-the-bottom in regulation (cf. Vogel 1997; Volden 2002).

2.4.3.1 On Competitive and Cooperative Interdependencies

Competition describes pressures stemming from the growing political and economic
interdependences between different economies (in terms of the mobility of capital,
goods, and services) and their impact on the payoff structures associated with
pursuing different policies. Regulatory competition between different constituencies
leads to the mutual adjustment of policies counted as competitive. Rather than
prescribing any institutional model, countries engage in a constant competition for
international investments and therefore need to keep their economies competitive (cf.
Drezner 2005). From this point of view, the actions of national governments create
competitive pressures on each other to reform national institutions and policies, and
to improve and enhance their effectiveness and efficiency. Consequently, one can
expect government’s decision-making to depend on the policies adopted by
competitors. A prominent example refers to the impact of global integration on

domestic taxation or social expenditures (cf. Jahn 2006).

Similar arguments can be found in studies dealing with other policies that do not
seem to have an economic dimension at first sight like moral policies (cf. Berry and
Baybeck 2005) or higher education policy (cf. Heinze and Knill 2008). Theoretically
competition deals with the increasing international integration of national economies.
But this increased competition in the wake of global economic integration and the
need for a highly qualified workforce inevitably leads to a functional need for a
competitive and attractive higher education system too. From this point of view,
competitive pressures might drive domestic governments to choose the most

competitive policies when reforming their higher education systems:

Diffusion hypothesis C1 (competitive policies): The adoption of a higher

education policy i is influenced by the competitiveness of policy i.

But research on higher education also highlights the economic importance of higher

education systems. Despite a strong focus on examining cultural and social functions
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of higher education institutions (cf. Teichler 2005), a lot of scholars deal with the
causal relationship between the outputs of higher education systems in terms of
graduation numbers and skilled workforce and the level of economic growth in a

country (for example, Huisman and Kaiser 2003: 139).

Consequently, scholars refer to the increasing importance of having effective higher
education systems not only in terms of solving sector-specific problems (for example,
high drop out rates, overburdening costs or academic unemployment), but also in
general economic terms. For example, higher education systems indirectly influence
the overall levels of unemployment and budgetary problems. But they also help to
increase the competitiveness and innovativeness of domestic economies in terms of

providing ideas and knowledge for entrepreneurial activities.

The importance of education and human capital for economic development is a
rather old idea. Moreover, the growing importance of higher education institutions in
attracting business and investments seems directly linked to what is called the
transformation towards the knowledge-based society (or economy) (cf. Heidenreich
2003; Vught et al. 2002). Its development does not only depend on a technical
infrastructure appropriate for high-technology industries, but also requires
competitive higher education institutions and a corresponding degree of educational
attainment of the working population. More specifically, knowledge-based economies
compete for a highly skilled workforce (cf. Peters and Humes 2003). Consequently,
one can expect government’s decision making to be dependent on the policies

adopted by its competitors:

Diffusion hypothesis C2 (policies of competitors): The adoption of a higher

education policy i is influenced by the policy choices in n competing countries.

Some authors make the argument, that policy makers usually know about both the
countries they are competing with as well as the policy choices needed to gain
competitive advantages (cf. Dobbin et al. 2007: 458). Policy makers will avoid
following the least competitive countries and will concentrate on the most competitive
country as a benchmark (cf. Cao 2010; Simén and Allard 2008). From that point of
view, competitive pressure increases with the relative performance of other countries.
The more successful these countries are, the less attractive the own site. As a
consequence, the international competitiveness degrades. For example, in terms of
the question if countries are successful in attracting foreign investments and trade

(cf. Garrett 1988), economic performances related to labour market developments or
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economic growth (cf. Elkins et al. 2006; Simmons and Elkins 2004), but also to the
international reputation of the university sector (cf. Marginson 2006). Similar to the
learning approach, | expect countries to adapt new higher education policies
according to their own competitive advantages compared to countries with

performance-orientated higher education policies:

Diffusion hypothesis C3 (competitive countries). The adoption of a higher
education policy i is influenced by the relative performance of n other

countries with policy /.

Recently, authors point to externalities stemming from cooperative advantages when
having compatible policies and common standards (cf. Abbott and Snidal 2001;
Braun and Gilardi 2006; Elkins and Simmons 2005; Lazer 2001). For example, as the
US state of California adopted strict emission standards for cars, it became beneficial
for other US states (and even European countries) to adopt these standards. The
Californian market was important enough to gain cooperative benefits outweighing

the costs for adopting to this common technical standard too (cf. Vogel 1997).®

In contrast, externalities stemming from competition are supposed to lead to the
introduction of more efficient and performance-orientated policies, whereas
cooperative interdependence does not necessarily imply the adoption of competitive
measures. More important are the benefits associated with the adoption of a
common standard. Payoffs might stem directly from having compatible higher
education policies. For example, sharing similar higher education credentials can
lead to a kind of common higher education area with an increasing exchange of
students and staff (cf. Robertson and John 1996).

But externalities might simply originate from costs associated with lacking reforms
and retaining the status quo. For example, young people might leave the country to
study elsewhere. This risk is often described as “brain drain” (cf. Enders and Weert
2004). High potentials might leave their home countries due to the (low)
attractiveness of national higher education systems. From this point of view, it is the
policies of countries attracting a lot of a country’s student population that seems to
have a significant impact on government’s cost-benefit calculations. Hence, | expect

that governments adapt to risks of brain drain. More specifically, governments will

48 Cooperative advantages (and, in return, competitive pressures) seem to become even more
pronounced as soon as a critical mass is reached and the number of countries with a specific policy is
very high (cf. Sharman 2008). To put it differently, the size of the target market also matters.
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implement performance-oriented higher education policies if countries attracting

many domestic students did likewise.*

Diffusion hypothesis C4 (brain drain): The adoption of a higher education
policy i is influenced by the policy choices in n countries attracting domestic

students.

2.4.3.2 On Differential Externalities

Usually, empirical evidence for the impact of competitive pressure is strong (cf.
Boehmke and Witmer 2004; Sharman 2008; Shipan and Volden 2008; Simmons et
al. 2008). Still, this assumption is often controversial and has led to the formulation of
a variety of assumptions on what kind of factors condition the domestic impact of

competition.

For example, some authors believe that domestic problem pressure conditions the
need for mutual adjustments and economic spill-overs (cf. Schmidt 2002: 898).
Usually, it can be expected that economically stronger and more competitive states
are less susceptible to transfer policies from smaller, economically less threatening
states (cf. Shipan and Volden 2008). The economic systems of larger states are
more diverse, thus, they can deal with competitive pressure in one policy field more
easily. Moreover, the economic possibilities of smaller states to compete with larger
states seem to be limited and, therefore, less threatening when it comes to economic

competition.

In a similar vein, poor output performances of a higher education system (for
example, in terms of academic unemployment or low labour productivity), seems to
drive the need to adapt to competitive pressures (cf. Dobbins 2008; Heinze and Knill
2008; Witte 2006: 93f). Therefore, | expect domestic problem pressure to condition

the impact of competition on policy adoption:

Conditional hypothesis C1 (problem-driven competition). The effect of

competition is increasing with the domestic problem-pressure.

9 Furthermore, assuming that countries compete for shares on the same markets, some expect that
countries trading with the same third parties are moving in the same direction. This triadic relationship
simply spotlights that political decision-makers anticipate the policies of their competitors in terms of
trade. If a developing country is concluding bilateral trade agreements with an industrialized country like
the USA, this has implications for other trading partners of the USA in that region as well (cf. Neumayer
and Plimper 2010). Though empirical evidence questions whether this kind of mechanism applies to
other policies not directly related to trade (cf. Lee and Strang 2006: 900).
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Likewise, competitive pressure is supposed to be stronger in states that are
economically integrated and more trade-dependent (cf. Holzinger and Knill 2005).%°
The underlying logic is that competition alters the payoff structure, but the costs for
keeping existing policies and ignoring competitive pressure will be much higher in
times of economic and similar policy-specific vulnerability. The same applies to the

benefits and costs of cooperative interdependencies.

Similarly, | expect that more open higher education systems have a greater risk of
experiencing problems like brain drain and the loss of qualified workforce to other
countries. This risk seems much lower in case of closed systems. To put it differently,
| expect it more likely for national governments of countries with more open higher
education systems to take the policies of other countries into their decision-making

calculus:

Conditional hypothesis C2 (openness of higher education systems). The
effects of externalities are increasing with the international openness of

domestic higher education systems.

2.4.4 Common Responses

The diffusion approach is an alternative to explanatory models based on the
assumption that governments often have to deal with similar problems and
exogenous, but common stimulations and shocks (cf. Bennett 1991; Simmons et al.
2008). But not any clustering of policies or increasing similarity might be caused by

interdependent policy-making.

2.4.4.1 On Parallel Problem solving

Most notably, the increasing globalization in terms of political and economic
integration creates common policy problems for national governments that might lead
to similar responses and problem solving. For example, regarding environmental
policy countries face quite similar problems. Environmental problems are often a

global problem (for example, climate change) and require international solutions. As

% This is not a necessity. For example, despite its open economy, Switzerland was very successful in
dealing with global economic pressure due to its corporatist arrangements mediating domestic problem
pressure (cf. Katzenstein 1985).
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a consequence, national environmental policy is increasingly subject to multilateral
agreements and international lobby groups. Furthermore, due to the increasing
economic integration, there is always a risk of a “race to the bottom” concerning
environmental standards. As environmental protection usually implies costs for
domestic business and industries, the increasing capital mobility and the fear to lose
jobs might keep governments from adopting stricter environmental regulations (cf.
Hoberg 2001).

From this point of view, various domestic factors can be considered driving the
common response of national governments to cope with external pressures.
Regarding performance-orientated higher education policies several socioeconomic
factors are discussed, like the lacking international competitiveness and reputation of
most of the European universities (cf. Hackl 2001; Huisman and Wende 2004), the
financial situation of universities, brain drain, low graduate rates or academic
unemployment (cf. Altbach 1998; Schimank and Stdlting 2001; Teichler 1996).

| assume that parallel problem solving is driven by similar domestic problems the
countries are confronted with. Contrary to learning from other countries, clustered
policy choices seem to depend on a country’s own performance and experience. A
poor domestic performance will urge governments to carry out higher education

reforms and to adopt new policies.

Diffusion hypothesis D1a (domestic problem solving). The adoption of a
higher education policy i is influenced by the problems of the higher education

system in country j.

For example, governments might follow general problems characterizing specific
policy sectors (cf. Schmidt 2002). But domestic policy-makers might also distinguish
policy-specific problems when it comes to reforming higher education. This may, for
instance, relate to a country’s own experiences in terms of dealing with budget cuts
or increasing student numbers (cf. Carrier 1990; Eicher 1990; Lange and Schimank
2007).

But governmental preferences on policy adoption also seem to be influenced by the
actor’s prior beliefs (cf. Meseguer 2005: 75). This argument points to the notion of
‘increasing return” that alters the cost-benefit ratio of domestic actors (cf. Pierson
2000: 265). Different points of departure can have decisive effects on convergent
developments, policies may indeed move in the same direction, though from different

points of origin, leading to the persistence of national peculiarities (cf. Bleiklie 2001,
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for higher education policy). In other words, domestic problem solving is path

dependent.

Correspondingly, | assume that the probability for policy adoption is also determined
by policy legacies. Similar to welfare state traditions, European higher education
systems are characterized by different historical traditions in higher education that
seem to influence the possibilities of governments to pursue policy seeking (cf.
Dobbins 2008). For example, performance-orientated policy reforms that largely aim
at strengthening the role of market instruments in the public university sector seem to
be more likely in case of higher education systems that are rooted in the Market
Model rather than the Humboldtian or Napoleonic tradition. Hence, | expect policy

adoption to be influenced by its historical legacies:®'

Diffusion hypothesis D2 (historical legacy). The adoption of a higher

education policy i is influenced by the historical legacy of a country j.

But discussions in higher education research also refer to factors like the general
economic and fiscal problems as public debts or high unemployment rates (cf.
Agasisti 2009). Policy adoption in higher education can also be driven by general
problems restricting the state's capacities to solve policy problems. This may, for
instance, relate to fiscal and economic restrictions stemming from regulatory
competition (cf. Vogel 1995; Scharpf 1997b; Drezner 2001: 57ff), low economic
growth or increasing governmental debts. | expect the domestic problem pressure to
condition the government’s willingness to actually deal with the problems related to
higher education. In times of good economic and financial outlooks, the need for

reforming higher education seems of secondary interest.

Conditional hypothesis D1 (domestic problem pressure). The effect of

domestic problem solving is increasing with the domestic problem-pressure.

2.4.4.2 On Party Politics

In the context of parallel problem solving, the focus is often on the similarity of the
countries under investigation in terms of institutional, cultural and economic factors
(cf. Holzinger and Knill 2005; Holzinger and Knill 2007; Lenschow et al. 2005). The

T A similar case is made in terms of university cultures and similar historical traditions in subsection
2.4.1.2 on bounded-rational learning.

2-63



A Tale of Many Stories

underlying assumption is that the likelihood that governments facing similar problems
choose similar solutions is bolstered the more similar countries in terms of culture,
institutions, and socioeconomic contexts are. Such countries will probably deal with a
problem in a similar way by adopting the same policy concepts. To put it differently,
dissimilar cultural, institutional, and socioeconomic characteristics of countries render
a common response of these countries highly unlikely. But this is a rather obvious

claim.

As a matter of fact, the mechanisms at work in case of common responses to similar
problems remain rather under theorized. Scholars dealing with policy diffusion
usually take control variables on domestic politics into account, but they do not take
the issue of counterfactuals and alternative explanations more serious. Even though
there are approaches that can help to fill these gaps. For example, Braun and Gilardi
were trying to link the theoretical discussions on diffusion mechanisms to more

general ideas on the policy process (cf. 2006).

Accordingly, policy makers are conceptualized as policy-driven and/or vote seeking
when it comes to policy adoption (cf. Budge and Laver 1986; Braun and Gilardi 2006;
Strom 1990). Vote seeking behaviour refers to the goal of parties to win the election
and to maximize their electoral outcomes. From this point of view, governments
follow the preferences of the median voter in their policy choices to secure re-election
(cf. Aldrich 1983; Warwick 2011). Policy seeking then refers to the fact that parties
are also tools for implementing specific measures and policies (cf. De Swaan 1973:
88).

| expect performance-orientated reforms in higher education policy to follow a similar
pattern. Scholars often stress the importance of preferences and beliefs of national
governments for explaining policy transfer and adoption (cf. Mastenbroek and Keulen
2006; Treib 2005). Moreover, studies dealing with higher education policy also
highlight the importance of national strategies and preferences for policy transfer (for
example, Heinze and Knill 2008; Martens and Wolf 2006). Hence | expect the
programmes and preferences of national governments to impact on the adoption of

specific higher education policies:

Diffusion hypothesis D3 (government preferences). The adoption of a
higher education policy i is influenced by the policy preferences of the

government in a country j.
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In case of vote-seeking behaviour, policy adoption is rather about the preferences of
the electoral bodies than the government program (cf. Brauninger 2005; Kayser
2007). Consequently, the preferences of the voters should trigger or delay the

adoption of performance-orientated policy reforms in higher education:

Diffusion hypothesis D4 (voter preferences). The adoption of a higher

education policy i is influenced by the voter’'s preferences in a country j.

Of course, the relative importance of both logics varies (cf. Strom 1990). In case of
approaching elections, vote-seeking behaviour might be more beneficial to
governments. Governments at the beginning of legislative cycle usually worry less
about negative opinion polls. Another situation where governments tend to be more
ideological about policy choices is in cases where the public responsibility for
unpopular measures can be avoided. Coalition governments often leave the
possibility to blame the coalition partner for governmental policies (cf. Bawn and
Rosenbluth 2006; Hellwig 2012). Overall, | expect that the vote seeking behaviour of
governments is contingent on the electoral accountability. | expect a stronger impact
of voter’s preferences in cases where governments risk a higher electoral turn-over
(cf. Carmignani 2003):

Conditional hypothesis D2a (electoral accountability and voter
preferences). The effect of voters’ preferences is increasing with the electoral

accountability in a country j.

Similarly, | do expect that the impact of governmental preferences be less

pronounced in cases characterized by electoral uncertainty:

Conditional hypothesis D2b (electoral accountability and government
preferences). The effect of government preferences is decreasing with the

electoral accountability in a country j.

2.5 Summary

Several features characterize the study of policy diffusion. First, neither a common
terminology nor a theory of policy diffusion exists. Rather existing work usually
pinpoints to diffusion patterns being too complex to generate (simple) (dis-)equilibria

for identifying the conditions of policy diffusion. And recent attempts to formalize

2-65



A Tale of Many Stories

diffusion processes are highly specific theorizing only singular diffusion mechanisms

like learning, emulation or competitive interdependence.

Numerous taxonomies and classifications of diffusion processes and the underlying
causal mechanisms can be found in the existing literature. Still theoretical
assumptions are often vague and overlapping. But from an analytical point of view,
four classes of diffusion mechanisms can be distinguished in the current literature:

learning, socialization, emulation and externalities.

Though integrating both external and internal variables for determining policy
adoption diffusion research is often lacking the explicit formulation and test of
conditional variables, diffusion studies increasingly bring domestic politics back in.
This also includes actor-specific explanations and the possibility of alternative
explanations. As a matter of fact, comparative analyses of different diffusion
processes and mechanisms came up only recently and current diffusion research is
still facing a mixed empirical record on the final evaluation of the different causal

stories.

Against this backdrop, this chapter provides the theoretical framework of the
upcoming empirical analysis. The formulated hypotheses disentangle theoretical
arguments by approximating clear-cut expectations on when and how actors adopt

external policies. Overall four sets of hypotheses have been formulated:

The learning approach predicts that governments are adopting policies that are
successful in other countries; and that countries have positive experience with. This
also includes hypothesis on the long-term effects of learning. Conditional factors refer

to the existence of cognitive shortcuts and the degree of domestic problem pressure.

The socialization approach is based on assumptions referring to two ideal diffusion
mechanisms (socialization and emulation), as it does not seem feasible to empirically
discriminate between both kinds of diffusion processes in a macro-quantitative
design. As a consequence, the approach adopted here is based on the assumption,
that governments follow widespread norms and shared rules. Therefore, one can
expect reputational cascades and international norms to impact on policy change.
Here, | expect political uncertainty and domestic problem pressure to spur processes
based on peer socialization. Similarly, membership in international organizations or
institutions like the European Union can lead to the development of common norms
and policies. In addition, the effect of a EU membership perspective can lead to

effects based on social influence. The heterogeneity between the interlinked
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governments in terms of ideological preferences can serve as a conditional factor for

all kinds of network socialization.

According to the approach based on externalities, policy transfer follows the most
competitive policy (or country). Furthermore, governments tend to align their policies
with other countries having similar economies and/or attracting most of its own
student population as they are competing for the same type of workforce due to the
risk of brain drain. Conditions applying to competition are the international openness

of the higher education as well as the domestic problem pressure

Last but not least, the common response approach is derived from the assumption
that governments are choosing analogous policies independently from each other
because they are facing similar problems. The hypotheses are dealing with the policy
preferences of governments and voters, historical legacies and problems in domestic
higher education sectors. | expect the degree of domestic problem pressure to
impact on the effect of domestic problems, whereas the electoral accountability in a
country might impact on the question if governments are policy-driven or rather vote-

seeking.
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3 Performance-orientated Policy Reforms in European
Higher Education

The explanandum in research on policy diffusion is primarily related to the outputs of
the political systems — that means the policies adopted by political actors like
(national or sub-national) governments. Although studies often deal with diffusion
effects in terms of policy outcomes (cf. Lee and Strang 2006; Heichel et al. 2005),
these levels of implementation may be influenced by many intervening variables (cf.
Holzinger and Knill 2005: 776). Outcomes refer to the actual behaviour of actors. Do
rule addressees really comply and follow the regulations and policies adopted (cf.
Borzel and Risse 2001)? That means, outcomes also deal with the enforcement and
application of rules (cf. Treib 2006). But policy outputs merely describe content

and/or legislative instruments adopted by political actors to implement their policies.

From this point of view, policy outcomes are only indirectly related to the causal
mechanisms underlying diffusion processes. Although policy outcomes remain a
substantial part of theoretical reasoning (for example, as a source of information
about policy effectiveness as in the case of lesson-drawing), diffusion mechanisms
only determine the parameters influencing the choices and decision-making of
political actors (cf. Collier and Messick 1975; Gray 1973; Most and Starr 1990;
Volden et al. 2008; Walker 1969). To put it differently, the focus is on the analysis of
policy outputs. That means the actual legislative and administrative measures
adapted by governments, rather than their outcomes and impacts (cf. Braun and
Gilardi 2006; Braun et al. 2007). Falling back on outcome data does not seem
feasible as these implementation levels may be influenced by many other variables

only indirectly related to diffusion mechanisms (Holzinger and Knill 2005: 776).

The thesis investigates policy adoption in higher education. Moreover, instead of
oversimplifying the issue of policy adoption by merely distinguishing between the
(non-)adoption of policies, modifications and extension of policies are also examined.
More specifically, the thesis discusses the diffusion of performance-orientated higher
education policies as exemplary indicators for diffusion effects. The policy items are
part of the same policy development, which is a move towards a more performance-
orientated higher education policy. These policy items serve as qualitative markers
for activities in the broader policy area. In other words, adopting legislation dealing
with one of the policy items points to performance-orientated reforms and a move

towards a more performance-orientated higher education policy.
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This chapter presents descriptive evidence on the spread of performance-orientated
policies. That includes information on the adoption of specific legislation and the
timing of policy reforms in the sample countries, but also on how the (baseline)

hazard rate varies over time.

The first two section elaborate in more detail on the scope of this study. The first
section deals with case selection and the empirical and temporal range of this study.
Overall 16 West European countries during the years 1980 to 1998 are considered.
The second section deals with the impact of diffusion processes. Students of policy
diffusion consider many different policy dimensions and it turns out that scholars of
policy diffusion have very different understandings and assumptions on the
dependent variable, its direction, but also regarding the actual object to be analysed.
There is still a bias in terms of the scope of change analysed, but also in terms of

geography and policies under consideration.

The third section deals with the different policy components and the various items in
more detail. What are performance-orientated policy reforms? And which aspects are
examined in this thesis? The data on policy adoption presented here is based on a
selected range of components and items within higher education policy.?? Overall 14

policy innovations, their adoption and modifications are considered.

The fourth section discusses the issue of measuring the policy outputs of the different
countries. It deals with the operationalization of policy outputs. In the countries under
consideration different legislative instruments are used to induce policy. In some
countries policy adoption is based on parliamentary laws and acts, whereas in other
countries change is based on governmental legislation or policy documents and
voluntary agreements. The section also elaborates on how to deal with situations
where the responsibilities for higher education policy rest on the intermediate or sub-
national level like in the federal states of Germany and Belgium, but also in Spain
and the United Kingdom (cf. Swenden 2001).

Section five highlights different patterns of policy diffusion. Change usually happens
selectively. Policy adoption and modification show several country-, policy- and time-
specific differences. Most reforms take place in the late 1980s and during the 1990s.
Those patterns are most pronounced regarding legislation on external quality

assurance systems, funding discretion, the performance-orientation of public funding,

%2 Detailed information on the national policy outputs can be found in the various country reports (cf.
Annex Ill).
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institutional responsibilities for staff management, course planning as well as policy
on target agreements). Other issues like the responsibility for setting the student
intake of universities or student selection are reformed less often. Taking a look at
country groups, one can identify countries characterized by very few or late reforms
(for example, Germany, Austria, Greece, Ireland and Iceland). Other countries are
relatively often leaders in the various policy areas and/or are characterized by a
relatively high legislative output (for example, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands,
and ltaly). Differences exist between countries and policies in terms of the timing and
frequency of policy reforms — though the empirical data shows that the diffusion of
performance-orientated policies is characterized by an increasing probability for

policy adoption.

3.1 On Selecting Cases

Even in macro-quantitative designs, researchers have to (or should) deal with the
issue of case selection and delineating the unit of analysis (cf. Ebbinghaus 2005;
Seawright and Gerring 2008). The thesis investigates policy adoption in higher
education. Moreover, instead of oversimplifying the issue of policy adoption by
merely distinguishing between the (non-)adoption of policies, modifications and
extension of policies are also examined. National policy adoption is investigated on a

yearly base that means the unit of analysis is country-year-policies. **

The thesis covers the years from 1980 until 1998. Usually studying diffusion covers
the period from the emergence of a new policy. Here this is not possible for two
reasons: first, the analytical focus of this project is diffusion in a certain policy area,
that means higher education policy, and not a specific policy innovation; and second,
comparable panel data for higher education indicators before the 1980s can hardly
be found in databases of the EU, EURYDICE, OECD or UNESCO (cf. Windzio,
Sackmann and Martens 2006: 5; Jakobi 2007). The period of investigation ends in

%3 Some scholars advocate the use of a dyadic approach for analysing horizontal diffusion processes
(cf. Gilardi and Fuglister 2008; Holzinger 2006). Analysing country-pairs instead of countries offers the
advantage to increase the number of observations available for statistical processing. In addition, it
helps to construct relational variables between sender and recipient countries. | refrain from using this
approach, as diffusion mechanisms are latent construct that cannot be measured directly. Therefore, the
data structure of the dependent variable is not truly dyadic like in the case of wars or bilateral trading
treaties (cf. Elkins et al. 2006; Gilardi 2010; Neumayer and Plimper 2010). Furthermore, from a
methodological perspective the outcome of the analysis is not independent from the sampling. Also one
has to keep in mind that the increase in observations is artificial and can lead to collinearity. The number
of subjects remains the same. This could lead to an underestimation of standard errors in quantitative
models.
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1998. Afterwards the vertical effects of the (pan-) European polity®* can no longer be
distinguished from the horizontal diffusion processes under consideration in this

thesis. This is due to the start of the Bologna Process.

The empirical focus is on policy change within West European higher education
systems. To ensure data availability and comparability for the period of investigation
the sample encompasses the EU-15 states (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland,
France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain,
Sweden, United Kingdom) and two associated members of the EU (Norway and

Iceland) are covered.”

Higher education systems in the European region are relatively similar, thereby ruling
out some system-specific characteristics as explanations.* Extending the sample
beyond Western Europe does not seem feasible due to the missing comparability of
higher education systems. European higher education can essentially be described
as public higher education systems. This does not apply to most other countries of
the OECD (cf. McDaniel 1996; McDaniel 1997). And a focus on private higher
education systems in other cases is not feasible, as governments might simply have
not the necessary legal possibilities to regulate higher education. Furthermore, close
countries like the Eastern European ones were for the main part of the study period
brought into one line with possibilities to neither change nor interlink with Western

higher education systems.*’

3.2 The Policy Dimensions in Diffusion Research

Although a lot of authors follow a process-orientated understanding of policy
diffusion, two major difficulties exist concerning the study of diffusion: Firstly, the
identification of the object to analyse (Berry and Berry 2007; Blomquist 2007; Howlett
and Rayner 2006; Rogers 2003); and secondly, formulating assumptions on the

actual effects of diffusion processes and mechanisms. Concerning the latter, the

% | use the term “pan-European” as formally the Bologna Process is located outside of the institutional
framework of the EU (cf. Racké 2007)

% Smaller countries like Liechtenstein and Luxembourg are missing, as they did not have a fully-fledged
university system (cf. Kaiser et al. 1992; Wielemans and Vanderhoeven 1993). The situation changed in
Luxembourg by the end of the 1990s though. Switzerland is excluded as the responsibilities for higher
education rest solely on the sub-national level (except for the two federal universities).

*%n doing so, this logic is not following a most-similar-system design in a strictly theoretical sense, but
refers more to Lijphart's comparable cases strategy (cf. Przeworski and Teune 1970; Lijphart 1975).

> This most-similar-system design also helps to delimit the problem of conditional convergence (cf.
Sala-i-Martin 1996).
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majority of studies assume that diffusion processes increase the probability for policy
adoption and transfer in such a way that in times of globalization and growing
interdependence and internationalization more policy change is to be expected (cf.
Dobbin et al. 2007).

Still authors emphasize the ambivalence and complexity of diffusion processes and
their impacts (for example, Mooney 2001). For example, actors might draw negative
lessons from the experience of others. In such a case a diffusion process finally
leads to the non-proliferation of an idea or a policy. Others highlight the stickiness of
national institutions (cf. Borzel 2005). So from a theoretical perspective growing
interdependence and processes of internationalisation might also lead to less policy
change and a persistence of national configurations. From this point of view,
investigating the outcome of diffusion does not only mean to observe its effects on
policy change but also to structure comparisons on the direction and degree of policy
change.’® Then the question remains, what ideas and policies are actually diffusing?
Is any policy change in favour of policies and practises found elsewhere policy

diffusion?

Usually, determining the policies to be analysed is an empirical rather than a
theoretical question. Policies might qualify as new to some countries or policy fields,
but not to others. For example, governance modes based on self-regulation are
relatively new in policy fields like technology policy (cf. Whitford and Tucker 2009),
but they were much more common in other areas like higher education policy (cf.
Clark 1983). From this point of view, time is an important aspect that might frame the
interest in researchers and policy-makers in a policy. Most ideas are not completely
new, and different policies may qualify as new and innovative depending on the

space, time and policy context.

Some authors provide conceptual toolkits for defining and narrowing down the
empirical focus (cf. Howlett and Cashore 2009; Howlett and Rayner 2008).%°
Focusing on the outputs of the political systems as explanandum different
dimensions of policy change are identified along which the analysis of policy diffusion

can be structured: Whereas policy goals and objectives refer to the overall aim linked

% Here considering cross-national policy convergence often serves as a useful tool for the systematic
comparisons of all kinds of diffusion effects resulting in convergence and/or divergence (cf. Bennett
1991; Heichel et al. 2005; Holzinger, Knill and Jérgens 2007b; Kerr 1983).

% Discussions on identifying the dependent variable also deal with technical aspects, for example,
measuring the probability of adaption, respectively the earliness of adoption (cf. Berry 1994; Berry and
Berry 2007).
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to specific programs and initiatives (for example, quality assurance in higher
education institutions), policy instruments describe the applied methods and tools for
achieving the policy goals and aims (for example, performance-funding of higher
education institutions). Policy settings then refer to the concrete tuning of these

instruments (for example, the amount of performance-funding).

Despite these conceptual refinements, diffusion studies are still examining dominant
policies instead of systematically mapping all kinds of policy change.®’ By and large
diffusion studies investigate the spread of ideas, practises, and objects, that are new
to (most of) the countries under investigation (cf. Rogers 2003); and that are most
likely cases for diffusion, that means policies adapted by a large scale of countries
(cf. Meseguer 2005).

Research on policy diffusion can be distinguished according to the regions and policy
fields under consideration (cf. Heichel et al. 2005). Some studies deal with global
patterns of diffusion, whereas others only consider regional patterns of diffusion (for
example, within OECD countries, the USA, Europe or Latin America). In this regard,
a major focus in the literature on policy diffusion is on the exchange of ideas and
policies within the United States (cf. Savage 1985; Volden 2006; Walker 1969). For
example, Mintrom and Vergara show that the possibilities of policy entrepreneurs to
successfully advocate the program of school choice increase with the involvement of
these actors in federal policy networks (cf. Mintrom 1997; Mintrom and Vergari 1998).
But the concept of policy diffusion has been expanded to inter-regional diffusion too
(cf. Borzel and Risse 2012). And though most studies focus exclusively on OECD- or
European countries one can also find studies dealing with developing countries (cf.
Heichel et al. 2005).

Apart from country-specific differences coverage differs also according to policy fields
investigated (Ibid.). Empirical analysis is often limited to specific policy fields like
economic, social or environmental policy or finance and telecommunication. As
policies and regions are characterized by different degrees of interdependence

between international and national actors this makes perfect sense at first sight.

But scholars pinpoint to a selection bias problem in diffusion research. The prominent
focus on policies that have spread explosively widely ignores the informative value of
cases where we do not observe patterns of diffusion (cf. Howlett and Rayner 2008;

Marsh and Sharman 2009; Meseguer and Gilardi 2009). Furthermore, it seems that a

% For a notable exception see Holzinger et al. (2008)
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bias towards analysing the adoption of single policies and unclear dependent
variables (cf. Berry and Berry 2007; Howlett and Rayner 2008) seriously hinders

robust findings in research on policy diffusion effects.

Some authors also try to track more comprehensive changes like institutional regime
types or policy styles to large-scale patterns of diffusion such as capitalism,
economic liberalism and democratisation (cf. Simmons et al. 2008). But concepts like
democratization and liberalisms are rather complex. Does the diffusion of democracy
refer to policies aiming at the reform of Authoritarian regimes, a set of political
institutions or an overall idea? Especially regarding the latter, it is often difficult to
clearly identify actors’ understandings and what kind of policies they associate with
these ideas (cf. Sharman 2008; Weyland 2010). The causal chain between the
causal effects and an actual behaviour might be even harder to trace compared to

examining the diffusion of particular policy components.

As a consequence, some authors have tried to cover policies and their specific
components more comprehensively, for example by examining multiple events (cf.
Boehmke 2009a; Gilardi and Fuglister 2008; Volden 2006). Rather than treating the
policy as a whole, multiple components of that policy are identified. For example, the
impact of diffusion processes on the strength of state hazardous waste programs in
the United States can be measured according to several components ranging from
the financial and administrative resources linked to the program to its enforcement
(cf. Daley and Garand 2005): Is there an independent enforcement agency? How far-
reaching are its competencies? Do regulations allow for liability suits? But what does

this tell us about higher education policies?

3.3 A Menu of Performance-orientated Higher Education Policies®

Approaching diffusion in higher education policy from rather general concepts like
marketization or governance seems not reasonable here. Concepts like these are
simply not specific enough. For example, does the diffusion of marketization refer to
policies aiming at the reform of governance regimes that are state- and/or academia-
centred (cf. Clark 1983)? Or does it refer to a set of political institutions? Or is it an
overall idea? Especially regarding the latter, it is often difficult to clearly identify

actors’ understandings and what kind of policies they associate with these ideas (cf.

®" For the sake of simplicity | use the general term “Ministry of Education” or “public authorities”, rather
than national and country-specific termini in the subsequent sections and chapters.
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Sharman 2008; Weyland 2010). But even if one would agree on a definition of public
policy as a starting point of empirical inquiry — for example “public policy is whatever
governments choose to do or not” (Dye 1995: 4) — then one still needs an answer to
the question how to map policies and policy change. How can one capture the

essential dynamics of the political processes involved?

Research on higher education reforms in general considers quite different aspects of
the policy field ranging from institutional and organizational changes, academic- and
knowledge-related issues to structural aspects (cf. Altbach 2002; Kogan 1996;
Teichler 2004; Teichler 2005; Witte 2006: 77ff). To deal with this problem, identifying
patterns of diffusion seems easier regarding the adoption of pre-defined policy
models or innovations. Although this does not mean that the explosive spread of a
policy always indicates interdependent decision-making (cf. Bennett 1991). But it
increases the plausibility of external explanations in cases where one finds common

developments.

Potentially higher education policies consist of manifold dimensions and components.
And even a focus on performance-based higher education policies requires some
containment. Following discussions in higher education research and to narrow down
the analysis this thesis is dealing with performance-orientated policy reforms in
higher education (cf. Conner and Rabovsky 2012). A whole body of literature
emerged since the 1980s dealing with the changing governance philosophy of most
governments in OECD-countries® and the reforms of public universities in Europa
from a cameralistic and heavily regulated higher education system towards a more
flexible and market-orientated system where universities are much more autonomous
regarding their internal regulations (cf. Jongbloed 2003; Kaiser, Vossensteyn and
Koelman 2001; Lange and Schimank 2007, Leszczensky et al. 2004; Lange and
Schimank 2007; Salmi and Hauptman 2006). More specifically, the formal adoptions
and modification of several (qualitative) policy items is used to trace performance-

orientated policy reforms (cf. Table 3-1).

Considering these policies seems especially appropriate for studying diffusion. First,
these policies are described to be at the core of national responsibilities and higher
education steering (cf. Eurydice 2000; Jongbloed 2003; Leszczensky et al. 2004).
Governments have an interest and the possibility (or need) to deal with the policies

under consideration.

62 Note, the thesis is not dealing with preference formation (cf. Hooghe 2005).
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Second, performance-orientated policy reforms aim at increasing the efficiency of
higher education institutions (cf. Agasisti 2009; Bevc and Ursic 2008; Harvey 2006;
Jongbloed 2004; Salmi and Hauptman 2006 Stensaker et al. 2010). This relates to
objectives like matching the societal needs in terms of the quantity and quality of
tertiary education offered and the courses and skills taught (so-called external
efficiency). Other objectives are the containment of costs and public expenses or
improving the throughput of the systems (for example in terms of educational
attainment) (so-called internal efficiency).®® For example, allocating public funds
according to output-based criteria like the number of graduate students is usually
setting incentives for higher education institutions to improve their productivity (in
terms of the input/output relationship). Moreover, differential weights for specific
subject and disciplines might improve the external efficiency as well. In that case,
institutions have a specific incentive to respond to the societal (or governmental)

needs and increase the number of graduates in a specific field.

Hence, performance-orientated policy reforms have a broad impact. They are of
relevance to both the higher education system, but also to the political system in
general. And in principal, the spread of these policy innovations can be subject to any
of the diffusion mechanism under consideration in this thesis. Third and in a likewise
fashion, the relevance of these policies beyond the education sector makes the
assumption that these policies come to the fore of governmental attention much more
reasonable and better suited for aggregate data analysis. Sometimes the argument is
that policies do not spread, because issues are simply not salient to domestic policy
makers (cf. Nicholson-Crotty 2009).%* Focussing on performance-orientated policies

makes it more plausible that governments deal with these issues.

Fourth, identifying patterns of diffusion seems easier regarding the adoption of pre-
defined policy models or innovations. This increases the plausibility of external
explanations in cases where we find common developments like in higher education
policy — especially as research on higher education reforms in general considers

quite different aspects.

Fifth, | adopt a broader approach to the goal of making universities more

performance-orientated by including several related policy components. Studying the

% Note, in empirical analysis internal and external efficiencies are hardly distinguishable. Therefore
performance indicators relating to both dimensions are examined (on financial efficiency as well as
outputs in terms of graduation ratios).

% Likewise, some theories in political science make assumptions about substantial policy change only
(for example, Tsebelis 1995).
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diffusion of institutional autonomy deals with issues often neglected by higher
education researchers when they evaluate the performance-orientation of funding
approaches. Though funding arrangement usually have a direct impact on the cost
structure and productivity of institutions, it only partly determines the production
function of a higher education system. Likewise important seems to assign the
capacities to act accordingly. For example, universities might be financed on behalf
of input-indicators — for example according to the number of students enrolled. If the
state now determines the institutional student intake there is no possibility or
incentive for universities to increase its cost efficiency or productivity as the funding
structure is largely fixed by the state (cf. Kaiser et al. 2001). Other authors highlight
the need to diversify the higher education system as condition for the expansion of
higher education (cf. Huisman and Kaiser 2003; Teichler 2008).

Last but not least, the policies spread quite differently. The usual critique of choosing

only positive cases for policy adoption is therefore obsolete.
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Table 3-1: Performance-orientated higher education policies

No. | Policy item Description
A1 External quality assurance | System-wide quality assurance activities like
system external evaluations, accreditations or quality
audits
A2 External stakeholder | Inclusion of representatives from external
participation interest groups like business or industry in
institutional governance bodies

B1 Responsibility for student | Allowing  universities to determine the

intake appropriate institutional capacities themselves

B2 Responsibility for course | Responsibility for planning on institutional

planning course portfolios lies at the universities

B3 Responsibility for student | Institutional autonomy on student selection

selection

C1 Formula-funding Allocating current public funds for regular
teaching activities on behalf of general, pre-
formulated and objective criteria

C2 Target agreements Regular public funds are based on performance
contracts between the responsible public
authority and each university defining the
financial provisions as well as the institutional
objectives and goals

C3 Performance-driven Regular public funding depends on shortly

funding changeable performance indicators like student
numbers (input-driven) or graduate numbers
(output-driven)

C4 Study vouchers Student receives a funding voucher that can be
redeemed at any university so the government
reimburses funding on behalf of the vouchers
submitted.

D1 Lump-sum funding Regular public funds come in terms of block
grants so that allowances can be freely
distributed within universities

D2 Responsibility for staff Granting universities autonomy to hire and
manage their staff themselves

D3 Responsibility for buildings | The acquisition or operation of buildings and

and equipment equipment is up to the universities themselves

E1 Study fees Charging fees to be paid by students for
registering at universities and/or tuition.

E2 Contract-based services Allow or promote the idea of marketing and

selling teaching services to customers

Note: Own listing (cf. Annex I).
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3.3.1 External Quality Assurance

The first policy component indicating performance-related policy reforms deals with
two items related to external quality assurance. As one way to increase the academic
quality of tertiary education while at the same time guaranteeing institutional
accountability, governments can introduce external quality assurance systems (for
example, quality audits, accreditation, evaluation) (cf. Woodhouse 1999).
Traditionally, ministerial control covers the programs and degrees offered by public
universities. The ministry, responsible for higher education, usually has to approve
the curricula and degrees offered by universities. External quality assurance systems
deal with the move from exante to expost control of teaching activities at public

universities.

External quality assurance systems have usually a two-fold effect. Firstly, they
provide additional data and insights on the quality and performance of specific
institutions.%® This information can be used by the public authorities themselves to
improve development planning, but they can also serve as additional source of
information for students as consumers of tertiary education (cf. Dill and Soo 2004
70f). Secondly, the academic managements becomes more aware of problems and
poor performances within their institutions and can implement measures to

strengthen its efficiency (cf. Harvey 2006 Stensaker et al. 2010).

The participation of external stakeholders in university governance is another option
to increase the performance-orientation of public universities (cf. Amaral and
Magalhdes 2002). Integrating insights of representatives of business and trade
unions into institutional decision-making strengthens the link between universities
and their external environment. Usually external stakeholders follow different logics
and interests than Academia that resonate better with the idea of entrepreneurial
universities. From this point of view, external stakeholder participation is considered
as another option to strengthen the performance-orientation of higher education

systems.

3.3.2 Institutional Autonomy on Student Supply

Secondly, institutional autonomy is surveyed across several issues. The capacity of

universities to actually adapt to externalities is an aspect of performance-orientated

% Of course, the results of quality assurance processes have to be reported to the responsible Ministry
of Education and/or to the public.
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reforms (also in conjugation with funding) often overlooked in higher education
research (cf. Berdahl 1990; Conner and Rabovsky 2012). Two areas of institutional
autonomy are considered. The first part deals with the management of institutional
resources. This refers to he budgetary discretion of universities. Are public provisions
earmarked or are they provided as lump sums where universities decide themselves
what the best way of spending the money is. Moreover, possibilities to manage staff

and facilities as main institutional resources seem to be essential.

The instrument of lump sum (or block grants) for recurrent public funding for
universities refers to awarding budgets rather then earmarked funds characterized by
itemised budgets. Instead of specifying in detail on what to spend the funding
allowances from the national ministries, the state universities can internally distribute
the allocated budget on their own.®® Institutions become more autonomous in how to
spend the public money on different functions (for example, for staff salaries or
equipment). The underlying causal assumption is that lump sums provide a high
degree of spending autonomy to the universities, finally enhancing academic

freedom and efficiency (cf. Melck 1985).

In addition, the ability to act strategically does not only depend on the financial
autonomy of an institution. Likewise developing and implementing an own strategy
on managing its physical resources like the staff, but also buildings and equipment
seems necessary (cf. Jongbloed 2003; Rosa, Amado and Amaral 2009). In case of
detailed steering, universities cannot minimize their costs and might indeed not want

to (cf. Leszczensky et al. 2004).

3.3.3 Performance-orientated Public Funding

The third component refers to higher education reforms on the regular public funding
for tertiary education at universities (cf. Jongbloed and Vossensteyn 2001; Kaiser et
al. 1992; Leszczensky et al. 2004). The performance-orientation of different funding
approaches can be considered. The first item deals with the allocation method used
for distributing funds across the various universities (cf. Darling et al. 1989). Does the
level of individual funding follow an ad hoc and/or incremental path? Or do public
authorities use a general and objective formula to determine the funds? Possibilities

for strategic and goal-orientated behaviour are limited in case of no transparency and

% Of course, general rules of public sector finance and accountability prevail (cf. Fralich 2011).
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ad hoc resource allocation. But the use of funding formulas usually helps to clearly

set incentives and performance criteria for universities.

The second policy item describes the used planning instruments. Traditionally, funds
are based on budget proposals (or requests). But the performance-orientation of
universities is supposed to be higher in case of target agreements (or performance
contracts) as it mounts a direct relationship between funding arrangements and the
effectiveness of higher education institutions (cf. Salmi and Hauptman 2006). And
similar to the use of funding formulas it aims at increasing the transparency and

accountability in the approaches on funding tertiary education.

Third, the performance-orientation of funding arrangements can differ according to
the flexibility of funding levels. In case of fixed appropriations, no direct incentive to
increase the institutional performance in the subsequent years exists (cf.
Leszczensky et al. 2004). Here the use of performance indicators like student
numbers or graduate rates promises remedy. Allocating funds on behalf of cost-
based indicators like the existing staff numbers or the surface of the previously used
buildings does not set incentives to minimize costs. The same applies to an

incremental allocation of funds.

Last but not least, the incentives to adapt to external responses for universities could
be increased by an introduction of study vouchers to finance universities on behalf of
student flows (cf. Greenaway and Haynes 2003; Jongbloed 2004; Salmi and
Hauptman 2006). If funds are directly linked to student choice, universities have a

clear financial incentive to adapt to student needs or to reduce internal cost growth.

3.3.4 Institutional Autonomy on Resource Management

Fourthly, the institutional possibilities to determine the supply of students and
graduates are another area of university governance that is of interest, when dealing
with the external responsiveness of public universities (cf. Jongbloed 2003). This
section also deals with academic autonomy on self-determining the actual student
intake, the course planning (for example in terms of curricula and courses offered) as
well as student selection (cf. Berdahl 1990). Academic freedom seems to be a
prerequisite for increasing both the internal as well as the external efficiency of
universities. In case universities close down programs that are inefficient or respond
to student demand and offer new courses, possibilities for strategic behaviour are

also restricted.
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3.3.5 Cost-sharing Policies

Last but not least, promoting cost-sharing policies can result in an increasing
performance-orientation of students and universities (cf. Bevc and Ursic 2008;
Jongbloed 2003; 2006; Jongbloed and Vossensteyn 2001). Two essential policies
are considered. Next to the introduction and promotion of registration and tuition
fees, the possibilities to acquire additional private income by marketing (teaching)
services are studied. Similar to demand-side vouchers, study fees are a market
element that has re-distributional consequences as it sets a prize for studying. As
such it gives incentives to both the students as consumers as well as universities as
providers of tertiary education to maximize the payoffs of their choice and to minimize
their costs. In other words, incentives are set for performance-orientated behaviour.
Granting additional funding opportunities to universities also helps to set incentives
for efficiency gains. For example, as external actors can buy university services
another market element is integrated into higher education systems rewarding

efficient behaviour.

3.4 Comparing Legislative Instruments

Following the previous elaborations, the empirical scope of this study is restricted to
the adoption, modification and promotion of one of the fourteen (qualitative) policy
items.®” Overall, policy outputs based on different legal instruments are considered
(cf. Kaeding 2007; Trantas 1995).%® Next to outputs like acts, (framework) laws,
decree laws, ordinances, parliamentary guidelines and/or decisions that required the
consent of the national parliament for passing the legislation, reforms based on
government decrees, ministerial orders or circulars are considered.®® Sometimes
university laws did not change fundamentally, but mostly by means of budget laws
regulating budgets, accounts and staff (cf. Wielemans and Vanderhoeven 1993:
153).

" The readers have to keep in mind that the actual meaning of public higher education institutions
depends on the national context and the corresponding national law (cf. Teichler 1990: 23).

% Alist of legal instruments can be found in Annex Il

% In some cases, policy adoption was not based on legislation, but on policy documents. For the
operationalization of policy outputs see also section 3.3 or Annex | and Il
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More specifically, the focus is on regulating the public university system and their
activities in tertiary education. The regulation of private universities, non-university
higher education institutions like polytechnics or research-related activities is
excluded to narrow down the analysis and to further increase the comparability

between higher education regulations.

Data on policy-outputs are based on qualitative evidence from existing higher
education research. More specifically, the data collection is drawn from international
databases like the information network on Education in Europe (EURYDICE), the
CHEPS Higher Education Monitor and - in cases where data was fuzzy or simply
missing — additional inquiries based on existing country reports and higher education

literature have been conducted (cf. Annex Ill).

Provisions are only considered if they require the system-wide application of the
policy based on actual and binding legislation. The underlying assumption is that
states must adopt binding legislative and regulatory measures regarding the public
university system and tertiary education in their territories to ensure the actual
implementation of policies. That does not imply that measures adopted cannot
provide facultative provisions like it is often the case with framework laws. Such
provisions can still be considered as policy change as long as they are binding and
apply to the system level (for example, in terms of framework regulations). The same
applies to pilot projects applying to the whole system. Broadly speaking policy
instruments reported involve setting standards (obligatory or facultative) or pilot

projects.

Financial action programs (for example, in terms of project funding) or policy
documents indicating governmental discussions or recommendations (for example,
White Papers, Green Papers, Government Reports) are not considered. This does
not apply to other official documents leading to an actual change of national higher
education policies. Sometimes changes in higher education did not require legislative
change as in the case of Denmark (cf. Bache 1998: 284f). Some of the higher
education reforms in Denmark were induced through a Multi-Annual agreement
between (almost all) parliamentary parties in 1992. With this agreement the student
intake as well as the budget for the higher education sector for the next couple of
years was set and it functioned as a base for the gradual deregulation of student

intake and the allocation of block grants according to the taximeter principle.

In addition, policies implemented by regulatory agencies as in the case of higher
education funding in Ireland and the United Kingdom (cf. Kerr 2006; Williams 1998).
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These agencies are still under the authority of the Ministerial units, therefore one can
assume that the decisions are coordinated and backed up by Minister as their

principle.

As responsibilities for higher education policy in de-centralized systems often rest on
the intermediate or sub-national level the unit of analysis is case-specific. This
applies to the federal states Germany and Belgium, but also to Spain and the United
Kingdom (cf. Swenden 2001).

In the case of Belgium, developments at the sub-national level are considered from
1989 onwards. Higher education policy in Belgium was originally the domain of
federal policy. But this responsibility for higher education was transferred from the
federal level to the three language communities in 1989 by a special law on the
funding of the Regions and Communities. With this legislative act, every linguistic
Community acquired the right to organize, fund and control its higher education
institutions independently from federal regulations. It became possible for every
Community-Government to implement its own higher education policy according to
its own objectives, goals and priorities. From that point on, the federal government
was merely providing the overall budgets, but the Communities were free in
determining the rules on how to assign public funds and resources.” Overall, the
transformation towards the sub-national level did not result in a complete re-design of
systemic characteristics. Rather the Communities reformed the existing
arrangements while maintaining the basic principles. This path dependency seems
especially pronounced in funding allocation. But despite a still prevailing similarity
between the Communities, two different kinds of higher education systems with
different regulations and authorities exist in Belgium.”' Whereas the German-
speaking community did not have a fully developed higher education system (cf.
Wielemans and Vanderhoeven 1993),”? the higher education system of the Dutch-
speaking region of Flanders as well as the French-speaking region Wallonia have to

be distinguished.

0 Federal initiatives in higher education policy usually aim at promoting research. For example, the
Federal Council for Science Policy (FCSP) or the “Interuniversity Attraction Poles” (IAP) Programme are
supporting research initiatives (cf. EC 2004).

" Note that there exists another federal element in the Kingdom of Belgium. Next to the already
mentioned language communities, three regions exist within Belgium. Although partly overlapping,
regional and linguistic entities are not congruent —neither spatially nor institutionally. Whereas the
communities have the responsibility for areas like education, culture, and social policy, the regions deal
with policy issues related to economy, infrastructure, and environment (cf. Woyke 2003).

2 As a matter of fact, there was no fully-fledged university in the German-speaking part before 2005 (cf.
Eurydice 2005).
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The situation in Germany and Spain is more complicated. The Ldnder and Regiones
autonomas are able to introduce their own approach. Moreover, intermediary bodies
consisting of representatives from both constituencies (partly) regulate these higher
education systems.” But federal influence is guaranteed during the study period by
so-called framework laws. States or regions are able to introduce their own approach
within the limits set by the federal government. To uphold both the comparability with
the rest of the sample as well as data availability, for both countries the focus is only

on policy adoption involving the central government. ™

In a similar vein, both the higher education system of Scotland and the English
system’® operate under different regulations. Therefore, | restrict the analysis to
England as example for the higher education system of the United Kingdom.
Whereas responsibilities for the Scottish system are located at the regional level, the

English system is under the jurisdiction of the central government.

3.5 European Higher Education Systems as Policy Laboratories

Advocates of policy diffusion usually deal with the growing interdependencies
between national and international actors. In doing so, the literature on policy
diffusion often focuses on multi-level systems such as federal states. Serving as
functional equivalent of policy laboratories, scholars describe those systems as most-
likely cases for policy diffusion and as valuable cases for gaining additional
theoretical and empirical insights on diffusion processes. Examples are the exchange
of ideas and policies between the states in the United States (for example, Savage
1985; Volden 2006; Walker 1969) or between the European Union (EU) and its
member states (for example, Borzel and Risse 2003; Bulmer and Padgett 2004; Levi-
Faur 2004; Radaelli 2008; Schmidt 2008a). In a similar vein, the multi-level structure
of European higher education policy might serve as a functional equivalent of policy
laboratories for the horizontal exchange of ideas and policies on performance-

orientated higher education.

™ The Consejo General de Universidades in Spain consists of representatives from public universities
as well as from national and regional governments and legislatives, whereas the German
Kultusministerkonferenz only includes the responsible Ministers from the Ldnder. but joint commissions
between Bund and Lédnder guarantee common standards. See Annex II.

™| included a dummy variable into the analysis controlling this shared responsibility on the several
policy items (cf. section 4.2).

"5 Institutions in Wales and North Ireland belong to the English higher education system, but for the sake
of simplicity | only use the term English.
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In accordance with this point of view, all countries under consideration adopted
legislation on performance-orientated policy items between the years 1980 and 1998.
Though country-specific differences prevailed in terms of the numbe