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R A T I O N A L E



A basel ine for  continuous improvement of  pol ic ies and their  ef fect ive 
implementation at  nat ional  and inst itutional  level .  

PRINCIPLE

The ten Principles should be 
understood as high-level statements
that serve as a basis for the 
conceptualization of different policies
for social dimension enhancement. 

GUIDELINE

Guidelines are recommendations
intended to advise policy makers on 
how the 10 principles should be 
implemented in practice. 



T H E  P R I N C I P L E S
&  G U I D E L I N E S



1. The social dimension should be central to higher education strategies at system and institutional level, as well as at the 
EHEA and the EU level. Strengthening the social dimension of higher education and fostering equity and inclusion to 
reflect the diversity of society is the responsibility of a higher education system as a whole and should be regarded as a 
continuous commitment. 

2. Legal regulations or policy documents should allow and enable higher education institutions to develop their own 
strategies to fulfil their public responsibility towards widening access to, participation in and completion of higher 
education studies. 

3. The inclusiveness of the entire education system should be improved by developing coherent policies from early 
childhood education, through schooling to higher education and throughout lifelong learning. 

4. Reliable data is a necessary precondition for an evidence-based improvement of the social dimension of higher 
education. 

5. Public authorities should have policies that enable higher education institutions to ensure effective counselling and 
guidance for potential and enrolled students in order to widen their access to, participation in and completion of higher 
education studies.

6. Public authorities should provide sufficient and sustainable funding and financial autonomy to higher education 
institutions enabling them to build adequate capacity to embrace diversity and contribute to equity and inclusion in 
higher education.

7. Public authorities should help higher education institutions to strengthen their capacity to respond to the needs of a 
more diverse student and staff body and create inclusive learning environments and inclusive institutional cultures.

8. International mobility programs in higher education should be structured and implemented in a way that foster 
diversity, equity and inclusion and should particularly foster participation of students and staff from vulnerable, 
disadvantaged or underrepresented backgrounds.

9. Higher education institutions should ensure that community engagement in higher education promotes diversity, 
equity and inclusion.

10. Public authorities should engage in a policy dialogue with higher education institutions and other relevant 
stakeholders about how the above principles and guidelines can be translated and implemented both at national 
system and institutional level. 



1 .  T H E  S O C IA L  D IM E NSION S H O UL D B E  C E N TRA L TO  H IG HER E D U CAT ION ST R AT EGIES
AT  SYST EM A N D  IN ST ITUT IONAL L EVEL ,  A S  WE L L A S  AT  T H E  E H EA A N D  T H E E U  L EVE L .
ST R ENG THENING  T H E S O C IA L  D IM E NSIO N O F  H IG HER E D U CAT ION A N D  FO ST E RING 
E Q U ITY  A N D  IN C LU SION TO  R E F L ECT T H E  D IVE RSITY  O F  S O C IE TY  IS  T H E  
R E SP ONSIB IL ITY  O F  A  H IG HER E D U CAT ION SYST E M A S  A  WH O L E A N D  S H O UL D B E  
R E G ARD ED A S  A  CO N T INUO US CO M MIT MENT.  

Strategic commitment to the social 
dimension of higher education should be 
aligned with concrete targets that can
either be integrated within existing higher
education policies or developed in parallel. 
These targets should aim at widening
access, supporting participation in and 
completion of studies for all current and 
future students. 

In the process of creating strategies there
should be a broad-based dialogue
between public authorities, higher
education institutions, student and staff
representatives and other key
stakeholders, including social partners, 
non-governmental organisations and 
people from vulnerable, disadvantaged
and underrepresented groups. This broad-
based dialogue is to ensure the creation of
inclusive higher education strategies that
foster equity and diversity, and are
responsive to the needs of the wider
community. 



2.  LEGAL REGULATIONS OR POLICY DOCUMENTS SHOULD ALLOW AND 
ENABLE HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS TO DEVELOP THEIR OWN
STRATEGIES TO FULFIL THEIR PUBLIC RESPONSIBILITY TOWARDS
WIDENING ACCESS TO, PARTICIPATION IN AND COMPLETION OF
HIGHER EDUCATION STUDIES.  

Legal regulations and administrative rules
should allow sufficient flexibility in the 
design, organisation and delivery of study
programmes to reflect the diversity of
students’ needs. Higher education
institutions should be enabled to organise
full-time and part-time studies, flexible 
study modes, blended and distance
learning as well as to recognise prior 
learning (RPL), in order to accommodate
the needs of the diverse student 
population. 

Public authorities should promote
recognition of prior non-formal and informal
learning (RPL) in higher education, because
it has a positive impact on widening access, 
transition and completion, equity and 
inclusion, mobility and employability. RPL 
enables flexible modes of lifelong learning in 
the entire education sector, including higher
education. Implementing RPL will require
effective cooperation amongst the higher
education system, employers and the wider
community and to enable this national 
qualifications frameworks should facilitate
transparent recognition of learning
outcomes and reliable quality assurance
procedures. 



3.  THE INCLUSIVENESS OF THE ENTIRE EDUCATION SYSTEM SHOULD
BE IMPROVED BY DEVELOPING COHERENT POLICIES FROM EARLY
CHILDHOOD EDUCATION, THROUGH SCHOOLING TO HIGHER
EDUCATION AND THROUGHOUT LIFELONG LEARNING. 

It is important to create synergies with all 
education levels and related policy areas 
(such as finance, employment, health and 
social welfare, housing, migration etc.) in 
order to develop policy measures that
create an inclusive environment
throughout the entire education sector
that fosters equity, diversity, and inclusion, 
and is responsive to the needs of the 
wider community. 

Equity, diversity and inclusion should play 
a key role in the training of pre higher
education teachers. 

The social dimension policies should not 
only support current students, but also
potential students in their preparation 
and transition into higher education. 
Participation in higher education has to 
be a lifelong option, including for adults
who decide to return to or enter higher
education at later stages in their lives. An 
inclusive approach needs to involve wider
communities, higher education
institutions and other stakeholder groups
to co-create pathways to higher
education. 



4. RELIABLE DATA IS A NECESSARY PRECONDITION FOR AN 
EVIDENCE-BASED IMPROVEMENT OF THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF
HIGHER EDUCATION. 
In order to develop effective policies, continuous national data collection is necessary. 
Within the limits of national legal frameworks, such data collection should provide
information on the composition of the student body, access and participation, drop-out and 
completion of higher education, including the transition to the labour market after
completion of studies, and allow for the identification of vulnerable, disadvantaged and 
underrepresented groups. 

In order to make such data collection comparable internationally, work on categories for 
administrative data collection that are relevant for the social dimension should be 
developed at the EHEA level through Eurostudent or similar surveys. With the aim to 
rationalize the process and avoid administrative burden on public administration and higher
education institutions, this development should take account of existing national practices
and relevant data collection processes. 

Such national data collection exercises could, where relevant and necessary, be 
complemented by higher education institutions undertaking additional surveys, research 
and analysis to better understand vulnerability, disadvantages, and underrepresentation in 
education, as well as transitions of students across the education system. 



5.  PUBLIC AUTHORITIES SHOULD HAVE POLICIES THAT ENABLE HIGHER
EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS TO ENSURE EFFECTIVE COUNSELLING AND 
GUIDANCE FOR POTENTIAL AND ENROLLED STUDENTS IN ORDER TO WIDEN
THEIR ACCESS TO,  PARTICIPATION IN AND COMPLETION OF HIGHER
EDUCATION STUDIES.  

Public authorities should create conditions that enable collaboration between different 
public institutions that provide counselling and guidance services together with higher
education institutions in order to create synergies and omit duplication of similar services. 
These services should uphold the principles of clarity and user-friendliness, because end 
users must be capable of understanding them easily. 

Within a diverse student body, special attention should be directed towards students with
physical and psychological health challenges. These students should have access to 
professional support to secure their success in accessing and completing higher education
studies. Special focus should be placed on prevention of psychological challenges caused by 
the organisation of study and students’ living conditions. 

Public authorities should also consider setting up ombudsperson-type institutions that will
have the capacity and knowledge to mediate any conflicts, particularly related to equity
issues that may arise during accessing or participating in higher education, or conflicts that
hinder the completion of studies. 



6.  PUBLIC AUTHORITIES SHOULD PROVIDE SUFFICIENT AND 
SUSTAINABLE FUNDING AND FINANCIAL AUTONOMY TO HIGHER
EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS ENABLING THEM TO BUILD ADEQUATE
CAPACITY TO EMBRACE DIVERSITY AND CONTRIBUTE TO EQUITY AND 
INCLUSION IN HIGHER EDUCATION.

Higher education funding systems should
facilitate the attainment of strategic
objectives related to the social dimension 
of higher education. Higher education
institutions should be supported and 
rewarded for meeting agreed targets in 
widening access, increasing participation 
in and completion of higher education
studies, in particular in relation to 
vulnerable, disadvantaged and 
underrepresented groups. Mechanisms
for achieving these targets should not 
have negative financial consequences for 
higher education institutions’ core
funding. 

Financial support systems should aim to 
be universally applicable to all students, 
however, when this is not possible, the 
public student financial support systems 
should be primarily needs-based and 
should make higher education affordable
for all students, foster access to and 
provide opportunities for success in 
higher education. They should mainly
contribute to cover both the direct costs
of study (fees and study materials) and the 
indirect costs (e.g. accommodation, which
is becoming increasingly problematic for 
students across the EHEA due to the 
increased housing, living, and 
transportation costs, etc.). 



7.  PUBLIC AUTHORITIES SHOULD HELP HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS TO 
STRENGTHEN THEIR CAPACITY TO RESPOND TO THE NEEDS OF A MORE
DIVERSE STUDENT AND STAFF BODY AND CREATE INCLUSIVE LEARNING
ENVIRONMENTS AND INCLUSIVE INSTITUTIONAL CULTURES .  

Public authorities should support and 
provide adequate means to higher
education institutions to improve initial 
and continuing professional training for 
academic and administrative staff to 
enable them to work professionally and 
equitably with a diverse student body
and staff. 

Whenever possible, external quality
assurance systems should address how
the social dimension, diversity, 
accessibility, equity and inclusion are
reflected within the institutional
missions of higher education
institutions, whilst respecting the 
principle of autonomy of higher
education institutions. 



8.  INTERNATIONAL MOBILITY PROGRAMS IN HIGHER EDUCATION SHOULD BE 
STRUCTURED AND IMPLEMENTED IN A WAY THAT FOSTER DIVERSITY,  
EQUITY AND INCLUSION AND SHOULD PARTICULARLY FOSTER 
PARTICIPATION OF STUDENTS AND STAFF FROM VULNERABLE,  
DISADVANTAGED OR UNDERREPRESENTED BACKGROUNDS.  

International experiences through learning mobility
improve the quality of learning outcomes in higher
education. Public authorities and higher education
institutions should ensure equal access for all to the 
learning opportunities offered by national and 
international learning and training mobility
programmes and actively address obstacles to 
mobility for vulnerable, disadvantaged or 
underrepresented groups of students and staff. 

Besides further support to physical mobility, 
including full portability of grants and loans
across the EHEA, public authorities and higher
education institutions should facilitate the use
of information and communications technology
(ICT) to support blended mobility and to foster 
internationalisation at home by embedding
international online cooperation into courses. 
Blended mobility is the combination of a period 
of physical mobility and a period of online 
learning. Such online cooperation can be used
to extend the learning outcomes and enhance
the impact of physical mobility, for example by 
bringing together a more diverse group of
participants, or to offer a broader range of
mobility options. 



9.  HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS SHOULD ENSURE THAT
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION PROMOTES
DIVERSITY,  EQUITY AND INCLUSION.

Community engagement should be considered
as a process whereby higher education
institutions engage with external community
stakeholders to undertake joint activities that
can be mutually beneficial. Like social 
dimension policies, community engagement
should be embedded in core missions of higher
education. It should engage with teaching and 
learning, research, service and knowledge
exchange, students and staff and management 
of higher education institutions. Such
engagement provides a holistic basis on which
universities can address a broad range of
societal needs, including those of vulnerable, 
disadvantaged and underrepresented groups, 
while enriching their teaching, research and 
other core functions. 

Community stakeholders (e.g. local authorities, 
cultural organisations, non-governmental
organisations, businesses, citizens) should be 
able to meaningfully engage with higher
education actors through open dialogue. This
will enable genuine university-community
partnerships, which can effectively address
social and democratic challenges. 



10.  PUBLIC AUTHORITIES SHOULD ENGAGE IN A POLICY DIALOGUE
WITH HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS AND OTHER RELEVANT 
STAKEHOLDERS ABOUT HOW THE ABOVE PRINCIPLES AND 
GUIDELINES CAN BE TRANSLATED AND IMPLEMENTED BOTH AT 
NATIONAL SYSTEM AND INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL .  

Such policy dialogue should allow to 
develop fit for purpose policy measures, 
which should respect institutional
autonomy, avoid any unnecessary
administrative burden, and thus enable
concrete progress towards diversity, 
equity, and inclusion in higher
education. 

Within the scope of the above
principles and guidelines, peer support 
and exchange of good practices are
crucial among EHEA countries in order 
to facilitate progress towards the 
inclusiveness of higher education
systems. 
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