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| Abstract

Until the Maastricht Treaty, the European Union had no formal jurisdiction over education. However, 
education, along with mobility and language learning, has always been seen as one of the levers for the 
process of European integration. This political vision, which underpinned the launch of the Erasmus 
programme in the 1980s, also made use of the role of qualification recognition, seen as a tool for ensuring 
the success of academic mobility and free movement. This article traces the evolution of this process 
between the 1970s and the 1990s focusing on European Union. The text traces the political motivations 
that, starting in the 1970s, led in the following decade to the creation and development of the network 
of National Academic Recognition Information Centres on the initiative of the European Commission. 

Keywords: European Union, Recognition of Qualifications, NARIC, ERASMUS, Internationalisation, 
Mobility. 

1. Introduction

Until the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, the European Union had no legal competence in the field of education. 
However, in the 1980s, it promoted the creation of a network of centres supporting academic recognition, 
called National Academic Recognition Information Centres (NARIC). Why was NARIC centres created? 
What was their mission and purpose in the European vision? Why the recognition agenda was felt as 
strategic for Europe? This article attempts to outline some answers to these questions by analysing the 
cultural and social context of the time and the political debate in the European Community in which 
the NARIC network was developed. 
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From a methodological perspective, the historical research has drawn on bibliographic analysis, EU 
documentation, regulatory analysis at national and international level, and on the CIMEA archive. 
CIMEA has a paper-based documentation centre comprising one section on the NARIC centre (15 
folders), that ranges from 1984 to the mid-2000s. The documentation centre forms part of CIMEA’s 
information resources – now largely in digital form – and serves as its historical archive. Within the 
folders, the documentation is mostly organised into files. The documents come in various formats, 
ranging from printed material to typewritten and handwritten documents. The centre contains a 
wide variety of material: diaries, minutes, correspondence (emails, letters, faxes), publications, personal 
notes, practical guides, questionnaires, programmes, reports, information notes, pamphlets and other 
documents. The originality of this article lies in the data accessible in the CIMEA archive, that provides 
information on the rationale, the debate, and the insights not always evident from the administrative 
and regulatory documents. The second element of originality is to shed light albeit on a limited period 
– on the recognition of qualifications and on institutions managing it in the European context. Despite 
the topic being a recurrent one in policy documents of the European Community and of the European 
Union, it has been less explored compared to other topics related to the domain of higher education 
in Europe. Despite this, it is an example of the tensions behind the action of European institutions in 
the domain of education (supranational vs. national, institutional vs. system level, soft vs. hard power). 
This article focuses on recognition of higher education qualifications in the European Union context 
between 1970s and the 1990s1.

2. Setting the Scene: Higher Education, Internationalisation and 
Mobility in Europe in the Second Half of the 20th Century

The legacy of the Second World War strengthened the rationale for the further development of the 
higher education sector. First, this was driven by the need to reconstruct European societies, cultures 
and economies after the destruction caused by the war. Secondly, there was a growing recognition of 
the importance of research, innovation and workforce training for economic reconstruction. Closely 
linked to this was increasing support for the role of the welfare state and taxation in reducing inequalities 
in access to higher education. Thirdly, the geopolitical context also acted as a major driver, with the Cold 
War and postcolonial dynamics affecting higher education, as well as many other sectors2.

The second half of 20th century Higher Education in Europe was characterised by a number of lines 
of transformation. The first was the transformation of universities: from a space mainly accessed by 
a restricted élite they became a player in the massification of higher education: in 2000, the gross 
enrolment ratio3 on a global scale was 19%, in Europe it was 43.01% for Central and Eastern Europe, 
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1 From the terminological point of view, the definition of recognition adopted in this text is that contained in the 1997 Lisbon Convention on the 
Recognition of Qualifications, which defines the term as «the formal recognition by a competent authority of the value of a foreign qualification for 
the purpose of access to training and/or employment». A higher education qualification, again according to the Lisbon Recognition Convention, 
is both a qualification awarded after successful completion of a higher education programme, but also a qualification giving access to higher 
education. Council of Europe, UNESCO, Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the European Region, 
“European Treaty Series”, no. 165, Lisbon, 11 April 1997, https://rm.coe.int/168007f2c7 [last accessed 15 June 2026].
2 Carpentier, V., History of Higher Education in Modern Europe, in Rury, J. L., Tamura E.H (eds.) The Oxford Handbook of The History of Education, 
Oxford, University Press, Oxford, 2019, pp. 257-274.
3 The gross enrolment ratio is defined as the total enrolment in tertiary education regardless of age expressed as a percentage of the population in 
the 5-year age group immediately following upper secondary education (between 18-14 years of age).

https://rm.coe.int/168007f2c7
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50.91% for the European Union, and 60.93% for North America and Western Europe4. Today the ratio is 
43% on a global scale, 79% in Europe and North America5. In absolute terms, the number of students 
enrolled in higher education has moved from around 500.000 at the beginning of the 20th century 
to the approximately 100 millions in 20006. Looking at the number of higher education institutions, 
currently there are approximately 21.500 worldwide7. 

The second trend was the increase and diversification of higher education institutions. In the late 1950s 
and early 1960s the economic growth and the expansion of students led to the perspective that stronger 
diversification of Higher Education was desirable, for 2 main reasons: to reduce “economic” pressure on 
research universities, as it would have been too expensive to support; and to provide more professional 
and diversified training to a part of this increasing number of students. Secondly, the heterogeneity 
of offer would have been fitted the diversity of background, expectations and perspectives of the 
enlarged demand of students8. During the 1960s and 1970s, several countries adopted a binary model of 
higher education, marked by the establishment of polytechnics in the United Kingdom9, the Institutes 
Universitaires de Technologie in France10 and the Fachhochschulen in Germany11. This diversity was also 
reinforced in the 1990s with the reforms of higher education systems and the emergence of diverse 
providers in Eastern Europe after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Another element of increasing diversification 
was the growth of private providers and the increase in transnational education provision, also following 
the establishment of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) in 1995 by the World Trade 
Organisation (WTO). The agreement aimed to create a credible and reliable system of international 
trade rules for twelve commercial sectors, one of which was education. GATS gave further impetus 
to the diversification of higher education, also encouraging the spread of so-called transnational 
education phenomena12.

From the same years, digitalisation brought another layer of differentiation, with the birth of the web in 
1991, the growth of distance learning and online education, and the development of new technologies, 
including the latest trend in the diffusion of short learning courses and micro-credentials13. A third line 
of transformation was the progressive internationalisation of higher education and the rise in student 
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4 UNESCO UIS, Gross enrolment ratio for tertiary education, both sexes (%) [Data set], 2026. https://databrowser.uis.unesco.org/ 
5 UNESCO, Higher education: Figures at a glance, 2025. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000394112. [last accessed 15 June 2026].
6 Guri-Rosenblit, S., Sebkova, H., Teichler, U., Massification and Diversity of Higher Education Systems: Interplay of Complex Dimensions, UNESCO, 
Paris, 14 February 2007. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000157816 [last accessed 15 June 2026].
7 International Association of Universities (IAU), UNESCO, What is WHED?, 2026. https://whed.net/About.html [last accessed 15 June 2026].
8 Guri-Rosenblit, S., Sebkova, H., Teichler, U., Massification and Diversity of Higher Education Systems…, cit. 
9 Brosan, G. S., The Development of Polytechnics in the United Kingdom. In Diversifying Post-Secondary Education in Europe / La Diversification 
dans l’Enseignement Post-Secondaire en Europe / Der Ausbau des tertiären Bildungswesens in Europa, “Paedagogica Europaea” Vol. 7, 1972, pp. 
41-53. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.2307/1502485. Lewis, M. S., The Polytechnics: A Peculiarly British Phenomenon, “Regional Development II”, Vol. 
2, no. 4, 1991, pp. 24-34. https://journals.indianapolis.iu.edu/index.php/muj/article/view/19224. [last accessed 15 June 2026].
10 Tralongo, S., Les instituts universitaires de technologie: Des spécificités originelles aux transformations récentes, “Diversité”, Vol. 1, no. 202, 2023, 
pp. 201-213. http://journals.openedition.org/diversite/3871 [last accessed 15 June 2026].
11 Higher Education Compass, History of the the universities of applied sciences, 2026. https://www.hochschulkompass.de/en/higher-education-
institutions/history/history-of-the-universities-of-applied-sciences.html [last accessed 15 June 2026].
12 Definition of Transnational Education: «A subset of cross-border education where study programmes, or sets of courses, or educational services 
borrow or transfer elements of one country’s higher education system (or non-country specific education systems) from or to another country». 
UNESCO, Code of Good Practice in the Provision of Transnational Education, Paris, 2025. https://rm.coe.int/code-of-good-practice-in-tne-adopted-
on-22-october-2025/4880291d8e [last accessed 15 June 2025].
13 Altbach, P. G., The necessity and reality of differentiated postsecondary ecosystem, in Altbach P. G., Reisberg, L., de Wit, H., (eds), Responding to 
massification: Differentiation in postsecondary education worldwide, SensePublishers Rotterdam, 2017, pp. 1-12. 

https://databrowser.uis.unesco.org/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000394112
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000157816
https://whed.net/About.html
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.2307/1502485
https://journals.indianapolis.iu.edu/index.php/muj/article/view/19224
http://journals.openedition.org/diversite/3871
https://www.hochschulkompass.de/en/higher-education-institutions/history/history-of-the-universities-of-applied-sciences.html
https://www.hochschulkompass.de/en/higher-education-institutions/history/history-of-the-universities-of-applied-sciences.html
https://rm.coe.int/code-of-good-practice-in-tne-adopted-on-22-october-2025/4880291d8e
https://rm.coe.int/code-of-good-practice-in-tne-adopted-on-22-october-2025/4880291d8e
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and academic mobility. The global number of internationally mobile students more than tripled over 
the last two decades, rising from 2.1 million in 2000 to nearly 6.9 million in 202214. 

Student mobility grew due to a complex set of factors, including phenomena linked to decolonisation, 
but also specific ideological and political motivations, including those linked to the Cold War context. As 
an example, in 1960 the Soviet Union created a university in Moscow for students from what was then 
known as the Third World15. In parallel with mobility from the Global South to the Global North, there 
was also intra-regional mobility in Europe, with the fall of the Iron Curtain16 and mobility and migration 
flows between East and West. The processes of internationalisation in higher education took place 
at various levels, with a mix of push-pull factors: at the international level, with increased cooperation 
thanks to the activities of international organisations, intergovernmental agreements and bilateral 
agreements; at the national level, for example through funding for internationalisation and attraction 
projects; and at the institutional level, for example through inter-university agreements, associations 
and networks, and joint degrees. Taking the case of Italy, a significant date is 1980, when universities 
were authorised by law to enter into inter-institutional agreements, a form of cooperation that had not 
been permitted until then. These were the years when universities became more aware of the issue 
of internationalisation, the first international relations offices were set up, and university delegates 
were appointed to deal with the issue. This strategic direction was consolidated over the years, until 
internationalisation became a structural dimension of the university.

These trends brought with them issues such as the need for information and transparency on higher 
education systems, institutions and programmes; the role of the recognition of qualifications in 
supporting mobility, as well as employability, competitiveness and internationalisation; and quality 
assurance and shared quality frameworks, to ensure acceptable standards across very diverse 
institutions. In parallel with the increase in demand for higher education, fake institutions, or so-called 
diploma mills, also became more widespread and visible. Alongside these trends, there was a policy 
push at the European level towards increased comparability and transparency of higher education 
systems. From the European Union perspective, interest in higher education policies was based, on 
the one hand, on an awareness of their role in the development of an open European labour market, 
and, on the other, on the idea that cooperation at the higher education level could be a driver for the 
development of a European identity. These actions came under the heading of the Europeanisation of 
higher education, within a complex interplay of different actors17. Geopolitical changes, with conflicts 
linked to the break-up of Yugoslavia, also led to an emphasis on the need to support the recognition of 
refugees’ qualifications, even in the absence of educational documentation18. Many of these elements 
lay the foundations and shaped the development of recognition policies and practices in Europe.
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14 UNESCO, Higher education…, cit. 
15 Cf., Berhe, S., Studenti internazionali nell’Italia repubblicana, Storia di un’avanguardia, Mimesis, 2023.
16 «Iron Curtain, the political, military, and ideological barrier erected by the Soviet Union after World War II to seal off itself and its dependent eastern 
and central European allies from open contact with the West and other noncommunist areas». Britannica Editors., Iron Curtain, “Encyclopedia 
Britannica”, 20 April 2026. https://www.britannica.com/event/Iron-Curtain. Accessed 8 July 2026. [last accessed 15 June 2026].
17 Berg, C., Vlăsceanu, L., The Europeanization of Higher Education: Integration and diversity as viewed from eastern Europe, “Higher Education 
in Europe”, Vol. 16, no. 4, pp. 4-18. 1991. Maassen, P., Musselin, C., European Integration and the Europeanisation of Higher Education, in Amaral, A., 
Neave, G., Musselin, C. et al., (eds), European Integration and the Governance of Higher Education and Research, Springer, 2009, pp- 3-17. 
18 On the impact of changes in Eastern Europe on higher education, see also the extensive dossier Univeristas, La svolta dell’Est, (The turning point in 
the East), “Universitas”, Vol.36, XI, no. 2, 1986, Fratelli Palombi Editori, pp. 3-38. The dossier also contains data on inter-university agreements between 
Italy and Eastern European countries, which numbered 112 and involved seven countries (Poland, USSR, Hungary, Yugoslavia, East Germany, 
Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria).

https://www.britannica.com/event/Iron-Curtain
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3. Recognition of Qualifications in the European Community

In the years immediately following the Second World War, academic mobility was seen as one of the 
tools for dialogue and cooperation between countries, with the aim of building societies capable 
of living in peace and avoiding the tragedy of war again. This approach characterises the so-called 
first generation of conventions on the recognition of qualifications, under the aegis of UNESCO and 
the Council of Europe (CoE), and more generally cultural and cooperation agreements covering also 
education and higher education, such as the 1952 Italy-Austria Cultural Agreement19. 

In parallel with the framework at pan-European level as designed by the CoE and UNESCO conventions 
on recognition, since the 1970s there has been discussion within the European Community on the 
construction of a Europe of citizens. For the European Community, the issue of recognition of 
qualifications was seen as one of the tools for implementing the founding treaties and ensuring the 
free movement of individuals. From the European Commission’s perspective, in the years immediately 
following the Second World War, the Council of Europe was seen as the most appropriate forum for 
educational issues20. It was then at the end of the 1960s, as will be seen below, that discussions began 
on a stronger commitment by the European Community.

3.1 The Treaty of Rome
The idea of the free movement of citizens is rooted in the Treaty of Rome, mainly considered from the 
perspective of professional recognition. The preamble to the 1957 Treaty of Rome establishing the European 
Economic Community emphasises the determination of the countries to «lay the foundations of an ever-
closer union among the peoples of Europe» and their commitment to «ensure, through common action, 
the economic and social progress of their countries by removing the barriers that divide Europe». 

In Article 3, concerning the elimination of obstacles to the free movement of persons, services and 
capital between Member States, one of the main actions of the Community was «the elimination of 
obstacles to the free movement of persons between Member States» (paragraph c). Article 49, on 
the free movement of workers, provides for the elimination, «in accordance with a progressive plan, 
of those administrative procedures and practices [...] whose maintenance would be an obstacle to 
the liberalisation of the movement of workers». Freedom of establishment and the possibility for a 
professional to work in another country of the Community were provided for in the Treaty of Rome, in 
Article 57, which states: «In order to facilitate access to and the exercise of activities other than salaried 
activities, the Council, acting unanimously during the first stage and by a qualified majority thereafter, 
shall, on a proposal from the Commission and after consulting the Assembly, issue directives for the 
mutual recognition of diplomas, certificates and other qualifications»21. Article 128 (on vocational training) 
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19 Cf., Lantero, L., Finocchietti, C. (eds), Accordo Italia-Austria sul riconoscimento automatico dei titoli di studio. Storia, attuazione, impatto sociale. 
Laterza, 2023.
20 European Commission: Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, Pépin, L., The history of European cooperation in education 
and training, Europe in the making: An example, Publications Office of the European Unione, 2006, pp. 43-59. 
21 «In order to facilitate access to and the pursuit of activities not as an employed person, the Council, on a proposal from the Commission and 
after consulting the Assembly, shall, acting unanimously in the first stage and by a qualified majority thereafter, adopt directives for the mutual 
recognition of diplomas, certificates and other qualifications». European Parliament, Treaty of Rome: Treaty establishing the European Economic 
Community, Article 57, paragraph 1, 25 March 1957, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/in-the-past/the-parliament-and-the-
treaties/treaty-of-rome. [last accessed 15 June 2026].

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/in-the-past/the-parliament-and-the-treaties/treaty-of-rome
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/in-the-past/the-parliament-and-the-treaties/treaty-of-rome
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would also be used as a reference for recognition, stating that the European Council «shall lay down the 
general principles for implementing a common vocational training policy which can contribute to the 
harmonious development of both the national economies and the common market»22.

3.2 European Citizens’ Initiative and Cooperation in Education: Developments 
Since the 1970s
The debate on extending cooperation to the academic sphere in the countries of the European 
Community began in 1969, when there were calls for the area of education to be taken into account 
as a necessary addition to Community action in economic and social matters and, in particular, as 
requested by the European Parliament in October 1969, for the Europeanisation of universities as the 
foundation for a genuine cultural Community23.

However, initially there was no consensus on what form this cooperation should take. It was in November 
1971 that this cooperation began to take shape with the first meeting of the ministers of education. In 
1973, with the enlargement to Denmark, Ireland and the United Kingdom, the European Community 
expanded its administrative structures to include, for the first time, a specific directorate for education 
and training within the Directorate-General responsible for research and science.

During the same period, Henri Janne was commissioned by the European Commission to carry out 
a study entitled For a Community policy on education. The study argued that it was easier to move 
goods between European countries than for a professional to move to work in another country24. 
Janne’s report already pointed to the possibility of “free movement of students” on the one hand, and 
“organised mobility”, on the other, i.e. mobility following an agreement between two universities: the 
university of origin and the university of destination25. This second approach of “organised mobility”, 
considered more effective, was adopted by the Council of Ministers of Education on 9 February 1976 
and in the following years, including in European education programmes such as Erasmus26. 

In the same period the Community saw the adoption of the Council Resolution of 6 June 1974 on the 
mutual recognition of diplomas, certificates and other formal qualifications. The Resolution establishes 
the principles (Art. I) and areas for cooperation between EC Member States in the field of education 
(Art. II), and also establishes the creation of an education committee, composed of representatives of 
the Member States and the Commission (Art. IV). The principles explicitly state the specificity of the 
programme of cooperation in the field of education in the work of progressive social and economic 
harmonisation of the European Communities, the fact that education cannot be considered merely a 
component of economic life; that cooperation must respect the diversity of educational policies and 
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22 European Parliament, Treaty of Rome: Treaty establishing the European Economic Community, 25 March 1957, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/
about-parliament/en/in-the-past/the-parliament-and-the-treaties/treaty-of-rome. [last accessed 15 June 2026]. 
23 European Commission: Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, Pépin, L., The history of European cooperation in education…, cit. 
24 «How much longer must we tolerate in Europe a state of affairs where it is easier to move goods from one place to another than for men to move 
about once it is a question of following a calling?», Janne, H., For a Community policy on education, European Communities Commission, 1973, p. 
37. https://aei.pitt.edu/5588/1/5588.pdf [last accessed 15 June 2026].
25 Janne, H., For a Community policy on education, European Communities Commission, 1973. https://aei.pitt.edu/5588/1/5588.pdf [last accessed 15 
June 2026].
26 Mohammed, N., Recognition: Tools for good practice, in Council of Europe (eds), Recognition of Higher Education Qualifications: Challenges 
for the next Decade, Forum Role Conference of the Higher Education and Research Committee (CC-HER), Malta, 26-28 October 1994, “Higher 
Education Series”, Council of Europe Publishing, Strasbourg, 1 January 1996, pp. 99-141. 

ttps://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/in-the-past/the-parliament-and-the-treaties/treaty-of-rome
ttps://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/in-the-past/the-parliament-and-the-treaties/treaty-of-rome
https://aei.pitt.edu/5588/1/5588.pdf
https://aei.pitt.edu/5588/1/5588.pdf
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systems, and that harmonisation must therefore not be considered an end in itself. While the rationale 
of the document is rooted in the freedom of establishment, it covers a number of areas of activity, 
including better opportunities for the academic recognition of qualifications and periods of study, as 
well as the promotion of closer relations between education systems in Europe, greater cooperation 
between higher education institutions, encouragement of freedom of movement and mobility for 
teachers, students and researchers, in particular by removing obstacles to the mobility of these persons, 
and language teaching27. The issue of university mobility, and with it the recognition of qualifications 
(including the academic ones), would take on particular importance two years later, following the 1976 
Resolution of the Ministers of Education of the Member States, meeting within the Council28.

The Resolution of the Council of the European Communities of 9 February 1976 (the so-called “action 
Programme in the Field of Education”)29, provided for action to be taken at Community level to increase 
the possibilities for academic recognition of diplomas, periods of study and studies undertaken (point 
IV.16). The Commission was invited to implement the appropriate measures in coordination with the 
Education Committee. The Council of the European Communities and the Ministers of Education were 
to meet periodically to monitor the implementation of the programme, establish future guidelines and 
compare their policies. 

The action programme covers a wide range of activities, from measures to improve cultural and 
vocational training opportunities for citizens of other Member States of the Community and non-
member countries, to improving the correspondence between education systems in Europe, collecting 
documentation and statistics in the field of education, teaching foreign languages, and ensuring equal 
access to all forms of education30. In the field of higher education, the Resolution provides for two 
actions aimed at improving the possibilities for academic recognition of diplomas and periods of study: 

the drawing up of a report analysing the current situation with regard to the academic 
recognition of diplomas and containing proposals for the improvement of the situation and, 
if necessary, for the development of a network of agreements;
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27 Council of the European Communities, Council Resolution of 6 June 1974 on the mutual recognition of diplomas, certificates and other evidence 
of formal qualifications, “Official Journal of the European Communities”, Vol. 17, no. C98, 20 August 1974. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/
TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:1974:098:FULL. Among the documents that contributed to the debate on European integration and cooperation in education 
was the report by Leo Tindemans, then Prime Minister of Belgium, on the European Union. In the section entitled “A citizen Europe”, in addition 
to measures to facilitate mobility (passports, infrastructure, etc.), he pointed the way towards greater cooperation in education, including by 
facilitating student exchanges, and suggested adopting a pragmatic approach to resolving problems related to the recognition of qualifications, 
seen as the biggest obstacle to integration between European education systems. He suggested encouraging agreements between universities 
and educational institutions to organise student exchanges and giving legal value to such agreements in order to facilitate the recognition of 
studies undertaken in various fields Tindermans, L., European Union. Report by Mr Leo Tindemans, Prime Minister of Belgium, to the European 
Council, “Bulletin of the European Communities”, Supplement 1, no. 76, 29 December 1975. https://aei.pitt.edu/942/1/political_tindemans_report.pdf 
[last accessed 15 June2026].
28 In the perspective of the European Parliament and of the Commission, the three Conventions of the Council of Europe did not lead to the 
expected results, and there was a need for Community action on this matter. European Commission: Directorate-General for Education, Youth, 
Sport and Culture, Pépin, L., The history of European cooperation…, cit. 
29 Council Resolution of the Council and of the Ministers of Education, meeting within the Council on 9 February 1976, comprising an action 
programme in the field of education, OJ C38, 19.02.1976. 
30 One of the first actions was the creation of the Eurydice network, set up in September 1980, and made up of a central office in Brussels and 
a network of national units set up by the Member States with optimal access to information on education policies and systems, mainly within 
the ministries of education or bodies close to them. It was only in the 1990s that Eurydice became an original source of comparative information 
on education systems in Europe. European Commission: Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, Pépin, L., The history of 
European cooperation…, cit.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:1974:098:FULL
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:1974:098:FULL
https://aei.pitt.edu/942/1/political_tindemans_report.pdf 
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the organisation of consultations between those responsible for education policy and 
cooperation between higher education institutions to facilitate the recognition of periods 
of study and studies carried out (IV.16)31. 

By implementing the action programme and incentive measures adopted in the 1976 Resolution, the EC 
began to provide financial support to Joint Study Programmes (JSPs), in order to strengthen cooperation 
between universities in different countries, promoting direct contacts and agreements and exchanges of 
students and teachers32. The JSPs were very important in building a foundation for cooperation between 
higher education institutions, which led to the subsequent launch of Erasmus, a mobility programme 
based on such cooperation within the framework of agreements between institutions.

The lack of a legal basis slowed down the drive for cooperation in education in the following years (1978-
1980). The strategy adopted at that time was to link education more closely to economic and social 
development, an issue that was very important at the political level, especially after the first oil crisis 
in 1973-74 and due to issues related to unemployment (a single Directorate-General for Employment, 
Social Affairs and Education was created, incorporating the departments dealing with education and 
vocational training that had previously been separate)33. 

3.3 The 1980s: The Birth of NARIC, the Erasmus Pprogramme, and the Directives on 
Professional Recognition
In April 1981, the Commission published a Communication to the Council on “Academic recognition of 
diplomas, degrees, university qualifications and periods of study”, which analysed the situation, objectives 
and needs, as well as the progress already made in this field34. The introduction to the Communication 
reviews the context and the political and legal basis for Community action in this area, starting with 
the Treaty of Rome. It refers to the Council Resolution of 6 June 1974 on the mutual recognition of 
diplomas, certificates and other qualifications, which highlighted the contribution of education policies 
to freedom of establishment, particularly for the liberal professions. The Communication then refers to 
the preamble to the Treaty of Rome, which emphasises the determination of the contracting parties 
«to lay the foundations of an ever-closer union among the peoples of Europe» and their resolution «to 
ensure, through common action, the economic and social progress of their countries by removing the 
barriers that divide Europe». In this sense, one of the main actions was to «eliminate obstacles to the free 
movement of persons between Member States» (Article 3(c))35. Articles 49, 57(1) and 128 of the Treaty of 

July 2026
VOL. 2 - No. 1

Mobility, Internationalisation and Recognition of Qualifications in the European Union: The Birth of the NARIC Network Finocchietti C.

31 Council of the European Communities, Council Resolution of the Council and of the Ministers of education, meeting within the Council of 9 
February 1976 comprising an action programme in the field of education, “Official Journal of the European Communities”, Vol. 19, no. C38, 19 
February 1976. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:1976:038:FULL. [last accessed 15 June 2026]. The approach chosen was 
the more flexible approach of mutual recognition, rather than the idea of developing diploma equivalences that would be imposed from the top 
down. The term was actually used by the treaty for the recognition of diplomas for professional purposes. European Commission: Directorate-
General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, Pépin, L., The history of European cooperation…, cit. 
32 Between 1976 and 1986, over 600 joint study programmes were thus co-financed by the European Commission, involving more than 500 higher 
education institutions, paving the way for the future Erasmus programme. European Commission: Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport 
and Culture, Pépin, L., The history of European cooperation…, cit. 
33 European Commission: Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, Pépin, L., The history of European cooperation in education…, cit.
34 Commissione delle Comunità Europee, Riconoscimento accademico dei diplomi, lauree, titoli universitari e dei periodi di studio. Comunicazione 
della Commissione al Consiglio, Vol. 1981, no. 72, 29 April 1981. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/IT/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:51981DC0186&from=FR 
[last accessed 15 June 2026].
35 Comunità Economica Europea, Trattato che istituisce la Comunità Economica Europea e documenti allegati, 1957. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/
legal-content/IT/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:11957E/TXT [last accessed 15 June 2026].

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:1976:038:FULL
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/IT/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:51981DC0186&from=FR 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/IT/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:11957E/TXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/IT/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:11957E/TXT
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Rome are also cited. Reference is made to the Council Decision of 2 April 1963 laying down the general 
principles for the implementation of a common vocational training policy, and in particular the eighth 
principle, according to which «the common policy on vocational training must be geared towards the 
gradual approximation of training levels» in order to «achieve mutual recognition of certificates and 
other qualifications certifying the completion of vocational training»36. 

Also in the introduction, the Communication referred to the Council of Europe Conventions (Convention 
on the Equivalence of Diplomas leading to Admission to Universities37, European Convention on the 
Equivalence of Periods of University Study38, European Convention on the Academic Recognition of 
University Qualifications)39 and to the UNESCO Convention on the Recognition of Studies and Diplomas 
in Higher Education in the Countries of the European Region40 on this subject. 
In the following section, the Communication outlines objectives and needs, identifying five different 
purposes for recognition:

enrolment in a first higher education course in another Member State;

transfer, without loss of acquired rights, from a higher education course started in one 
Member State to a similar course in another Member State;

pursuit of postgraduate studies or research in another Member State;

taking up employment in a Member State or starting self-employed activities with 
qualifications acquired in another Member State;

career development and advancement in another Member State.41

The Communication also emphasises «the importance of academic equivalence (mutual comparability 
of standards, based on appropriate and accurate information and mutual trust) in order to facilitate 
free movement between higher education institutions and professional recognition». The text clearly 
states that, in the Commission’s view, the issue of «recognition and academic equivalence of diplomas 
and periods of study is an essential element of a comprehensive strategy aimed at removing obstacles 
to the free movement of persons». The approach is more operational than formal and legal: 

July 2026
VOL. 2 - No. 1

Mobility, Internationalisation and Recognition of Qualifications in the European Union: The Birth of the NARIC Network Finocchietti C.

36 Comunità Economica Europea, Il Consiglio, Decisione del Consiglio del 2 aprile 1963 relativa alla determinazione dei principi generali per l’attuazione 
di una politica comune di formazione professionale, 20 April 1963. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/IT/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:31963D0266 [last 
accessed 15 June 2026].
37 European Treaty Series no. 1-5, Paris, 11 December 1953, signed by all countries that were members of the European Community at the time.
38 Council of Europe, Convenzione europea sull’equivalenza dei periodi di studi…, cit.
39 Council of Europe, European Convention on the Academic Recognition of University Qualifications “European Treaty Series”, no.32, Paris,14 
December 1959. https://rm.coe.int/16800656d0. 
40 UNESCO, Convention on the Recognition of Studies, Diplomas and Degrees…, cit. 
41 Commissione delle Comunità Europee, Riconoscimento accademico dei diplomi, lauree, titoli universitari e dei periodi di studio. Comunicazione 
della Commissione al Consiglio, Vol. 1981, no. 72, 29 April 1981. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/IT/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:51981DC0186&from=FR 
[last accessed 15 June 2026].
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Community activities in this field should continue in order to complete the implementation by Member 
States of the various Council of Europe Conventions to which they are also signatories. At this stage, it is 
desirable to build on the terms of these Conventions, without envisaging new multilateral agreements, 
for example at Community level, and to adopt practical measures that can fill the existing gap in the field 
of information42. 

The penultimate section of the documentation is devoted to highlighting the “progress to date”, 
including the expert report on the academic recognition of diplomas in the EC published by the 
Commission, the grant programme to support the development of joint study programmes between 
higher education institutions in different Member States, the work carried out by the European Centre 
for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP) and the work of Eurydice as an information 
network for education, which began in 1980. 

Finally, objectives for the future are set out, including the creation of a network of national information 
units on academic equivalence in the various Member States:

1.	 The creation of a network of national information units on academic equivalence in the various 
	 Member States, which could make use of existing structures where these already exist and are 
	 operational. The purpose of the units is to collect and disseminate authoritative information on 
	 academic qualifications, without validating them, and without duplicating the national structures 
	 for the award of diplomas. 

2.	 The creation of a central coordinating structure for the management and operation of a Community-
	 wide network within the Commission’s services; 

3.	 A programme of six-monthly meetings of the heads of the national units to discuss trends, 
	 developments in the service and any problems organised by the Commission, plus an annual meeting 
	 for the heads of national academic equivalence information units, together with representatives of 
	 higher education institutions in the Member States, to exchange information on developments and 
	 trends at national level and to act as an advisory body to the Commission with a view to future needs 
	 that could be met by the network itself. 

In addition, the network should plan to use new information technologies, the production of a handbook 
and a report every three years.43

These proposals were approved by the Ministers at their meetings on 22 June 1981 and 2 June 1983. The 
need for countries to set up an information centre on the recognition of qualifications was one of the 
topics discussed at the meeting of the Education Committee on 20 and 21 October 1983 in Brussels, 
whose agenda included a wide range of issues related to the higher education sector, including the 
activities of information centres on university mobility and the recognition of academic qualifications. 
At the meeting of the Ministers of Education with the Council on 22 June 1981, there was consensus 
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42 Commissione delle Comunità Europee, Riconoscimento accademico dei diplomi…, cit.
43 Commissione delle Comunità Europee, Riconoscimento accademico dei diplomi…, cit.
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on the following points: the Community’s activity in the field of recognition should be based on 
the Conventions already established within the framework of the Council of Europe in a spirit of 
complementarity, taking into account the need to cooperate also with countries that are not party 
to the Conventions; the desirability of bilateral and multilateral agreements on this subject; the 
establishment of joint programmes between higher education institutions and the mutual recognition 
of qualifications; the intensification of the work of Eurydice and cooperation with European Centre for 
the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP). In the light of these indications, the Education 
Committee was instructed to draw up a report setting out possible guidelines for the future, so that it 
could be discussed by the Council and the Ministers of Education meeting within the Council at their 
next meeting at the end of the first half of 198244. 

At the next meeting of the Council and the Ministers of Education meeting within the Council on 24 
May 1982, the Education Committee’s report on recognition is adopted and would be the subject of a 
new document. It was also agreed to set up a working group within the Education Committee to report 
on the state of academic recognition of diplomas and periods of study in the various Member States, 
and on the social and material situation, conditions of enrolment in courses and the reception given to 
healthcare professionals from other Member States45.

At its meeting on 21-22 March 1983, the European Council «expressed the expectation that, in order to 
facilitate mobility between Member States, efforts would be intensified to achieve mutual recognition of 
diplomas and periods of study, both in the academic field and with regard to freedom of establishment»46. 
The European Parliament drew up a recommendation encouraging, in particular, partial periods of 
study abroad and recognising the usefulness of national information centres, inviting Member States 
that did not yet have them to set them up. Following the report, a round table discussion was held 
in which the countries present outlined the situation at national level, the organic relationship, if any, 
between the Ministry and the centres, and the activities carried out. The meeting revealed that in most 
cases this task was carried out by a specially designated office within the Ministry of Education (e.g. 
Belgium, Denmark, France and Ireland). Other countries, on the other hand, had specialised agencies, 
such as Netherlands Universities Foundation for International Cooperation (NUFFIC) in the Netherlands, 
Διεπιστημονικό Κέντρο Αναγνώρισης Τίτλων Σπουδών Αλλοδαπής (Interdisciplinary Centre for the Recognition 
of Foreign Academic Titles) (DIKATSA) in Greece and the Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst 
(German Academic Exchange Service) DAAD in the Federal Republic of Germany. 

Finally, during the meeting of the Council and the Ministers of Education within the Council on 2 June 
1983, it was emphasised that, since the adoption of the action programme in the field of education 
on 9 February 1976, increasing mobility in higher education had been one of the main objectives of 
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44 Council of the European Communities, Projet de Proces-Verbal de la 714ème session du Conseil et des Ministres de l’Education réunis au sein du 
Conseil, Luxembourg, 22 June1981. Available at Historical Archive of the European Unione: https://www.eui.eu/en/academic-units/historical-archives-
of-the-european-union.
45 Council of the European Communities, Projet de Proces-Verbal de la 772ème session du Conseil et des Ministres de l’Education réunis au sein du 
Conseil, Bruxelles, 24 May 1982, Available at Historical Archive of the European Unione: https://www.eui.eu/en/academic-units/historical-archives-of-
the-european-union.
46 European Commission, DG Education and Culture (EAC), Higher Education Unit, External Evaluation of the Network of National Academic 
Recognition Information Centres (NARIC) (Contract 2001-2108/001-001 SO2 86 EVAL), in Pragmatic Network of Individual European Consultants(eds), 
Final Report, Vol.1: main text, August 2002. 
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educational cooperation in the Community. The obstacles still existing to student mobility between 
Member States were highlighted. In addition to recognition problems, mention was made of the 
difficulties involved in financing studies abroad, uncertainties about the value of studies completed 
abroad once back in the country of origin, and the fear of encountering possible integration problems 
in the host country.

In its conclusions, the Council called on Member States to adopt a more constructive approach to this 
issue. The actions envisaged include:

regular exchange of information between the competent recognition centres designated 
for this purpose by the Member States, which, with the assistance of the Commission and 
the Eurydice information network, can offer advice and useful information to students, 
parents and their advisers, and potential employers within the European Community; 

better opportunities for regular exchanges, information and meetings between those 
responsible for admissions and the evaluation of foreign qualifications; 

intensifying the provision of information and advice for students considering a period 
of study in another Member State, particularly within higher education institutions 
(Community publications such as the Student’s Handbook and organisations involved in 
promoting student mobility in Member States should play a particular role in this regard); 

encouraging periods of study in another Member State. 

The effectiveness of joint study programmes in supporting the removal of barriers to mobility is also 
noted and they are further encouraged through a series of suggested measures. Measures to overcome 
financial obstacles are urged. In addition, there are a number of concrete recommendations to support 
students wishing to study abroad. One example concerns the payment of university fees, whereby a 
foreign student should not be treated less favourably than a national student. The recommendation 
was to reduce or waive university fees for those moving from one country to another for a period of 
study, with the possibility of maintaining enrolment at the university of origin and the related insurance, 
if any47. 

Following requests submitted to the national delegations of the Education Committee, national 
information centres were set up in the 10 EC Member States (two for Belgium) towards the end of 
198348. In 1984, the NARIC network was established, providing advice and information on the academic 
recognition of diplomas and study periods undertaken in other countries.
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47 Council of the European Communities, 849 Session of the Council and of Ministers of education. Press release 7351/83, “Historical Archive of 
the European Union”, 2 June 1983. https://www.eui.eu/en/academic-units/historical-archives-of-the-european-union. This mechanism will be at the 
basis, few years later, of the Erasmus programme
48 CIMEA, Establishment and management of a Community network of information centres on the academic recognition of diplomas and periods 
of study, CIMEA Archive NARIC Section, file AC/6, Vol. 48.
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In most, if not all, Member States, the information centres coincided with those already established for 
the implementation of the Council of Europe and UNESCO Conventions on academic recognition and 
the equivalence of diplomas and periods of study, and the NARIC network worked in contact with the 
National European Information Centres (NEIC) and the National Information Bodies (NIB), the network 
of national equivalence information centres for mobility and university qualifications respectively of the 
Council of Europe and UNESCO. From the Commission’s point of view, it was hoped that Community 
initiatives would encourage the development of effective agreements covering the whole of Europe, 
meeting the aspirations and needs of the various parties concerned49. 

A first meeting of the directors of the centres took place on 20 October 1983, under the auspices of the 
Education Committee50.

In the following years, the network of centres expanded in parallel with the enlargement of the EC, also 
including candidate countries51. 

Among the documents that contribute to informing the work of the future NARIC network are the 
reports and resolutions of the European Parliament on the academic recognition of diplomas and 
periods of study, including the report by Olaf Schwencke on the academic recognition of qualifications 
and periods of study. The report analyses all existing legislation on the subject at European level, 
emphasising that freedom of movement is one of the cornerstones of the Community and that it must 
also applied to students and researchers. It frames the issue of recognition as the most important 
element and a necessary prerequisite for an appropriate Community approach to its tasks in the field 
of education, social policy and employment, and calls on Member States that have not yet done so 
to ratify the Council of Europe and UNESCO Conventions on recognition, as well as calling for the 
implementation of the Directives. It also calls on the various actors involved to take a series of actions 
to support recognition, with a “generous and flexible” approach, and mobility, including the work 
of national information centres on the recognition of qualifications. The Resolution on “academic 
recognition of qualifications and periods of study” was approved on 14 March 198452.

At the European Council meeting in Fontainebleau on 25 and 26 June 1984, the Heads of State and 
Government decided to set up an ad hoc committee to prepare measures to strengthen and promote 
the image and identity of Europe for its citizens and in the rest of the world. The planned actions ranged 
from the idea of a single European passport to the abolition of customs formalities at borders within 
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49 Coordination with the Council of Europe and UNESCO on recognition was also reaffirmed at the May 1984 meeting of heads of national information 
centres on academic recognition of qualifications, at which the Commission reported that permanent arrangements were in place with the Council 
of Europe and UNESCO for regular meetings between secretariats to ensure effective coordination of efforts in this field and avoid duplication of 
effort. Representatives of both organisations were invited by the Commission to attend the meetings in November 1984 and thereafter as observers. 
“Heads of National Information Centres for the Academic Recognition of Diplomas and Periods of Study. Notes of the meeting held in Brussels on 
18 and 19 June 1984”, CIMEA, Vita Naric, Cimea Archive, File F/2 EEC.
50 Establishment and management of a Community network of information centres on the academic recognition of diplomas and periods of 
study, document for the meeting of NARIC centre managers, 18-19 June 1984 (V/871 /84-IT), the first of the regular meetings of the NARIC network.
51 Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Denmark, Ireland, the United Kingdom, Greece. Cf. European Commission, DG 
Education and Culture (EAC), Higher Education Unit, External Evaluation of the Network…, Cit. 
52 European Parliament, Resolution on the academic recognition of diplomas and of periods of study, in Minutes of proceedings of the sitting of 
wednesday, 14 march 1984 no. C 104/64, 1984, 16 April, p. 5. https://eur lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:1984:104:0060:0080:EN:PDF 
[last accessed 15 June 2026].
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the Community, the creation of common symbols such as a Community anthem and flag, and the 
minting of a European currency, called the ECU. These also included the definition of a general system 
of equivalence for university degrees, with a view to achieving effective freedom of establishment 
within the Community. Pietro Adonnino, representing Italy, was appointed to chair the Committee. 
The Committee presented its first report to the European Council in Brussels on 29-30 March 1985 
with four main proposals relating to: I) freedom of movement for Community citizens; II) freedom of 
movement of goods, including transport services; III) administrative formalities for border areas; IV) 
greater opportunities for employment and residence. It is in this last area, and in particular in relation to 
the right of establishment, that the Committee included the issue of the recognition of qualifications. 
Given the wide variety of qualifications and courses of study in the Member States of the Community, 
harmonisation did not appear feasible, although it was desirable in some sectors. A general approach 
based on mutual recognition of diplomas or other examinations without prior harmonisation was 
proposed. Given the high profile of specific levels of training in Community countries, the new approach 
would introduce the principle of mutual trust and be based on the assumption that certificates issued 
in Member States are essentially comparable. Community institutions should set the objective and 
subsequently introduce a system leading to a recognition procedure for the various sectors. 

The final report was then presented at the European Council meeting in Milan on 28-29 June 1985, 
where it was adopted. In addition to providing for the creation of common symbols, such as the 
European flag, the European anthem, the European passport and the European driving licence, the 
report proposed the learning of two languages in addition to the mother tongue, youth exchanges, the 
mobility of students and teachers, the recognition of diplomas and periods of study abroad, and the 
introduction of the European dimension into school education.

The role of cooperation in the university sector is emphasised, and it is proposed that a broad programme 
of mobility and exchange for university students be adopted, along with a European Academic Credit 
Transfer System (ECTS). Furthermore, the competent academic authorities of the Member States are 
asked to recognise, where this has not yet been done, the certificates and diplomas issued by the 
institutions under their control to citizens of other Member States in the same way as those issued to 
their own citizens53. Following the adoption in June 1987 of the action plan for the mobility of university 
students, it was decided at Community level to “absorb” the newly established NARIC network into the 
Erasmus programme.

3.4 The First Meeting of the NARIC Network
The first meeting of the European Network of National Academic Recognition Information Centres 
(NARIC) took place in Brussels on 18-19 June 1984, at the headquarters of the Commission of the 
European Communities, with representatives from ten European countries: the six founding countries 
of the network (Italy, France, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg) and then the 
United Kingdom, Ireland, Denmark and Greece. The official languages were English and French. After 
an introduction by Domenico Lenarduzzi, Director of the “Cooperation in Education” Division, on the 
presentation of the objectives of the meeting, the agenda included a presentation of the state of the 
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53 Adonnino, P., A people’s Europe. Reports from the ad hoc Commitee. “Bulletin of the European Communities” Supplement 7, no. 85, 1985. https://
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art of the work of the individual centres, their role and activities, the methods of collaboration between 
the national centres, the possible facilitation role played by the Commission and the activities to be 
carried out at Community level. Space was also dedicated to any general problems in the field of 
academic recognition of qualifications and the joint work programme of the heads of national centres. 
In his introduction, Lenarduzzi, welcoming the participants to the first meeting that would create the 
network of national information centres on the academic recognition of qualifications, recalled how 
this was a central theme for the construction of the European Community and the implementation of 
one of the basic objectives of the Treaty of Rome54: the free movement of persons. Updates from the 
European Commission on recent developments relevant to the centres were also shared: the results 
of the Council of Ministers of Education meeting on 4 June 1984, the European Parliament Resolution 
on the academic recognition of qualifications and periods of study, cooperation between higher 
education institutions, the feasibility study for a “catalogue” of diplomas in Europe, and the fourth 
edition of the Student Handbook. Lenarduzzi also introduced the idea that there would no longer be 
talk of equivalence, but of “recognition”55. Lenarduzzi emphasised that the educational dimension – not 
provided for in the Treaty of Rome, and even in the absence of legal instruments – was moving forward 
in the interests of the Community56. 

The introduction is followed by a session providing information on the status of the activities of the 
individual centres, which supplements the information contained in the brochures prepared by Eurydice 
on each of them. The subsequent discussion takes as its starting point a discussion paper prepared by 
the Commission (V/871/84-IT, Brussels, 7 May 1984). The discussion paper indicated the main purpose of 
the centres: to provide users of the system with up-to-date information, thereby facilitating the mobility 
of students, teachers and researchers within the European Community. 

The document outlined the tasks of the national centres:

collecting and maintaining up-to-date information on university qualifications in the 
Member States that award them, and keeping them in an orderly and up-to-date manner;

collecting information on the principles and practices governing the academic recognition 
process in their respective Member States;

gradually building up a “case file” based on the various requests submitted and the 
decisions taken or information provided in specific cases, so as to have a reference database 
for subsequent similar cases;

contacting the authorities or national centres of other countries for information support 
when necessary;

establishing links with other centres in order to convey information to end users quickly and 
efficiently;
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ensuring that the role of the centres is not focused on the validation of qualifications but on 
providing information to enable the comparability of qualifications from different countries.

Finally, the document recognises the variety of natures and characteristics of the centres.

The discussion refers to the possibility of drawing up an annual report on the centres to keep the 
Commission and other centres up to date, and to the need to provide information to employers as well.

As a work plan, it was decided to organise two meetings a year, the first hosted in turn by one of the 
centres and the second hosted by the Commission in Brussels. Practical details were also decided, for 
example, the official languages of the meetings would be English and French, plus the language of the 
host country, while the preparatory documents would be in English and French. The following three 
meetings were therefore scheduled until the end of 1985, to be held in Germany, the United Kingdom 
and Brussels at the Commission. In addition, the possibility of organising short study visits of two or 
three people between the centres was discussed. Another topic was the management of information 
systems and the digitisation of the centres’ internal archives, with some of them already engaged in 
the digital acquisition of their databases (Italy, Germany, the Netherlands and France), others in the 
evaluation and feasibility phase (United Kingdom, Denmark and Greece), and others not yet engaged 
in this area. 

Eurydice would also begin digitisation in 1984, and one important aspect would be to offer the centres 
access to a digital archive of recognised qualifications in Europe. Another topic of the meeting was 
joint qualifications, with the presentation of the four existing types: double qualifications, i.e. awarded 
by both institutions; “sandwich” courses, with a mobility programme in one institution but the 
qualification awarded only by the institution of enrolment; courses with the final qualification awarded 
by the institution of enrolment plus a joint certificate awarded by all the institutions involved; and 
programmes with joint qualification. The last topic discussed was the relationship with the CoE and 
UNESCO, with regular meetings with the Updating Committee to avoid duplication of work, and with a 
commitment to invite them as observers to subsequent meetings57.

4. Education: a Dimension for European Cooperation

The historical excursus shows the change in approach of the European Community institutions towards 
internationalisation of higher education and recognition of qualifications between the 1970s and the 
1980s. While cooperation in education as such was not covered by the Treaty of Rome, and was mainly 
regarded as an area of action of other international organisations such as the Council of Europe, in the 
1970s the European Community starts to look with interest at recognition of academic qualifications. 
This seems to have happened mainly for two reasons: policy makers framed the cooperation among 
higher education institutions and the mobility of staff and students in Europe within the context of 
measures to support freedom of establishment and the free movement of persons as key European 
pillars. Secondly, while at the end of the 1970s mobility and freedom of establishment were seen as 
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instrumental to supporting employment and economic growth, in the 1980s cooperation in education 
was described progressively as one of the measures supporting the construction of European identity 
and integration. Recognition was regarded as a condition for successful mobility, giving the possibility 
to make full use learning and qualifications acquired in a different country.

This is evidenced by the fact that the activities of NARICs were embedded in the broder framework 
of the Erasmus programme, where they have remained today. This also shows their dimension as a 
“soft power” instrument: the lack of a specific legal basis for recognition of academic qualifications 
and cooperation in higher education did not prevent the creation of a network of national information 
cantres providing information on recognition, supporting mobility, and indirectly supporting university 
cooperation.

This lack of legal basis for NARIC activities would be flagged several times (for instance in the first 
external evaluation of the NARIC network published in 200258) and would be one of the reasons for the 
drafting of the Joint ENIC-NARIC charter of activities and services in 200459.

While the absence of a strong legal basis remained for years, in 1985 a ruling of the European Court 
of Justice gave a broader interpretation of Article 128 of the Treaty of Rome, laying the basis for future 
action in the education field (the so called “Gravier case”)60. This ruling, together with the political climate 
of the 1980s, which favoured the role of education as a tool for strengthening European identity and 
building a Europe of citizens, played a key role in enabling the strengthening of cooperation in the field 
of education and the launch of programmes in the education sector. In 1985, the Commission proposed 
programmes such as University–Enterprise Cooperation (COMETT) and Student Mobility and University 
Cooperation (ERASMUS), as well as Initial Training for Young People and Youth Exchanges (PETRA), 
Continuing Vocational Training (FORCE), Languages in Europe (Lingua), etc61. The role played by NARICs 
is also evident from the fact that some of them were also asked to perform the functions of “Information, 
promotion, support and dissemination service for the ERASMUS programme at universities, teachers 
and university students”, as in the case of Italy.

Another specificity is the cooperation that the NARIC network had from the very beginning with the 
two sibling networks of the Council of Europe and UNESCO, rooted in the respective Conventions, and 
therefore with greater legal strength. This cooperation would play an important role in subsequent 
developments in the recognition field, with the creation of the joint ENIC-NARIC network where the 
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58 European Commission, DG Education and Culture (EAC), Higher Education Unit, External Evaluation of the Network…, Cit.
59 Cf. Council of Europe,UNESCO-CEPES, Joint ENIC/NARIC charter of activities and services, 2004. 
60 European Union, Document 61983CJ0293, Judgment of the Court of 13 February 1985. Françoise Gravier v City of Liège. Reference for a preliminary 
ruling: Tribunal de première instance de Liège - Belgium. Non-discrimination - Access to vocational training. Case 293/83. European Court Reports 
1985 -00593, 13 February 1985. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:61983CJ0293 [last accessed 15 June 2026].
61 It should be emphasised that the process was neither simple nor straightforward. For example, the adoption of Erasmus required 18 months of 
negotiations, with much resistance mainly related to the legal basis (Article 128 of the Treaty of Rome) and the Commission’s financial commitment, 
which was considered too high for student mobility. The commitment to teacher mobility would have required a significantly lower commitment. 
The proposal was opposed by some countries (in particular the United Kingdom, Germany and France, which were the countries that would have 
had to contribute most financially), but also by student associations. The resistance was also linked to the reluctance to “cede sovereignty” in the 
field of education. AEGEE Europe, The creation of Erasmus Programme, and the role of AEGEE, Interview with Domenico Lenarduzzi, Honorary 
Director General, Directorate General for Eucation and Culture, European Commission, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PpvbaBT8BCc. Carayol, 
D., Erasmus a failli ne jamais exister, il y a vingt ans, interview with Franck Biancheri, 18 January 2007, https://www.agoravox.fr/actualites/europe/
article/erasmus-a-failli-ne-jamais-exister-17965, https://franck-biancheri.eu/erasmus-was-most-likely-never-to-exist-david-carayol-2007/. 
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https://www.agoravox.fr/actualites/europe/article/erasmus-a-failli-ne-jamais-exister-17965,  https://franck-biancheri.eu/erasmus-was-most-likely-never-to-exist-david-carayol-2007/
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ENIC was the result of the merging of the previous National European Information Centres (NEICs) 
and National Information Bodies (NIBs) networks, and the drafting of a joint CoE-UNESCO European 
Convention in the 1990s, the Lisbon Recognition Convention, in which experts from the networks 
played a central role.

5. The Role and Specificity of the NARIC Network

While the description of the specificity and the impact of the NARIC network at European and 
international level needs an ad hoc discussion, in the origins and establishment of the centres there are 
a few specific elements that constitute part of their institutional profile to this today.

The first is the rationale: as emerges from the analysis above, they were seen as an instrument to 
support recognition of academic qualifications and higher education cooperation, mobility and 
freedom of establishment, but also as part of the broader action of the European Union to enhance 
competitiveness and European integration.

A second element of specificity is their standing at least two levels: the national one, because they are 
“national” centres, i.e. established and funded by Member States, but also very much embedded in the 
international strategy and vision of the European integration process (and actually contributing both 
to its policies and its practices). Today, NARICs are considered not only the centres located in the 27 EU 
Member States, but also those located in the Erasmus+ programme countries. In many countries, such 
as Italy, NARIC have a close interrelation with higher education institutions and professionals working 
in the field of recognition and internationalisation within institutions, and play a key role in supporting 
the internationalisation of higher education at institutional and national level together with national 
authorities.

Thirdly, they were established under the auspices of the European Union, but they cooperated from the 
very beginning with the two other networks of national information centres of the Council of Europe 
and UNESCO, NEICs and NIB. In 1994 the two international organisations joined forces and NEICs 
and NIB merged into the ENIC networks. From the same year ENIC and NARIC have an annual joint 
meeting and – while remaining formally two separate networks – in practice they worked very much as 
a single network at different levels. This cooperation among three different international organisations 
makes the European ENIC-NARIC network a unique case. This cooperation is expressed also at the 
legal level, with the Council of Europe and UNESCO being the co-secretariats of the Lisbon Recognition 
Convention, the Convention regulating recognition in Europe adopted in 1997. This also makes the Lisbon 
Recognition Convention a unicum compared to the other UNESCO regional recognition Conventions.
Another element is that they have been instrumental in creating understanding, transparency, 
acceptance and ultimately trust among European higher education systems. They piloted and tested 
many approaches and concepts that are now stable components of the European higher education 
landscape and of the higher education area, such as the concept of levels of qualifications, the diploma 
supplement, the shift from equivalence to acceptance of qualifications looking to their output and to 
their substantial similarities, but also more recently to the concept of automatic recognition.
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Finally, all this has been accomplished with a very minimal formal definition of NARICs at European 
Union level. Their role was defined only in “soft law” policy documents, and the first formal “regulation” 
would appear in 2001, when the first Joint ENIC-NARIC charter of activities and services was drafted and 
adopted as a subsidiary text of the Lisbon Recognition Convention. 

This approach of the European Community institutions laid the foundations for the action of the 
NARIC network in the following years, and supported the inclusion of education among the areas of 
competence of the Commission, in its action to support and supplement the action of the Member 
States, in the Maastricht Treaty in 1992. 
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