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In recent years, we have seen important and rapid changes in the dynamics of higher education 

institutions. These changes are responding to the demands of society—the need for integration and e-

learning, the emergence of micro-credentials, the diversification of the student population, migration, 

etc. The changes are also being felt in terms of quality assurance in the academic environment, as 

universities and higher education systems are increasingly concerned to explore new ways of approaching 

quality in order to offer diversified, highly useful and responsive services. At the same time, at European 

level, these quality assurance strategies need to be transparent and flexible to respect the autonomy and 

diversity of academic institutions. One of the most successful tools operating in the European education 

area for quality assurance is represented by the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance 

(ESG). They have enabled the development of a common language as well as the sharing of basic principles 

for quality assurance in education in Europe—the universities' primary responsibility for quality and 

quality assurance, responsiveness of quality assurance to diversity, support for a quality culture, the 

central role of stakeholders, etc. 

In the context of these readily identifiable rapid changes in the landscape of university education, 

the ESG continue to remain a core strategy in European quality assurance. They are challenged to remain 

fit for purpose, but at the same time to evolve to be flexible in relation to rapidly changing products, but 

also to support innovation and diversity in tertiary education and quality assurance. The ESG specify 

minimum quality assurance standards and emphasise the differences between standards and guidelines 

in terms of quality assurance policy. The standards thus illustrate commonly accepted, implemented and 

respected practices with regard to quality assurance in higher education in the European Educational 

Area. Unlike standards, guidelines explain why a standard is important and describe how the standards 

should be implemented (E4Group, 2020). Therefore, they do not impose, but, as their name indicates, 

they guide the approach of the actors involved in quality assurance, giving them the freedom to develop 

quality assurance tools in a flexible way and tailored to the context and specificities of the education 

system in which they operate. The guidelines set out and illustrate good practice in a particular area of 

quality assurance, but their implementation or adaptation varies according to the context. 

In this context, one of the concerns of European institutions, quality assurance agencies and 

universities alike is the social dimension of higher education. In relation to the objectives of our project, 

our attention here will focus on two particularisations of the social dimension: migrant students and 

students with disabilities, respectively. 
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The issue of the access of migrants and people with disabilities to the 

European higher education system 
 

It is clear that Europe is facing a large influx of migrants. The phenomenon is increasing during 

major international crises, such as the war in Syria and, more recently, the war in Ukraine. European 

statistics show that in 2017 alone, there were approximately 21.6 million people in the European Union 

who were not citizens of an EU Member State (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019), and of all 

migrants, a large proportion are those aged between 18 and 34, i.e. a category theoretically eligible for 

the European higher education system. Their integration is not an easy process. Refugees face a multitude 

of problems in accessing higher education in European countries. Potential migrant students need to learn 

the language of the host country and adapt to the specifics of each country's tertiary education system. 

This requires appropriate information and guidance, as well as the provision of tailored training 

programmes. In addition, refugees often need psychological and material support. Last but not least, 

European educational institutions need to assess and recognise migrants for a range of skills that cannot 

be demonstrated through formal certificates and diplomas. Unfortunately, most European countries do 

not yet have a comprehensive and coherent policy for their inclusion in higher education (Vasiloupoulos 

& Ioannidi, 2020). 

  We also note that in recent years an increasing number of students with disabilities are 

accessing the European higher education system (Ring & McKernan, 2008). It is clear that coherent and 

realistic policies for their integration into the wider community of typical students are also needed.  

Inclusion of people with disabilities in higher education refers to "the extent to which higher education 

institutions support students and staff with disabilities to have equal access to university and equal 

opportunities to perform well compared to their non-disabled peers" (Evans & Zhu, 2022). The same 

authors show that students with disabilities generally have less access to university, are more likely to 

drop out of school, have poorer graduation and employment outcomes than their non-disabled peers. In 

this context, the adoption of equality, equity, diversity and inclusion policies by academic institutions, 

adaptations in teaching and assessment practice, alternative forms of course delivery and the provision 

of support services and assistive technology are all real challenges to which the European higher education 

system must respond proactively and positively. 
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European policies for the social dimension of higher education 
 

At the European level, several political commitments to strengthen diversity and inclusion in 

higher education have been made in recent years. An important milestone is the Paris Declaration of EU 

Member States of March 2015 on promoting citizenship and shared values of freedom, tolerance and non-

discrimination through education. The same is also reflected in documents such as the 2015 Yerevan 

Communiqué and the 2018 Paris Communiqué on the Bologna Process. All these documents reinforce the 

importance of the social dimension of European higher education. 

More recently, also focusing on social inclusion in higher education, one of the most important 

documents which outline principles and recommendations for implementation in European higher 

education is the 2020 Rome Communiqué (Annex II). This document, based on the report of Advisory 

Group 1 on Social Dimension (2020), includes a set of 10 general principles, accompanied by 

implementation guidelines/recommendations. We list here these 10 principles: Social Dimension 

Strategies, Flexibility, Lifelong Learning, Data Collection, Guidance and Counselling, Funding, Staff Training 

and Institutional Mission, Mobility, Community Engagement and Policy Dialogue. 

According to their authors, these principles should be understood as general statements that 

serve as a basis for conceptualising different policies to improve the social dimension. The 

guidelines/recommendations associated with each principle are intended to advise policy makers on how 

the principles should be implemented in practice. In other words, the above principles and guidelines do 

not prescribe what national education authorities should do, but provide a foundation on which national 

authorities can build policies for the social dimension of higher education. 

 

Evaluating the implementation of the social dimension of higher 

education in Europe  
 

In a relatively recent report entitled Equity and Inclusion in European Higher Education 

Institutions. Results from the INVITED project, Claeys-Kulik et al. (2019) published the results of the 

European University Association's INVITED project. The project aimed to support universities in 

developing strategies to ensure equity, diversity and inclusion. 
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The report presents a broad picture through quantitative data collected from 159 higher 

education institutions in 36 European systems, gathered through a survey and subsequent interviews 

between autumn 2018 and summer 2019. Unlike other similar studies (e.g. Towards equity and inclusion 

in higher education in Europe, 2022) which focused more on macro-level indicators (national policies and 

strategies), this report focused on institutional approaches (challenges and success factors). 

Beyond the conclusion that the provision of the social dimension of higher education is still in its 

infancy, the project design and data offer a wide range of possible institutional strategies, dimensions of 

diversity, ways of measuring success, levels of analysis, barriers and ways of overcoming them in providing 

the social/equity/inclusion dimension. 

With unequivocal usefulness for the objectives of our analysis (identification of some of the social 

dimension indicators), the authors first provide a discussion of the differences between the concepts of 

equality, equity, diversity and inclusion. Thus, equality is associated with the idea of equal rights, equal 

treatment and non-discrimination. The authors point out that traditionally, equality has been discussed 

in relation to access to education, ignoring the diversity of support needs throughout the entire 

educational process. Next, equity refers to differentiated/personalised support based on needs, often 

translated into measures such as affirmative action/positive discrimination. In other words, it is about 

removing structural barriers or support adjusted/personalised to the needs of each student. Diversity is 

frequently identified and addressed in the form of under-represented, disadvantaged or vulnerable 

groups or combinations of these (e.g. gender, sexual minorities, etc.). Inclusion generally aims to ensure 

that the student population has the same social profile as the social profile of society as a whole. 

Frequently, these principles have been applied by universities with regard to categories such as: 

gender equality, students with family responsibilities, disabilities, ethnic or religious background, age, 

sexual identity, precarious socio-economic status. 

Secondly, also in terms of the resources they provide to our investigation, the authors classify the 

measures taken by universities in ensuring the social dimension into categories, starting with the criterion 

of the type of beneficiaries. Thus, we have 1. Measures targeting students, 2. Measures targeting 

academic and non-academic staff. 

The measures targeting students have also been divided according to the stage of the educational 

process they are in. Thus, the following measures have been identified for outreach to students/potential 

students, in order of frequency: collaboration with schools/other educational institutions, open days (e.g. 
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Open Doors Day), summer courses, media/social media, collaboration with student organisations, 

collaboration with business/employers' organisations or chamber of commerce/similar institutions, 

collaboration with non-governmental organisations/youth organisations, etc. Next, to facilitate students' 

access to higher education, the measures identified, in order of importance, were: 

guidance/advice/mentoring, facilitating access to buildings/activities, ensuring non-discrimination, part-

time study options/flexible courses, financial support, preparatory courses, recognition of prior 

learning/alternative pathways, childcare for students on campus, affirmative action, accommodation 

support/facilities, quotas (e.g. admission) for students with a special background, positive discrimination. 

The next stage of the educational process analysed was the retention of students in the educational 

process (support throughout their studies). Here, the measures identified (also in order of importance) 

were: orientation/counselling/mentoring, ensuring access to buildings/activities, language courses, 

psychological support, inclusive teaching/learning methods and materials, part-time study 

options/flexible courses, financial support, affirmative action, childcare for students on campus, remedial 

courses/bridging courses, accommodation support, etc. 

Measures targeting academic and non-academic staff. In order of importance, the measures 

identified were: raising awareness/sensitivity among the academic community, increasing access to 

infrastructure, training for teaching staff in the use of inclusive teaching methods and materials, non-

discriminatory codes of conduct/policies, language training, measures for staff with family responsibilities, 

intercultural communication training, personalised support/coaching, positive action, anti-bias training, 

positive discrimination. 

Another source of indicators of the social dimension is provided by the same study investigating 

institutional success factors. These were, in descending order of importance: commitment and support of 

institutional leadership, direct involvement of target groups in the development and implementation of 

strategy and activities, involvement of the whole university community, allocation of additional financial 

and staff resources, government support, diversified learning environments to enhance the student 

experience, diversified research teams. 

Also at the institutional level, the study investigated the extent to which European universities 

collect and use data on students and staff relevant to equality, equity, diversity and inclusion (e.g. data to 

identify under-representation). In descending order of importance the data collected covered: gender, 

age, disability, educational background, socio-economic background, ethnic/cultural background, 

migration background, family responsibilities, sexual identity, religious background. Related to the 
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purpose of collecting these data, in descending order of importance, they were: for 

transparency/accountability/external reporting, identification of underrepresented/disadvantaged 

groups, identification of needs of various groups, to raise awareness of certain support activities, to 

measure institutional performance and impact of diversity, equity, inclusion activities, to monitor 

educational/career progress of certain groups. In terms of quantitative measurement of the impact of 

strategies and activities at institutional level, the study highlighted monitoring the number/percentage of 

students/academic staff from underrepresented/disadvantaged groups, success stories/models, 

graduation rates of students from underrepresented/disadvantaged groups. 

Another study, carried out in 2022 by the European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice based on the 

general principles and recommendations of Annex II of the Rome Communiqué (2020), produced a report 

entitled Towards equity and inclusion in higher education in Europe, which analyses how the 10 principles 

are being absorbed into national higher education systems in European countries. The information 

presented in this report is at the level of the academic year 2021/2022. The report briefly explains how 

the principles and guidelines of the Rome Communiqué (2020) relate to equity, presents the 

methodological challenges related to their implementation, explains how the indicators on which the 

analysis was based were chosen, and finally presents the data collected, including maps and rankings, 

according to the scores obtained by each national higher education system on those indicators. 

The indicators have been grouped according to the 10 principles of the Rome Communiqué and 

presented as follows: 

Principle 1. Strategies for the social dimension of higher education (1. If there is at least one 

equity strategy 2. If the strategy includes specific and/or measurable objectives to be achieved 3. Whether 

the strategy is based on social dialogue with stakeholders 4. Whether higher education authorities ask 

quality assurance agencies to monitor what individual higher education institutions are doing to promote 

equity. 

The findings of the study based on the above criteria were as follows: almost all European 

countries have at least one strategy or policy aimed at equity in higher education, although not all 

strategies contain specific and/or measurable objectives to be achieved. Those European countries that 

have a national strategy/policy on equity in higher education have based it on social dialogue. It was also 

found that in 23 European higher education systems, higher level regulations require quality assurance 
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agencies to monitor whether higher education institutions have policies to improve the social dimension, 

equity, inclusion or diversity, while in 15 education systems there is no such requirement. 

Principle 2. Flexibility in higher education. (1. Part-time studies, distance learning and blended 

learning programmes are permitted in the first cycle of all higher education institutions 2. Candidates may 

enter higher education on the basis of recognition of non-formal and/or informal learning and this applies 

to all higher education institutions 3. Prior non-formal and/or informal learning counts towards 

graduation from a higher education degree programme in all higher education institutions. 4. Quality 

assurance agencies are obliged to assess the recognition of prior non-formal and/or informal learning in 

higher education). 

The report's conclusions in this area were that Europe is still far from fully meeting the conditions 

for flexible higher education. In other words, even if individual higher education institutions may have 

flexible study programmes in place, the relevant regulations at national level do not yet allow for full 

flexibility and its monitoring by quality assurance agencies. 

Principle 3. Lifelong learning (1. Coordination mechanisms between educational levels with a 

focus on equity. 2. Involvement of representatives of other related policies in policy discussions on equity 

in higher education. 3. National level measures to support adult returners to higher education. 4. Initial 

and/or continuing teacher education programmes develop competences on equity, inclusion and 

diversity). 

The conclusions of the report in this respect were that, although in many European countries at 

least some of these criteria are met, progress in this area still leaves much to be desired. 

Principle 4. Data. (1. At least one student characteristic, in addition to gender and age, is 

monitored at entry, during studies or upon graduation. Vulnerable, disadvantaged and under-represented 

groups of students may be identified in the completion rate data. 3. Completion rate data at the end of 

the first year of the first cycle are available to higher level decision-makers. 4. Participation in Eurostudent, 

with Eurostudent VII as reference publication). 

The report concludes in this respect that 21 European countries meet at least 3 of the 4 criteria, 

with European performance in this respect being better than in other indicators analysed. 

Principle 5. Guidance and counselling (1. National legal requirement to provide psychological 

counselling services for prospective or enrolled students. 2. Psychological counselling services focused on 
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students with specific characteristics. 3. There is a need to ensure the quality of psychological counselling 

services. 4. Presence of public institutions with a formal mediation role in conflicts related to equity in 

higher education). 

The study concluded that European countries are about halfway to meeting this specific 

commitment. 

Principle 6. Funding (1. Public funding is awarded to higher education institutions that meet 

targets in expanding access, increasing participation or completion of higher education, provided that 

public funding has remained stable or increased between 2013 and 2018. 2. Universal or need-based 

grants are awarded to more than 50% of the undergraduate student population. 3. Need-based grants are 

awarded to 10-49% of the undergraduate population. 4. Higher level support is awarded for at least two 

of the following: accommodation, transport and meals). 

The conclusion of the report was that no European country meets all the criteria, the 

heterogeneity of countries in this respect is high and the need for progress is still considerable. 

Principle 7. Staff training and institutional mission (1. National requirement or recommendation 

that higher education institutions provide equity training. 2. Public financial support for training. 3. Other 

(non-financial) support from public authorities. 4. Focus on equity and inclusion in quality assurance). 

The study concluded that most European countries meet less than 3 of these criteria and there is 

still a lot of progress to be made. 

Principle 8. Mobility (1. National mobility policy with focus on specific characteristics. 2. 

Portability of mobility grants for degrees and credits. 3. In all higher education institutions there is 

provision of tutoring, mentoring, subsidised accommodation, food/catering for incoming and/or outgoing 

students. 4. Higher education authorities advise higher education institutions on the use of new 

technologies in teaching and learning). 

The study concluded that most European countries meet less than 3 of these criteria and there is 

still a lot of room for progress. 

Principle 9. Community engagement (1. National level authorities provide support to higher 

education institutions in developing community engagement activities focused on equity and inclusion (2. 

There are requirements for external quality assurance agencies to evaluate community engagement 

activities of higher education institutions focused on equity and inclusion). 
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The study found that most countries do not provide support for community engagement activities 

explicitly focused on equity and inclusion, nor do they have high-level requirements for external quality 

assurance agencies to evaluate the community engagement activities of higher education institutions. 

Principle 10. Dialogue on policies. Under this heading, the study assessed whether dialogue is 

established in a specific forum focused on ensuring implementation of the principles and guidelines, or 

whether dialogue takes place in another forum with other purposes. 

The conclusion was that few countries have taken the necessary follow-up action since the 

adoption of the general principles and recommendations of Annex II of the Rome Communiqué in 

November 2020. 

Based on the same set of general principles and recommendations, U-Multirank conducted and 

published a study entitled Guidelines for developing social inclusion indicators at higher education 

institutions: how to develop relevant and internationally comparable indicators? (Kaiser et al., 2022) 

carried out over the period 2020-2022. It aimed to identify indicators of social inclusion in higher 

education and to develop guidelines for constructing such indicators at higher education institutions. The 

study included both a qualitative (interviews) and a quantitative (survey) component on a sample of 

European higher education stakeholders (policymakers, practitioners, and student representatives). 

This study outlines 7 fundamental principles recommended to be taken into account when 

developing social inclusion indicators.  

Principle 1. The importance of recognising that genuine indicators of social inclusion must cover 

all stages of the higher education process: outreach → admission → induction & progress → success → 

outcomes. Included in this principle is the idea that indicators of the social dimension must include both 

the diversity of university staff and the diversity of the student body as well as inclusion policies. Also 

included here is the recommendation that the social dimension indicators, at all stages mentioned above, 

should capture the principle of equity: students/potential students should receive personalised/adapted 

support according to their needs and on the basis of consultation with relevant stakeholders. 

Principle 2. Both the outreach (acceding/campaigning/informing/contacting) and admission 

stages are essential in attracting the most diverse student population. Social dimension indicators in this 

context should reflect access, admission and induction of vulnerable, under-represented, disadvantaged, 

or late transitioning/developing students. Here, it is recommended to evaluate outreach, admission and 

induction policies targeting these categories of (potential) students. 
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Principle 3. Provide continuing professional development opportunities on DEI (Diversity, Equity, 

Inclusion) for (all) university staff. This principle, in turn, should be covered by the social dimension 

indicators. 

Principle 4. Base social dimension indicators on reference groups (local or regional population, 

universities with similar profiles and specialisations, class/cohort). The use of comparable units, selected 

according to transparent criteria, is recommended. 

Principle 5. There must be policies for continuous evaluation and improvement of the social 

dimension. The higher education institution should be active in regularly evaluating indicators of inclusion, 

effectiveness of specific policies (in terms of not only their number but also their quality/effectiveness). 

Representatives of under-represented, disadvantaged and vulnerable groups should be involved in the 

evaluation process. 

Principle 6. The social dimension indicators should also cover financial factors, more specifically, 

students' access to funding to cover tuition fees, living costs (accommodation, meals, study materials). 

From the examples given by the authors, this principle seems to refer more to national aid schemes 

(student loan schemes, grants). 

Principle 7. A wide range of services and projects to ensure diversity, equity and inclusion. Student 

mobility programmes, counselling (psychological and academic), (e.g. indicators: ratio of counsellors to 

students, student satisfaction). Infrastructure adapted to special categories of students (e.g. gender-

neutral bathrooms, physical facilities for students with disabilities: ramps, audio materials for the blind, 

etc.). 

Possible axes/criteria for structuring a valid set of indicators of the social 

dimension of higher education 
 

On the basis of the analyses presented above, several axes can be drawn from which to structure 

a valid multi-criteria system of indicators of the social dimension of higher education. As will be seen 

below, not all possible criteria have the same structural value, their discriminative value in the set of 

indicators being variable. 

A first criterion will necessarily be the category of beneficiaries. Given that the focus of this 

project is on students from migrant backgrounds and students with disabilities. Although common 

measures exist at the level of educational institutions for both categories, a good part of them are specific 
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(e.g. facilitating access to buildings, inclusive teaching-learning methods and materials for students with 

disabilities; language courses, recognition of prior/alternative learning, childcare on campus for migrant 

students with family responsibilities, etc.). In the context of this project, we recommend that the category 

of beneficiaries be used as a fundamental criterion for the construction of a multi-criteria structure of 

social dimension indicators. 

A second criterion could be the very value that the social dimension indicator reflects: equality, 

equity, diversity and inclusion. Although the definition of the four values can be made distinctly, we 

believe that in practice it is quite difficult to construct or identify social dimension indicators that do not 

address several values simultaneously. For example, measures such as the existence of language courses 

for migrants, psychological support, inclusive teaching-learning methods and materials, flexible study and 

course options, financial support or childcare for students on campus, address at least some of the four 

values simultaneously. In this context we argue that this structuring axis, although advisable, will have 

rather low discriminative value for the indicators and therefore will not be used as a primary criterion. 

A third criterion for organising indicators could be the level of the source. Analysing the reports 

presented above, we can see that some indicators can be constructed on a top-down basis, i.e. by 

operationalising general principles set out by European institutions with regard to ensuring the social 

dimension of higher education, such as the Paris Declaration of the EU Member States of March 2015, the 

Yerevan Communiqué of 2015, the Paris Communiqué of 2018 on the Bologna Process or the Rome 

Communiqué of 2020. Methodologically speaking, an excellent starting point in the construction of 

indicators can be the study entitled Guidelines for developing social inclusion indicators at higher 

education institutions: how to develop relevant and internationally comparable indicators? (Kaiser et al., 

2022), presented in the previous section. The other category of indicators built on this criterion consists 

of bottom-up indicators, i.e. indicators inspired by specific institutional practices/successful models of 

European universities. From a methodological point of view, such an approach is very well illustrated by 

the study Equity and Inclusion in European Higher Education Institutions. Results from the INVITED project 

by Claeys-Kulik et al. (2019). 

From a pragmatic point of view, this axis is also not one with high discriminative value between 

different social dimension indicators. The main reason for this is the fact that many of the bottom-up 

indicators, although drawn from local contexts, models of success or best practices of specific universities, 

have been constructed and implemented by the latter following the general principles laid down at 

European level at various points in time or at various formal events concerning the direction of 
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development of European higher education. We therefore recommend that a valid set of indicators should 

be structured using this criterion rather as a secondary axis. 

A fourth criterion could be the direct or indirect nature of the measures taken to ensure the 

social dimension. By direct measures, we mean here those measures that directly target students, such 

as facilitating access to buildings/activities for people with disabilities, part-time study options/flexible 

courses, financial support, preparatory or remedial courses, etc. By indirect measures, we mean those 

measures that either target academic and non-academic staff (e.g. training of teaching staff in the use of 

inclusive teaching methods and materials, intercultural communication training, personalised 

support/coaching, affirmative action, anti-bias training) or are placed at a higher institutional level but are 

ultimately subsumed under the social dimension (e.g. monitoring the graduation rate of migrant students 

or students with disabilities, collecting and using data on the post-graduation development of students 

from the migrant community, identifying barriers to their absorption into the labour market). 

In our view, this criterion is highly discriminative between different social dimension indicators 

and we recommend its priority use in structuring a valid multi-criteria set. 

The fifth possible criterion is the stage of the educational process to which the social dimension 

indicator refers. We can see from the various operationalisations presented in the previous section that 

beyond small variations, four main stages are identified: outreach, admission (students' access to the 

higher education system), participation (their retention throughout the educational process) and the 

graduation/post-graduation stage. As it emerged from the previous analyses, for each of these stages 

there are specific measures to ensure the social dimension: access (e.g. promotion of admission through 

media/social media, collaboration with schools/other educational institutions, open days/Open Doors 

Days, summer courses etc.), admission (e.g. facilitating access to buildings/activities for people with 

disabilities, recognition of prior learning/alternative pathways for migrants, accommodation 

support/facilities, admission quotas, etc.), participation (e.g. guidance/counselling/mentoring, 

psychological support, inclusive teaching/learning methods and materials, etc.), graduation/post-

graduation (e.g. providing additional educational services to facilitate professional integration of 

graduates with disabilities or migrants). 

As this criterion discriminates between social dimension indicators, the latter having specific 

forms for each stage, we consider it worth considering in a final version of a multi-criteria structure. 
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Last but not least, the analysis of the literature on the social dimension of European higher 

education allows us to identify a criterion that can be called the level of implementation of measures. On 

the basis of this we can talk about primary measures and secondary measures/meta-measures. In the 

first category, primary measures, we can include all measures (and implicitly derived indicators) directly 

aimed at ensuring equality, equity, diversity and inclusion (e.g. guidance, counselling, mentoring, 

psychological support, etc.). In the second category, secondary measures or meta-measures, we can 

include policies for continuous evaluation and improvement of the social dimension existing in higher 

education institutions. This refers to the existence of mechanisms for regular evaluation of the 

effectiveness of specific measures/policies (quantity and quality) and their continuous optimisation. We 

recommend the use of this criterion, but with a secondary weighting. 

 

An example of a multi-criteria structure of social dimension indicators 

based on primary criteria 
 

In the table below we present, by way of example, a possible multi-criteria structure of indicators 

of the social dimension of higher education, based on a relatively limited number of criteria (type of 

beneficiaries, direct vs. indirect measures, stage of the educational process).  

Table 1. An example of a basic multi-criteria structure of indicators of the social dimension of higher 

education. 

Beneficiaries: Migrants 

  Indicators 

  Direct (students) 

-examples- 

Indirect (staff) 

-examples- 

Stage Outreach - promoting admission among the migrant 

community (including social media) 

- collaboration with schools/other 

educational institutions, open days (Open 

Doors Day), summer courses, 

- increase 

awareness/sensitivity 

among the university 

community about the 

specific problems of 
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collaboration with student organisations, 

collaboration with business/employers' 

organisations or chamber of commerce/ 

similar institutions, collaboration with 

non-governmental organisations/youth 

organisations, etc. 

applicants from migrant 

backgrounds 

- collecting and using data 

on the size of the migrant 

community, their socio-

demographic and 

educational profile, the 

potential for absorption 

into the higher education 

system 

- collection of data to 

identify under-

representation, cases of 

potential migrant 

students with family 

responsibilities 

Admission - ensuring non-discrimination of migrant 

students 

- part-time/flexible study options 

- financial support 

- preparatory courses 

- recognition of prior/alternative learning 

- on-campus childcare for migrant 

students with family responsibilities 

- affirmative action, accommodation 

support/facilities, admission quotas 

- increasing access to 

infrastructure (e.g. access 

to technology for 

admission procedures 

tailored to the needs of 

migrant applicants) 

 

Participation - orientation/counselling/mentoring, 

ensuring access to buildings/activities, 

language courses, psychological support, 

- training of teachers in 

the use of inclusive 

teaching methods and 
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inclusive teaching/learning methods and 

materials, part-time study 

options/flexible courses, financial 

support, affirmative action, childcare for 

students on campus, remedial courses/ 

bridging courses, accommodation 

support, etc. 

- affirmative action/positive 

discrimination 

materials 

- non-discriminatory 

codes of conduct/policies, 

language courses, 

measures for staff with 

family responsibilities, 

intercultural 

communication training, 

personalised 

support/coaching, 

positive action, anti-bias 

training, positive 

discrimination 

- existence of initial and/or 

in-service teacher training 

programmes for the 

development of equity, 

inclusion and diversity 

skills 

Graduation/ 

Post-

graduation 

- prior non-formal and/or informal 

learning counts towards graduation from 

the higher education degree programme 

- offering additional educational services 

to facilitate the professional integration of 

migrant graduates (e.g. post-graduate 

courses, masters programmes) 

- monitoring the 

graduation rate of migrant 

students 

- identifying successful 

role models and valorising 

them 

- collecting and using data 

on the post-graduation 

outcomes of graduates 

from the migrant 
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community; identifying 

barriers to their 

absorption into the labour 

market 

- monitoring the career 

progression of specific 

groups of migrant 

graduates 

Beneficiaries: Persons with disabilities 

  Indicators 

  Direct (students) 

-examples- 

Indirect (staff) 

-examples- 

 

 

 

 

 

Stage 

Outreach - promoting admission (media/social 

media) 

- collaboration with schools/other 

educational institutions 

- open days (Open Doors Day) 

- summer courses, collaboration with 

student organisations 

- collaboration with business/employer 

organisations or chamber of 

commerce/similar institutions 

-collaboration with non-governmental 

organisations/youth organisations etc. 

- increasing  

awareness/sensitivity 

among the university 

community about the 

specific problems of 

candidates with 

disabilities 

- collecting data to identify 

under-representation, 

cases of potential 

students with disabilities 

Admission - facilitating access to buildings 

- ensuring non-discrimination 

- part-time study options/flexible courses 

- financial support 

- positive action 

- increasing access to 

infrastructure (e.g. access 

to technology that caters 

for disability-friendly 

admission procedures) 
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- accommodation support/facilities 

- admission quotas 

 

Participation - guidance/counselling/mentoring 

- providing access to buildings/activities 

- psychological support 

- inclusive teaching/learning methods 

and materials (e.g. audio materials for 

the blind) 

- part-time study options/flexible courses 

- financial support 

- remedial courses 

- accommodation support 

-positive action/positive discrimination 

- training of teachers in 

the use of inclusive 

teaching methods and 

materials 

- non-discriminatory 

codes of conduct/policies  

- anti-bias, positive 

discrimination training 

- existence of initial and/or 

in-service teacher training 

programmes to develop 

competences on equity, 

inclusion and diversity 

Graduation/ 

Post-

graduation 

- providing additional educational services 

to facilitate the professional integration of 

graduates with disabilities (e.g. post-

graduate courses, masters programmes) 

- monitoring the 

graduation rate of 

students with disabilities 

- identifying successful 

role models and valorising 

them 

- collecting and using data 

on the post-graduation 

progress of graduates with 

disabilities identifying 

barriers to their 

absorption into the labour 

market 
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- monitoring the career 

progression of graduates 

with disabilities 

 

Of course, this basic structure can gain in complexity and completeness by adding the 

secondary criteria recommended in this report. 

Conclusions 
 

As we pointed out at the beginning of this report, in recent years the European higher education 

system has faced specific challenges in ensuring equality, equity, diversity and inclusion for a number of 

under-represented and disadvantaged groups. Among these, migrants and persons with disabilities pose 

specific challenges in terms of respect for the above-mentioned values at all stages of the educational 

process. 

The central European institutions have reacted early on, transmitting to Member States' national 

higher education systems general principles, recommendations, models of success on the basis of which 

these systems can adapt and absorb categories of potential students with specific needs. Several reports 

on the status of this process have shown that, although national higher education systems have taken this 

approach, overall progress is uneven across Member States, concluding that much remains to be done in 

this regard. 

What we have proposed in this report, following the analysis of existing relevant studies, is a set 

of possible axes that can facilitate a multi-criteria and comprehensive structure of indicators of the social 

dimension of higher education. These axes are: 1. Category of beneficiaries (migrants vs. disabled), 2. 

Value that the social dimension indicator reflects (equality, equity, diversity, inclusion), 3. Source of origin 

(top-down vs. bottom-up), 4. Direct vs. indirect nature of the measures (students vs. staff), 5. Stage of the 

educational process (outreach vs. admission vs. participation vs. graduation/post-graduation), 6. Level of 

implementation of measures (primary vs. secondary measures/meta-measures). As we have shown along 

the way, some criteria discriminate more between the various social dimension indicators, while others 

have less discriminative value. 
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Last but not least, we have presented a possible multi-criteria model of social dimension 

indicators, based on a limited set of criteria, but we recommend its use for illustrative purposes only; 

supplementing it with additional criteria may provide a more complex and context-specific perspective. 
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