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Concept of joint degrees (Administrative definitions)

• 1) a joint diploma in addition to one or more national diplomas, 

• 2) a joint diploma issued by the institutions offering the study programme in question 
without being accompanied by any national diploma

• 3) one or more national diplomas issued officially as the only attestation of the joint 
qualification in question (EC/UNESCO, 2004, p. 4)

A joint degree can be in different forms: 

• Joint degree means a degree programme developed and organised by two or several 
HEIs in collaboration which leads to one joint degree certificate. 

• Double degree in turn refers to a degree programme developed and organised by two or 
several HEIs in collaboration which leads to two or more degree certificates, in practice to 
one from each partner HEI. (Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture, 2004)

Difference between joint degree and  double degree:



Academic definitions

Definitions by Jane Knight 2008

• A joint degree programme awards one joint qualification upon completion of the collaborative 
programme requirements established by the partner institutions.  

• A double degree programme awards two individual qualifications at equivalent levels upon 
completion of the collaborative programme requirements established by the two partner institutions. 
…At the international level, it is normally used interchangeably with dual degree. 

• A combined degree programme awards two different qualifications at consecutive levels upon 
completion of the requirements established by the partner institutions.  

In this presentation, I use the term “joint degree provision” referring 
to all kinds of collaborative education provisions leading to degrees. 

• There is a formal agreement concerning degree collaboration between partner institutions from 
different countries.

• The degree education is jointly provided by the partners in varying forms. 



MARIHE—A Erasmus Mundus programme

Master’s degree on 
Research and Innovation in 

Higher Education 
(MARIHE), 

Financed by the European 
Commission during the 

period of 2012 – 2018 (1st

Phase) & 2019-2023 (2nd

Phase). 

The consortium:

• Danube University Krems, Austria

• Tampere University, Finland

• University of Applied Sciences Osnabrück, 
Germany

• Beijing Normal University (BNU), China

• Eötvös Loránd University (Hungary)

• Thapar Institute of Engineering and 
Technology (India)

The first Erasmus Mundus 
Masters Course with a 

Chinese university as a full 
partner, which is 

responsible for hosting an 
entire semester teaching for 

the students in Beijing

The EU side allow and 
expect BNU to offer a joint 

or dual degree.



Challenges
Legislation barriers

Differences in programme
administration and coordination

Difficulties in credit transfer

Challenges in curriculum planning

Quality assurance in joint degree 
provision



Legislation barriers

Challenges

• The current Chinese legislation (Degree Act enacted in 1980) does 
not allow a Chinese university to offer joint degrees with foreign 
universities. 

• In addition, a student must study minimally one year at a 
Chinese university as one necessary condition to get a degree 
from the university (in case of a dual degree programme).

• It is possible for BNU to offer foreign students in the MARIHE 
programme a (separate) degree, but it is impossible to issue a 
degree for the Chinese students in the programme. 

• According to the Chinese regulations, one necessary condition 
for a student of Chinese nationality to be awarded a master’s 
degree at a Chinese HEI (such as BNU) is that he or she has 
passed the national examination and enrolled in the institution. 
But when recruiting students to the MARIHE program, no 
applicant will take part in the Chinese master’s degree 
programme enrolment examination.

• If only the foreign students get the degrees from BNU while the 
Chinese students not, it is not in line with the equity spirit of the 
Erasmus Mundus programme.

Solutions

• As the degree issue can only be decided by the Chinese 
Ministry of Education, when developing the application for 
Erasmus Mundus funding it was stated in the programme plan 
that all partners would work towards having joint degrees with 
Beijing Normal University, but that the final result would be 
dependent on the decision of the Ministry of Education. 

• Since the joint degree is encouraged by China’s National Plan 
for Medium and Long-term Education Reform and 
Development (2010-2020), BNU had been actively discussing 
with the Ministry of Education to take the MARIHE programme 
as a special case to pilot joint degree arrangements with 
European HEIs. 

• Eventually, the dual degree was not implemented. Instead, 
BNU issued diplomas to the students (certifying students’ 
study experience at BNU).



Differences in programme administration and coordination

Challenges

• While the administrative structures of the three 
European consortium partners are similar (there is an 
academic coordinator and an administrative 
coordinator at each partner institution for the MARIHE 
programme), the situation at BNU is different.

• At BNU the academic coordinator is apparent, but it is 
hard for the administrative coordinators to find their 
counterparts at BNU. 

• It is difficult (or impossible) for BNU to nominate one 
administrator to do all the MARIHE related tasks as 
expected by the European partners.   

Solutions

• At the early stage, the academic coordinator at BNU 
helps connect European administrator coordinators to 
different administrators and even the vice dean 
responsible for international cooperation for dealing 
with corresponding tasks.

• Soon a young academic staff member was appointed 
to serve as the contact for administrative coordinators 
at European partner universities.

• The academic staff member was unable to do all the 
administrative tasks like his European counterpart but 
could work with BNU administrators to accomplish the 
tasks. (European colleagues felt they had their 
counterpart at BNU)    



Best practices

• Aligned motivations and interests on both sides are crucial for 
successful joint degree provision 

• In developing joint degree provision, both top-down support and 
bottom-up efforts are essential. 

• Having one who is familiar with both systems to coordinate the 
negotiations and planning will largely smooth the process of building 
joint degree provision.  

• Better not mix Chinese and international students. (The two groups of 
students follow different recruitment procedures and degree 
regulations). 



Trust is the 
foundation for 
collaboration

•When developing joint 
degree provision 
programmes, it is 
unavoidable to encounter 
challenges and 
uncertainties. 

•Without trust, it would be 
extremely difficult to 
overcome challenges and 
mitigate risks. 
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