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Introduction
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Generative AI is already reshaping teaching, 

assessment, student support, research and 
administrative workflows in higher education.

• Generative AI creates genuine opportunities in efficiency, new 

pedagogical models and enhanced learning tools

• It also intensifies ethical, legal, and governance pressures.

• Therefore, the challenge is not whether AI is entering higher education, 

but how it is governed responsibly, consistently and in ways that protect 
both innovation and public trust.

Teaching & 
assessment

authenticity, 

disclosure, 
redesign

Data & tools

privacy, 

vendors, 
procurement

Trust & 
legitimacy

fairness, 

transparency,
accountability

Generative AI in higher education: opportunities, pressures, and a governance 
gap

Core governance question

Can higher education translate high-level AI 

principles into workable rules, 
responsibilities, and safeguards?
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Problem

Our analysis reveals a consistent pattern: strong governance principles exist at EU level, but implementation 

becomes progressively weaker and more uneven as it approaches day-to-day university practice.
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EU level Clear regulatory and ethical direction AI Act, GDPR, 
Trustworthy AI, Digital Education Action Plan

National 

level

Translation varies by country, strategy, and regulatory form

Mixed specificity for higher education contexts

Institutional 

level
Policies often remain generic, reactive, or focused on 
academic integrity rather than full AI governance

Why this matters

Policy / governance

unclear ownership, approvals, audits and escalation

Ethics / legitimacy
weak contestability, explainability and trust in AI-

supported decisions

Institutional practice
inconsistent local implementation across courses, 

departments and institutions

The governance gap is primarily operational rather than conceptual.

Higher Education lacking coherent operational AI governance
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Research Aim and Objectives
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Aim

To systematically analyse 

AI-related policy frameworks 

in higher education in order 

to identify gaps, overlaps, 

inconsistencies, and the 

governance risks they 

create for responsible AI 

adoption.

Research contribution: move from 

descriptive mapping to an analytical 

foundation for risk assessment and 
governance design.

1 Map the 
landscape

Understanding how AI Gov. is being framed across 

different levels by Review EU, national, and institutional 

policy texts relevant to AI in HE.

2 Apply a unified 

framework

Examine whether these policies are meaningful in the resp. 

adoption of AI. 
Code documents against shared categories such as ethics, 
governance, transparency, accountability, privacy, and inclusion.

3 Synthesise 

across contexts

Across the consortium to identify cross-country patterns 

and generate analytical insights that could inform risk 

assessment 

4
Translate 

evidence into 

action

Convert policy findings into structured ELSI (Ethical, 

Legal, and Social Implications/Issues) risks and 

governance priorities for the next stage of the project

Are the existing policies sufficient, coherent and 

usable in practice?
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Methodology
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1

Document 

collection

EU, national, and 

institutional policies 

gathered by the 
consortium partners

2

Structured 

reports

Partners 

summarised texts in 

a common 
integration template.

3

Harmonised

categories

Shared categories 

used to code extracts 

across ethics, 

governance and 
related themes.

4

Cross-country 

synthesis
The University of 

Malta harmonised 

inputs to identify 

recurring gaps, 

overlaps, and 
inconsistencies.

5

Risk extraction

Policy findings were 

translated into policy-

derived ELSI risks 

and later linked to a 

consolidated cross-
stream risk register.

Policy review 
output

This methodology is systematic enough to support comparative analysis but also 

practical enough to capture realities of Higher Educational Governance. Hence, 

being both cross- national and directly linked to institutional risks.

The study employs a harmonised document review process that moves from collection to structured reporting 

involving harmonised categories. This led to identifying gaps, overlaps and inconsistencies.

Structured review & synthesis across governance levels
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Analytical framework
Eight governance dimensions for responsible AI in higher education

Each document was broken down against a common framework that captured both normative principles and operational 

governance requirements.

Unified

framework

Ethics & Integrity

responsible use, human 

oversight

Data Privacy & Security

GDPR, data leakage, sensitive 

data

Equity & Inclusion

bias, access, accommodations

Transparency

disclosure, traceability

Governance

ownership, approvals, audit

Technical Standards

interoperability, logging, 

reliability

Accountability

liability, escalation, redress

Sustainability

resource impacts, long-term 

control

The strength of this approach is that it 

made cross-country comparison possible 

and helped us detect recurring patterns, 

shared weaknesses, and areas where 

policy attention was either strong or 

missing.
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Dataset Overview

The dataset used spans six countries, seven partner institutions, three governance levels with a diverse set of policy 

documents reviewed. Resulting in approximately 74 policy-derived risks which were extracted and consolidated.
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58
source documents in 
compiled review list

6
countries represented

7
partner institutions

3
governance levels

~74
policy-derived risks extracted

Document composition (compiled source list)

Institutional 29

National 21

EU 8

Countries involved in this study:

Poland Sweden

Italy

Malta Croatia

Slovenia

Interpretive note

Counts reflect the compiled project source list, including shared EU-level texts; the analytical value lies in the multi-level comparison rather than document volume alone.

A multi-level evidence base across Europe HEIs
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Key Finding 1

Our policy review shows ethical and regulatory principles are broadly consistent, but practical guidance for AI use 

in higher education consistently lacks operational depth.
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Strong normative alignment, weak operational guidance

1

Principles

EU values and rights-

based framing are 
strong

2

Strategy

National direction 

exists but varies in 
specificity

3

Procedures

Institutional rules are 

patchier and often 
generic

4

Practice

Operational AI 

governance for HEI 

use cases is often 
absent

Recurring pattern

The dominant gap 

is not values but 

operationalisation.

Several Concepts appear frequently, especially in EU-level and national-level materials. However, when we look for practical 
instructions on how universities should govern AI in teaching, assessment, procurement, oversight, or monitoring, the 
guidance becomes much thinner. This means that many frameworks are conceptually strong but operationally weak. 

Policies speak the language of principles. Institutions need the language of implementation.
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Key Finding 2

Our review consistently found that institutional policies define user behaviour, acceptable language and local 

discretion, but leave institutional accountability structures largely unspecified amongst others;
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Governance & accountability structures remain under-specified

What policies specify often

User responsibility

disclose AI use, comply with integrity rules, avoid misuse 

of tools

Acceptable use language

generic guidance on ethical or careful use of AI systems

Local discretion

course- or department-level interpretation of emerging AI 

issues

What is frequently missing

Named governance owners
AI use approval owner, accountability structures and 

handling of contested AI-supported decisions

Audit and oversight mechanisms
procedures for human oversight, record keeping, 

review, and escalation

Institution-wide AI strategy
For coherent governance beyond integrity rules, 

digital policy, or ad hoc local guidance

Without named owners and audit mechanisms, accountability remains an aspiration rather than a practice.

Gap
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Key Finding 3

Our review consistently reveals a critical tension: policies increasingly acknowledge transparency, yet few specify 

practical requirements for explainability, contestability, or meaningful human review.
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Transparency present at policy level, but explainability lacks in practice

Policy commitments to transparency do not automatically translate into explainable, reviewable, or contestable 

AI use in higher education.

WP3: Risk Assessment & Governance

What is commonly addressed

Disclosure that AI tools are being used or that 
outputs may carry limitations.

High-level commitments to ethical use, privacy, 
fairness and trustworthiness.

General expectations that staff and students act 
transparently and responsibly.

What is frequently missing

Requirements for explainability when AI-

supported outputs influence assessment, 
feedback, support or decision-making.

Clear rights to challenge or contest AI-supported 
outcomes with workable human review.

Operational detail lacks on how explainability 
should be evidenced, documented, or audited.

Gap



Key Finding 4

Rather than treating each country's evidence in isolation, our cross-national analysis reveals a consistent pattern: 

policy coherence is strongest at the level of high-level principles and weakest precisely where implementation 

detail is most needed.
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Cross-country evidence of strategic coherence and operational fragmentation

Ethics &

privacy
Governance Transparency Accountability

Pedagogy &

assessment

EU level Strong Partial Partial Partial Weak

National 
level

Partial Partial Partial Weak Weak

Institutional 
level

Partial Weak Weak Weak Weak

Strong Partial Weak

Comparative insight

Across countries, the reviewed 

frameworks are stronger at articulating 

ethical ambition than at specifying 
operational mechanisms for:

• assessment and classroom use of 

AI

• institutional approval and 

procurement

• oversight, audit, and escalation

• explainability and accountability 

in practice

Fragmentation is the recurring 
empirical pattern.
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Risk Synthesis

Our research goes beyond policy mapping by translating governance gaps into a structured risk landscape. 

Policy-derived risks were combined with evidence from literature, documents & partner consultation to create a 

consolidated risk register with a total of 45 master risks.

29th May 2026 12

Translating policy gaps into a structured risk landscape 

From multiple evidence streams to master risks

Literature

269

Interviews

23

Partner 
consultation

23

Policy 
documents

74

389 raw inputs
124 within-

stream

45 master

risks

9 QUAD-stream risks carry the strongest evidential weight.

Early scoring profile (45 assessed risks)

Before mitigation

37
High

7
Significant

1
Medium

After proposed mitigation

3
High

14
Significant

27
Medium

Mitigation lowers 

exposure, but 

structural risks 

around academic 

integrity, governance, 

equity, and platform 

dependence remain 

persistent.

Research contribution: This research turns policy fragmentation into a comparable, evidence-ranked risk instrument.
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9
QUAD

14
TRI

16
DUAL

6
SINGLE



Implications for HEI & Policymakers

HEI need governance frameworks that are more operational, more aligned and more human-centred. Policymakers also need to 

recognise that higher education has specific governance needs that are not fully addressed by generic digital or AI strategies. 
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For HEI

• Define formal AI governance owners, approval 

pathways, audit processes and escalation 
routes.

• Redesign assessment and disclosure rules so AI 

use is transparent and educationally meaningful.

• Adopt approved-tools, procurement, privacy and 

monitoring frameworks rather than leaving tool 
choice entirely to individuals.

• Build staff and student AI literacy around 
responsible use, data handling and contestability.

For policymakers

• Translate broad AI principles into sector-specific 
guidance for higher education settings.

• Align national and institutional expectations on 

accountability, transparency and explainability.

• Support governance models that include human 

oversight, procurement standards and 
reviewable AI-supported decisions.

• Encourage interoperable, sustainable and rights-

respecting adoption pathways rather than 
fragmented local improvisation.

Responsible AI adoption requires governance architecture, not standalone values.

A practical agenda for operational, human-centred AI governance
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Conclusion
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This research provides an evidence-based foundation for AI governance in HEI

Three takeaways

1 There is clear alignment with EU-level 
principles for trustworthy and responsible AI.

2
The major gap is operationalisation within 

higher education especially in governance, 

accountability, transparency, and 
implementation mechanisms.

3
This research moves the discussion forward 

by offering a structured route from policy 

mapping to risk assessment and future 
governance models.

Contribution 1

Multi-level policy mapping 

across Europe

Contribution 2

Cross-country synthesis of 

patterns, gaps and 

inconsistencies

Contribution 3

Evidence-ranked risk 

foundation for future AI 

governance design

The governance architecture for responsible 
AI in higher education must be built now, not 

retrofitted later.
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Thank you for your attention.

If you have any questions, now is the right time to ask!
Contact me on the details below for further info:

Joseph Zammit
Victoria Grech

/forwardthinking Joseph.zammit@um.edu.mt

(+356) 2340 3178
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