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Accreditation means that a supplier’s state-
ments on process and product quality are 
confirmed for (prospective) customers by 
an independent authority. The fewer dif-
ferent types of accreditation exist the more 
likely it is that the (prospective) customers 
ascribe them unifying, comparability-
generating and/or selection-supportive 
effects.

Accreditation only makes sense and 
becomes possible if offers are compara-
ble. From the perspective of university 
study program providers it can be use-
ful to differ from other offers by specific 
content, formats, and processes. In con-
trast, companies as the indirect consum-
ers of education and subsequently also the 
immediate ”customers“ of education (i. e. 
students and prospective students) have a 

great interest in standardized qualifica-
tions. Comparable qualifications provide 
companies with a larger selection of can-
didates, open up a greater choice of com-
panies for applicants, and generally allow 
a targeted selection of study offers.

Traditionally, formats and process qual-
ity have been highly standardized for uni-
versity-level education in the German-
speaking countries by means of govern-
ment regulation (e. g. in the form of profes-
sor qualification, academic organization 
and supervision). Moreover, basic recom-
mendations also promoted the standard-
ization of content in the specific fields. For 
studies at universities and universities of 
applied science, these were e. g. developed 
by the Scientific Commission for Business 
and Information Systems Engineering 
(BISE) of the German Academic Associa-
tion for Business Research. In such a situ-
ation accreditation has little value.

On the one hand, the Bologna pro-
cess is leading to an EU-wide standard-
ization of teaching and studying formats 
and degrees. On the other hand, however, 
the range of process quality and content is 
not only growing considerably due to the 
different traditions and regulations of the 
participating countries; in addition, new 
providers such as private and commer-
cial institutions or organizations located 
outside of the EU are entering the market. 
Since the density of regulation in all EU 
countries tends to decrease and no EU-
wide recommendations regarding content 
are evolving, there is growing demand for 
comparable, independent statements on 
the product and process quality in higher 
education – in BISE as in other disci-
plines.

Since accreditation is relatively new at 
least in German-speaking countries, there 
are different approaches with regard to the 
subject of accreditation (study program, 
faculty, the overall institution), focus 
of accreditation (processes, ”products“, 
resources), and process of accreditation 

(e. g. management on part of the educa-
tion provider), etc. Accreditation is con-
ducted by institutions operating nation-
wide, across Europe as well as world-
wide, which, additionally, are more or less 
aligned to the specific subject. The percep-
tion of accreditations by the participating 
target groups, which are the indirect edu-
cation customers (companies), direct edu-
cation customers (students and prospec-
tive students), university management, 
accreditation organizations, deployed 
experts, and last but not least researchers 
and teachers, is very diverse.

This discussion therefore deals with 
the question of whether accreditation of 
BISE study programs strengthens com-
petitiveness or bureaucracy. As the per-
ception of university teachers, university 
management, reviewers, and accredita-
tion institutions may differ significantly, 
we invited contributions from representa-
tives of these different perspectives. Apart 
from a general description of their experi-
ence, the contributors were asked to com-
ment on the following questions, if pos-
sible:
j�Are there any side effects of accredita-

tion (and if so, which) on the freedom 
of teaching and research?

j�Are there any side effects of accredita-
tion (and if so, which) on the relation-
ship between lecturers/ researchers and 
the university management?

j�Is accreditation about quality assur-
ance of processes, of services/ prod-
ucts or both?

j�What are the costs and what are the 
benefits of accreditation? Are there 
any differences between the accredita-
tion institutions in this regard?

j�How deeply is accreditation/ are 
accreditation agencies embedded in 
certain cultures and what are the con-
sequences?

j�Are new roles emerging through 
accreditation and re-accreditation 
(quality manager, program manager/ 

The Authors

Prof. Dr. Robert Winter
Universität St. Gallen
Institut für Wirtschaftsinformatik
Müller-Friedberg-Strasse 8
9000 St. Gallen
Switzerland
robert.winter@unisg.ch

Prof. Dr. Elmar J. Sinz,  
Prof. Dr. Thomas Dyllick,  
Prof. Dr. Karl Kurbel, 
Dr. Heinz-Ulrich Schmidt, 
Prof. Dr. Torsten Eymann

This article is also available in German 
in print and via http://www.wirt-
schaftsinformatik.de: Winter R (2009) 
Akkreditierung von Wirtschaftsinfor-
matik-Studiengängen: Stärkung der 
Wettbewerbsfähigkeit oder Stärkung 
der Bürokratie? WIRTSCHAFTSINFOR-
MATIK. doi: 10.1007/11576-009-0179-
5.

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by RERO DOC Digital Library

https://core.ac.uk/display/159147003?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


332 Business & Information Systems Engineering      4 | 2009

BISE – DISCUSSION

product manager) and how are they 
positioned (and filled) at universities?

j�How strong is the signal effect of 
accreditations? Are there any differ-
ences in effect between different target 
groups and/ or between accreditation 
institutions?

j�How can the ”right“ accreditation be 
selected?

My invitation to this discussion was 
accepted by (in alphabetical order):
j�Prof. Dr. Thomas Dyllick, who has 

been vice-president of the University 
of St. Gallen (HSG) for teaching and 
quality development since 2002. In 
this role he is responsible for internal 
quality assurance and development as 
well as for all accreditations. He is also 
a member of the EQUIS Committee, 
which decides on the admission of can-
didates to the EQUIS accreditation and 
actively works as a member and direc-
tor of international peer review teams 
for the EQUIS accreditation himself. 
As vice-president of the University of 
St. Gallen, he was and still is respon-
sible for the initial and re-accredita-
tion of the HSG with EQUIS as well as 
the HSG’s School of Management with 
AACSB.

j�Prof. Dr. Torsten Eymann, University 
of Bayreuth, was/ is a peer reviewer in 
BISE accreditation processes.

j�Prof. Dr. Karl Kurbel, Europe Uni-
versity Viadrina Frankfurt/Oder, has 
been accredited as dean of the interna-
tional study program Master of Busi-
ness Informatics.

j�Dr. Heinz-Ulrich Schmidt, managing 
director at the FIBAA, is responsible 
for a large accreditation institution.

j�Prof. Dr. Elmar J. Sinz deals with BISE 
accreditations as dean of the BISE 
department at the University of Bam-
berg. Moreover he has acted as chair-
man of the technical committee for 
BISE at the accreditation agency ASIIN 
from 2000–2008 and as a member of 
the committee for computer science at 
ACQUIN since 2002.

Prof. Sinz gives an overview of the process 
and the different types of accreditation. 
He conducts a classification of accredita-
tion types in higher education and sums 
up his experience to recommendations for 
effective accreditations.

Prof. Dyllick focuses on the importance 
of quality management in general, which 
can be developed in the course of accredi-
tation. In particular, he points to the chal-

lenge of integrating quality management 
as part of the overall university organiza-
tion and designing the resulting tension 
between academia and administration in 
a balanced way.

Prof. Kurbel reports on the volume of 
work entailed by accreditation from the 
perspectives of an accredited study pro-
gram. In particular, he emphasizes the 
dangers of an unreflected accreditation 
restraint which massively binds resources 
without creating differentiation opportu-
nities.

From the perspective of the FIBAA, Dr. 
Schmidt makes clear that accreditation 
mainly has a positive effect on the deci-
sion of the students for a particular course 
of study. Moreover, he identifies improve-
ment potentials for cooperation between 
universities and accreditation agencies.

Finally, Prof. Eymann particularly 
points to the positive effect of the prepara-
tion of the final accreditation and empha-
sizes the importance of actual ”peers“ as 
a quality criterion for accreditation pro-
cedures.

The contributions show that the accred-
itation of study programs not only has 
external effects, but also leads to reflec-
tion within the universities. In the ideal 
case, the external effect results in a higher 
attractiveness of a study program, whereas 
internally an effective and permanently 
anchored quality management is pro-
moted – primarily for teaching, but also 
indirectly for scientific research. At the 
same time, the contributions make clear 
that accreditation is connected to rela-
tively high expenses so that compulsory 
accreditation without an active quality 
management does not appear useful.

If you would like to comment on this 
topic or another article of the journal 
Business & Information Systems Engi-
neering (BISE), please send your contribu-
tion (max. 2 pages) to Hans-Ulrich.Buhl@
wiwi.uni-augsburg.de.

Prof. Dr. Robert Winter
Institute of Information Management

University of St. Gallen

Accreditation Between 
Strengthening Competitiveness 
and Strengthening 
Bureaucracy – State of the 
Art and Critical Comments

Bologna process and accreditation

The goal of the ”Bologna Process“ initi-
ated in 1999 is the creation of a common 
European Higher Education Area 
(EHEA) by 2010. The core element of 
EHEA is to introduce a graded system 
of bachelor’s and master’s degrees, which 
should be comparable across Europe. In 
order to face the increased demands on 
international competitiveness of the new 
study programs, accreditation has also 
been introduced in Germany in order to 
provide a measure for quality assurance of 
study programs and has been integrated 
in various forms into the university and 
college acts of the federal states. For 
example, according to the university and 
college act of North Rhine-Westphalia, 
introducing a study program requires the 
successful completion of the accreditation, 
while the Bavarian university and college 
act stipulates that the accreditation is to be 
accomplished by means of quality assur-
ance (see also Sinz 2008).

The aim of the accreditation is to ensure 
minimum requirements for study pro-
grams. Evaluation criteria particularly 
consist of the university’s quality concept 
with regard to teaching, the qualification 
objectives of the study program, the con-
ceptual classification of the program, the 
course concept, the implementation of the 
program, the examination system, trans-
parency and documentation as well as 
quality assurance.

The German system of accreditation 
(Akkreditierungsrat 2009a) is organized 
in a decentralized manner. The accredi-
tation of study programs is carried out by 
competing accreditation agencies. On their 
part, these agencies are accredited by the 
accreditation council (German: Akkred-
itierungsrat). Currently, there are seven 
accreditation agencies which are entitled 
to award the quality seal of the accredita-
tion council. Accreditation is limited to a 
maximum period of five years. After this 
period, a re-accreditation becomes neces-
sary.

In addition to the accreditation of indi-
vidual study programs (program accred-
itation), currently the accreditation of 
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internal quality assurance systems at uni-
versities (system accreditation) is being 
tested. In the course of system accred-
itation, all study programs of a univer-
sity which have gone through this qual-
ity assurance system are accredited for a 
period of six years.

State of accreditation and current 
discussion on higher education policies

Currently (April 2009), the database of 
the accreditation council reports more 
than 4,500 accredited study programs 
(Akkreditierungsrat 2009b). Slightly 
more than 100 accounts are allotted to the 
field of BISE. Several study programs are 
already in the process of re-accreditation.

While the number of accredited study 
programs is constantly increasing, there is 
massive criticism concerning the accred-
itation system. For example, the Ger-
man Association of University Professors 
and Lecturers (Deutscher Hochschulver-
band 2009) will ”if necessary enforce its 
demands for a fundamental redesign of 
the accreditation system in Germany by 
calling on its 24,000 members not to vol-
unteer for reviewing program accredita-
tions in future.“ In its annual report from 
2008, the Thuringian Audit Court deter-
mines that ”the procedures were ‘bloated 
bureaucratically’ and due to the agencies‘ 
latitude of judgment ‘neither led to uni-
fied nor reliable assessment results’“ (n. a. 
2009, p. 5).

Costs and benefits of program 
accreditation

The cost for accreditation is considerable 
from the universities’ as well as from the 
agencies’ perspective. The study programs’ 
self-documentation for forthcoming 
accreditation including all statutes and 
study documents as well as the module 
handbook in particular, which is to be 
created by the universities, generally 
comprises several hundred pages. The 
agency must form a group of reviewers 
who read and assess these documents. 
The inspection at the university has to 
be prepared and carried out. The final 
report has to be compiled; the technical 
committee and accreditation commission 
have to be involved. At the end of 2007, 
the accreditation agency ASIIN reported 
the accreditation of more than 1,200 study 
programs with the participation of 1,300 

experts and 200 other volunteers in the 
committees (Wasser 2007, p. 1).

What benefits recompense these costs? 
In many cases, the main benefit may 
already be generated in the preparatory 
phase of accreditation, which is during 
the development of the self-documenta-
tion. The accreditation enforces all rele-
vant documents to be presented in a con-
sistent, complete, and up-to-date form. 
This supports decision making among 
the school members as well as overcom-
ing certain animosities between depart-
ments. Reflection processes for the coor-
dination of objectives and contents of 
study programs will be initiated (renewed 
and deepened). Also the university man-
agement has to commit itself clearly to the 
strategic positioning of forthcoming pro-
grams for accreditation. Imbalances in 
the resources equipment of courses can 
be discovered and can later be removed 
more easily in the process of voting for 
the accreditation. The external effect of 
accreditation with regard to the reputa-
tion of study programs we can also count 
towards the benefits.

The question arises whether the 
described benefits are worth the effort. 
After all, accreditation is ”merely“ based 
on the principle of compliance with min-
imum standards. In analogy to vehi-
cle safety inspections, accreditation is 
intended to prevent study programs with 
substantial deficiencies regarding con-
tent and quality on the education market. 
In response we can state that the mini-
mum standards set are consistently very 
high. Moreover, most accreditation pro-
cedures go beyond the principle of mini-
mum standards and provide constructive 
recommendations for further developing 
study programs. Against the background 
of increasing international networking of 
accreditation systems, this view from the 
outside may provide valuable suggestions 
for strengthening competitiveness.

Requirements for the implementation of 
accreditation procedures

While in previous years the approval 
for the establishment of study programs 
and related examinations lay in the 
responsibility of the ministries of science 
of the federal states, today these merely at 
best decide on the establishment permit. 
Questions of content and formal structure 
of study programs are outsourced to the 
accreditation process. Therefore, it is gen-

erally impossible to avoid accreditation. It 
is here that the decision is taken whether 
a study program meets the necessary 
quality standards and whether its content 
structure corresponds to the ideas of 
faculty culture. If a study program does 
not reach this, further obligations or in 
the worst case the denial of accreditation 
impend.

Thus, the accreditation process provides 
a significant instrument of power. Espe-
cially interdisciplinary or innovative study 
programs, which may appear strange at 
first glance, can be caught in the crossfire 
of the traditional faculty cultures.

All the more important it is for agencies 
to make a real effort to prove profession-
alism and a high degree of self-discipline 
during the implementation of accredita-
tion procedures. Some examples will illus-
trate this fact:
j�Holding a mirror up: The review 

groups should be guided by the met-
aphor of holding up a mirror to the 
applying university to discover weak-
nesses and offer help for self-help. Ide-
ological positions in reviewing groups 
and technical committees, know-it-all 
attitudes, and pettiness (e. g. in the case 
of requirements for the module manu-
al’s design) should be avoided.

j�Showing trust: Distrust is a bad advisor. 
We may usually assume that the apply-
ing institution is honestly attempting to 
offer competitive study programs. This 
point particularly becomes relevant in 
the context of notifiable substantial 
changes of accredited study programs 
as well as in the case of re-accredita-
tion. Here we have to face the danger 
of the accreditation system developing 
into a permanent bureaucratic control 
institution and thus rather preventing 
than promoting the further develop-
ment of study programs. Unlike vehicle 
inspections, this is not about approval 
termination in the case of unauthor-
ized changes to a vehicle.

j�Paying attention to sufficient expertise: 
Especially in the case of interdisciplin-
ary subjects such as BISE, it is essen-
tial to be adequately represented in the 
accreditation agencies’ technical com-
mittees, and not only to be represented 
by the technical committees of ‘refer-
ence’ disciplines.

j�There will be increasingly more accred-
itation procedures dealing not only 
with a single study program, but a 
more or less heterogeneous bundle of 
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related programs (cluster method). In 
this case it is important to ensure that 
the reviewers have sufficient exper-
tise. If a study program of the cluster 
is only represented by a single reviewer 
or only by a reviewer from a related dis-
cipline, a balanced assessment cannot 
be ensured.

Beyond individual accreditation proce-
dures technical committees should par-
ticularly be sensitive regarding possible 
external influences on the policy of the 
accreditation agencies. While in the ideal 
case the accreditation system perceives 
itself as an institution for self-help by 
universities for universities, it cannot be 
excluded that, for example, professional 
associations use their membership in an 
accreditation agency’s body to pursue par-
ticular interests, which in extreme cases 
may affect university autonomy. Another 
source of potential influence can be seen 
in the accreditation agencies themselves. 
Since the various accreditation agen-
cies are in competition, their ”business 
models“ are not only geared towards the 
quality competition, but also towards 
sales, market share, and survival.

Conclusion

The accreditation process should ideally 
result in creating trust on the part of poten-
tial students, university management, and 
the responsible ministry of science, that 
the accredited study program’s objectives 
and content are aligned and that both 
content and quality meet international 
standards. In addition, the university 
should receive valuable suggestions con-
cerning the design and development of its 
range of courses.

The current discussion on univer-
sity policies suggests that this objective 
is not always reached, and thus the ben-
efits achieved only partially justify the 
costs. As a resort, system accreditation 
is being tested. Here the internal quality 
management of the university is on trial, 
only accompanied by a sample of pro-
gram accreditations. The question arises 
how far universities and the accreditation 
system are prepared for the associated 
requirements.

Prof. Dr. Elmar J. Sinz
Chair of Information Systems,

especially Systems Engineering
University of Bamberg
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Confessions of a University 
Quality Manager: The Example 
of the University of St. Gallen

The University of St. Gallen (HSG) volun-
teered for accreditation by EQUIS1 in 2001 
and by AACSB2 in 2003, awarding it the 
right to use these prestigious international 
seals of quality. Meanwhile, it has been re-
accredited by both organizations. In 2004, 
it also had to undergo a quality audit at 
national level by the Swiss institution of 
accreditation and quality assurance (OAQ) 
in order to be able to further receive fed-
eral funds. Recently, this quality audit has 
been repeated as well. Whereas the first 
two institutions are specific institutional 
accreditations for business schools, the 
latter constitutes a general procedure for 
auditing the university quality manage-
ment system (QMS).

The beginning of the St. Gallen accredi-
tation history went back to a more (regard-
ing the commitment) or less (regarding 
the consequences) conscious decision to 
undergo an EQUIS accreditation, which 
fortunately led to the – initially only con-
ditional – awarding of this desired label. 
This was a good start and ensured the 
motivation for the time being to gradu-
ally address the clearly identified weak-

1  European Quality Improvement System: 
http://www.efmd.org/accreditation/equis
2  Association to Advance Collegiate 
Schools of Business: http://www.aacsb.
edu/accreditation/standards

nesses. The confrontation with the Anglo-
Saxon world, which is significantly more 
developed with regard to quality assur-
ance (QA) and development (QD), not 
only showed the political and cultural 
differences, but also revealed clearly vis-
ible deficits. In many cases, quality in 
research, teaching, and services tended 
to be more the result of successful indi-
vidual efforts than the result of system-
atically controlled and jointly developed 
processes. It soon became clear that with-
out an effective internal quality manage-
ment these deficits could not be overcome, 
not to mention the safeguarding of keep-
ing pace with the evolving requirements 
in the international area. As so often, the 
idea was to take a central function without 
compromising the locally existing skills 
and motivation. And that is certainly eas-
ier said than done.

Structural solutions not only have to be 
appropriate to the task, but also have to 
correspond to the specific organizational 
culture. Therefore, generalizations are dif-
ficult. This task called for a mix of cen-
tral services and coordination and decen-
tralized responsibility, but also for a mix 
of academic and administrative expertise. 
In this case, the leadership responsibility 
was laid in the hands of a vice-president, 
whose work focuses on the issues of inter-
nal QA/QD, accreditations, and rank-
ings.3 A minor ”position for QD“, which 
formally belongs to the administration, as 
well as a ”Center for Research on Higher 
Education“, which formally is incorpo-
rated into the Institute for Business Edu-
cation, are assigned to his position. If nec-
essary, temporary commissions or work-
ing groups come into operation. Due to 
the importance of the task and the diffi-
culty of its implementation and further 
development, this is a typical manage-
ment tasks at university level which can-
not simply be delegated to university man-
agement. If this is done nevertheless, one 
should not be surprised if its implemen-
tation is carried out in a ”bureaucratic“ 
manner. What else could you expect?

The longer it takes, the more this task 
proves to be a complex management task 
with a variety of external and internal 
challenges. QA and QD are issues which 
are discussed and negotiated today in 
various national and international com-
mittees and forums. It is not just a ques-
3  This would be the right place to 
point to the unavoidable subjectivity 
of the present statements.
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tion of keeping up to date, but it is also 
about participating in the design of fur-
ther developments. The findings are to be 
included in internal decision making pro-
cesses at the universities and to be coordi-
nated with other developments. The pri-
orities of quality management (e. g. devel-
opment of learning result orientation at 
program level) then have to be planned 
strategically and implemented operation-
ally. The ongoing evaluation and develop-
ment activities (e. g. course evaluations, 
graduates and alumni surveys, training 
and consulting services for research on 
higher education) have to be monitored 
and followed up by the responsible units, 
where regular information feedback and 
exchange with the local players is of high 
importance. In addition, there is a vari-
ety of specific events such as internal peer 
reviews of administrative units, supervi-
sion of accreditation procedures, supervi-
sion of ranking procedures in initial train-
ing, continuing education and research, 
internal communications and external 
reporting.

Given that this case is a highly exter-
nally-driven issue with politics, national 
committees, and international develop-
ments set the pace, the specialized posi-
tions will receive an important cross-bor-
der and mediating role. They observe the 
technical and political developments, rep-
resent the university in national and inter-
national committees as well as towards 
the accreditation organizations. By doing 
so, they inevitably not only act as inter-
nal spokesmen, but are also perceived as 
drivers of these developments. In con-
trast, the professors and academic com-
mittees may see themselves as ”driven“ by 
a not always fully understood or particu-
larly valued development. Moreover, there 
is the reinforcing fact that professors who 
are not involved directly usually remain in 
distance to this issue, of which they do not 
desire to know so much. The fact that this 
may increase the feeling of being driven 
should not surprise.

Nevertheless, for the effectiveness and 
success of quality management it is crucial 
that we succeed in stimulating the local 
stakeholders involved (program direc-
tors, lecturers, students, administrative 
offices) and supporting them to imple-
ment and further develop QA and QD 
in their fields as autonomously as possi-
ble.4 Guidelines, action-related informa-

4  Cf. the guidelines of quality development at 

tion, support services, but especially reg-
ular and personal communication serve 
this purpose. In other words it is a mat-
ter of quality-oriented cultural develop-
ment activities. Thus, the program direc-
tors are systematically provided with pro-
gram-specific and -comparative infor-
mation in order to conduct QA and QD. 
The student body has begun to use stu-
dent evaluation teams who systematically 
evaluate semester programs in coordina-
tion with the QD body and present their – 
very constructive – results to the attend-
ing professors and administrative offices 
at the end of the semester. In addition, the 
students annually reward the best lecturer 
of the past year with a teaching award.

The challenge of a university quality 
management can be described as follows: 
quality management has to be perceived 
as a management task of the university to 
become effective. However, if it remains a 
responsibility of management alone, it will 
not be effective on the long run.

Against the background of the described 
experiences, I finally should shortly 
address the questions raised by the editors. 
Here, the answers are marked by the basic 
attitude that quality management at uni-
versities is generally seen as a useful task 
though we experience it to undoubtedly be 
a challenging task full of pitfalls:
j�It is not apparent how the systematic 

method, transparency, and conscious 
reflection on one’s own actions, which 
has resulted from the deployment of 
quality management, might lead to 
undesirable side effects for the freedom 
of teaching and research if the target of 
improvement is lost out of sight.

j�Whether side effects on the relation 
between teachers/researchers and uni-
versity management occur, crucially 
depends on how quality management 
is implemented and whether the aca-
demia or the administratia controls the 
process. However, we are not immune 
against the pitfalls of bureaucracy. This 
deliberately has to be checked period-
ically.

j�In a world of limited resources and 
opportunities, fields of activities 
always have to be defined with priority 
and posteriority. Corresponding spec-
ifications should keep both in mind: 
the quality of services and the quality 
of the processes they are created by.

the University of St. Gallen: http://www.qualitaet.
unisg.ch/Qualität als Aufgabe /Leitlinien.

j�International accreditations enable 
comparisons with peer institutions. 
They provide important external 
incentives and templates for the fur-
ther development of internal processes 
and services. Their strategic value can-
not be measured using cost-benefit cal-
culi.

j�There are large differences between 
the accreditations according to EQUIS 
and AACSB and the national quality 
system audits. On the one hand, they 
result from very different standard 
requirements. On the other hand, they 
are influenced even more by the pro-
fessional background of the external 
auditors. According to our experience 
it plays an important role whether they 
are peers bearing a leadership respon-
sibility in comparable business schools 
themselves or representatives of accred-
itation organizations.

j�Yes, new tasks and roles emerge (quality 
manager, program manager, research 
on higher education), when quality 
management is taken seriously. Here, a 
mixture of academic and administra-
tive expertise is promising, while it is 
important that the academia controls 
the process.

j�A signal effect of international accred-
itation only occurs as long as it has 
still not become a de facto require-
ment. Then it will be simply included. 
In the case of mandatorily introduced 
national accreditations we cannot talk 
of a signal effect.

Prof. Dr. Thomas Dyllick
Vice-president

University of St. Gallen

Accreditation: More 
Bureaucracy, Less Flexibility, 
and Innovation-impeding

When in 2000 I wanted to implement 
a new study program together with 
some colleagues, we first got to know 
the catchword accreditation. According 
to rumors, in future all courses should 
become ”accredited“. Nobody knew 
exactly what that meant; probably least of 
all the Ministry of Science, Research and 
Culture, whose understanding culmi-
nated in the claim: ”New study programs 
will be approved only if they previously 
have been accredited.“ The accreditation 
agency, which we turned to, was surprised 
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(„How should we assess a study program 
which does not yet exist?“), but probably 
did not want to miss out on this business 
and subsequently helped in a constructive 
way to interpret the situation.

Today, we know what the catchword 
means: a proliferation of bureaucracy and 
a rigid corset for education. Meanwhile, 
I am four-times accreditation-impaired, 
twice as chief worker, twice as supplier 
to the chief worker. Since all four proce-
dures were successful, there probably must 
be a benefit – but at what cost? In the first 
procedure my personal effort amounted 
to three months of working time and the 
return was about 300 pages of paper – 
partly written by myself and partly con-
solidated from inputs of 16 other profes-
sors.

One might argue that writing is a typical 
professor’s task and therefore this is noth-
ing special. However, what kind of BISE 
professor has the answers to a question 
like: ”How far is the curriculum aligned 
to the application of scientific findings, 
theories, and models in the implemen-
tation of scientific-analytical methods 
and with regard to social skills?“ At least, 
it enhanced creativity to generate such 
responses – as it seemed to become the 
case in the course of time for completion 
of questionnaires in general to, regardless 
of the matter, only generate accreditation-
proof answers.

If we include the effort of the 16 people 
doing the preliminary work (course-spe-
cific questionnaires, module handbooks, 
personal research/teaching qualification, 
etc.) and of the participants of the accred-
itation meeting with the reviewers, then 
the total time spent on the part of the pro-
fessors begging for accreditation amounts 
to approximately 6 months for a person. 
This corresponds to about 50,000 Euros, 
applying a personnel cost rate for profes-
sors such as is used by the DFG. In addi-
tion, there are nearly 15,000 Euros to be 
paid to the agency. This does not include 
the effort on the part of the four accred-
itation reviewers, whose work was not 
rewarded (3 days of ”inspection“ at the 
university, arrival/departure and several 
days of preparation and revision).

There was no assistance in the devel-
opment of accreditation documentation 
from the part of the university. Admit-
tedly, a new colleague was employed based 
on project funds parallel to the accredita-
tion process. However, she had to be famil-
iarized with the issue, then became preg-

nant and could not be replaced because of 
the tight financial situation of the univer-
sity. Full-time positions for accreditation 
assistants still do not exist.

The second accreditation procedure 
took place at another agency and was 
more cost-effective with approximately 
60 % of the above mentioned effort. In 
the third and fourth round, which mainly 
have been carried out by other colleagues, 
the effort may have returned to something 
near to my initial experience.

No matter whether the costs of accred-
itation in each case were higher or lower 
than 65,000 Euros: they refer only to a 
single study program. A smaller univer-
sity has dozens of programs, a large one 
has hundreds of them. Due to a lack of 
availability of accountable data, we shall 
refrain from an extrapolation to the whole 
economy, but three-digit million amounts 
are uselessly wasted. Let’s not even try to 
imagine the quality of teaching or research 
which would have been achieved if this 
amount had been spent for tutoring pro-
grams or main research!

What benefit does recompense this cost? 
At first sight, the benefit consisted in sat-
isfying the ministry resulting in approved 
study programs in the cases mentioned 
above. In no case did accreditation lead to 
a quality change – unless we consider writ-
ten answers to form questions which the 
lecturers cannot identify with as improved 
quality. Responsible lecturers still design 
their courses in the way that students 
receive the best possible education, and less 
quality-conscious lecturers do not.

Moreover, the physical equipment of the 
courses has not changed due to accredi-
tation, according to my observation. An 
accreditation seal does not improve the 
students’ education; what does, however, 
is if funding is available for an adequate 
number of staff, tutorials, and an effi-
cient IT infrastructure. And they receive 
a poorer education if these funds are not 
available.

Surprisingly, accreditation seems to 
have a higher impact outside academia 
than within. Practitioners, employers and 
prospective students are asking for accred-
itation. Apparently, it is politics and the 
public opinion (or opinion leaders) which 
have managed to provide the accreditation 
system with a positive image. Thus, some 
benefits of accreditation can be assumed 
since an accredited course of study ini-
tially is considered to be better than a non-
accredited one. However, which of the 

many accreditation agencies has awarded 
the accreditation seems to be secondary.

Only upon closer examination can we 
see the disadvantages incurred by the over-
heads of accreditation. The universities are 
deprived of many millions of Euros which 
are no longer available for the actual tasks 
of education. Moreover, also the study 
programs themselves suffer from having 
to fulfill rigid formal requirements. Even 
the amount of time to be spent by the stu-
dents for their studies is standardized in 
ECTS numbers and hour-equivalent fig-
ures. A bachelor’s degree has to include 
30 ECTS points (= 900 hours) per semes-
ter, not 31 and not 29. If a curriculum e. g. 
makes up 29 points based on professional 
aspects, the program does not meet the 
accreditation requirements. If 31 ECTS (= 
930 hours) are the result, the program is 
considered to be ”non-studyable“; i. e. it is 
more than students can cope with!

Even the WKWI pointed to the impact 
of these relatively low requirements for 
the international competitiveness of our 
graduates in its recommendations for 
education: ”Given the special conditions 
of an interdisciplinary field and the high 
demands made by good universities on 
students of comparable subjects in the 
international area, it is desirable to sig-
nificantly increase the low values allowed 
for the sum of working hours of a student 
(1800 per year) in Germany. This may lead 
to the conveyance of competitive knowl-
edge beyond Europe.“ (Fachkommission 
Wirtschaftsinformatik 2007, p. 324)

A note in passing: The burden which 
accompanies accreditation at least par-
tially has innovation-impeding effects. 
Recently I discussed the idea of an innova-
tive new study program with my colleagues 
once again. While the idea itself filled us 
with enthusiasm, nobody agreed to actu-
ally take charge of the plan. The accredita-
tion effort had a deterrent effect.

Prof. Dr. Karl Kurbel
Chair of Business Informatics

Europe University Viad-
rina Frankfurt/Oder
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Strengthening Competitiveness 
on the Way Towards Bologna

The FIBAA (Foundation for International 
Business Administration Accreditation) 
carries out program and institutional 
(system) accreditations with the help of 
mostly international reviewer teams. 
Apart from the German-speaking coun-
tries (Germany, Liechtenstein, Austria, 
Switzerland), the FIBAA operates in 
more than a dozen other states as an 
international accreditation agency. The 
FIBAA is officially approved in Germany, 
Switzerland, and the Netherlands, and 
is one of the nine accreditation agencies 
which have been included in the European 
Quality Assurance Register; moreover, the 
agency is a member of numerous interna-
tional quality assurance networks.

The focus of the accreditation activ-
ity is currently set on study programs in 
business administration. In Germany, the 
FIBAA is market leader with more than 
60 % of accredited programs in the field 
of business administration. In BISE, the 
FIBAA accredited a total of 35 study pro-
grams at 24 universities during the last 5 
years (2004–2008), including 25 bachelor’s 
degrees.

On the background of this experience 
the following observations can be noted as 
an answer to the question: ”Accreditation 
of BISE: Towards more competitiveness or 
towards more bureaucracy?“:
1.   Accredited study programs have a sig-

nal effect especially for prospective 
students. According to student inter-
views during the accreditation pro-
cess, the fact that a course is accred-
ited has significant influence on their 
decision. Accreditation is also impor-
tant for the universities with regard to 
competitiveness. In contrast, accredi-
tation of a study program still seems to 
be of lesser importance for the employ-
ers. Thus, the signal effect of accredita-
tions for the involved groups varies in 
intensity.

2.   Program accreditation is about dem-
onstrating the quality of the study pro-
gram. As an international agency the 
FIBAA follows the European Standard 
and Guidelines (ESG), which apply 
to quality assurance in the study pro-
grams of the Bologna states, as well as 
the requirements of the German accred-
itation council. It has been shown that 
the universities often have difficulties 
with the paradigm shift from the hith-

erto prevailing input orientation to the 
learning outcome orientation of the 
Bologna process. The understanding of 
what is meant by modularization often 
is still underdeveloped. This not only 
leads to deficiencies in the description 
of each module’s learning objectives, 
but in consequence to deficiencies in 
demands concerning the contents of 
performance tests, which must follow 
the integrative approach of the mod-
ule. The trend towards partial cred-
its for the purposes of course exams is 
mostly still continuing; the integrative 
approach of a module exam, as neces-
sary within modularization, is often 
not achieved.

j�Whoever sees these – internationally 
valid – requirements as a proof for a 
stronger bureaucratization caused by 
the accreditation demanded in Ger-
many, has not (yet) understood the 
Bologna process. Both the modular-
ization of the program and the align-
ment of exams to the skills and com-
petencies which have to be proved as 
achieved exclusively serve – and this is 
different to before – the imparting and 
proof of professional competence of 
graduates, which ultimately is the goal 
of their studies.

3.   The decision for an agency should to a 
large extent be determined by the agen-
cy’s reputation in its field of activities. 
According to competitive aspects it 
is also important whether the agency 
mainly operates nationally or interna-
tionally. Due to its international repu-
tation, the FIBAA is a popular agency 
not only for study programs in busi-
ness administration in the strict sense, 
but also for BISE, business psychology, 
business law, and other hybrid study 
programs.

4.   Since the agencies operating in Ger-
many all have to meet the requirements 
of the German accreditation council, 
compliance with all minimum require-
ments can be ensured. However, there 
are differences in the procedures. The 
FIBAA is probably the only agency that 
makes the quality criteria and bench-
marks transparent for the universi-
ties and mandatory for the reviewers. 
Thus, the university knows at an early 
stage what is important for a successful 
accreditation. In addition, the unifor-
mity of assessments through different 
groups of reviewers is effectively sup-
ported.

5.   One of the experiences of re-accredi-
tation is that the know-how available 
at the time of the initial accredita-
tion is no longer available due to staff 
changes. Therefore a kind of job profile 
for quality managers, program manag-
ers, or study program managers would 
certainly be worth considering. How-
ever, past experiences also show that a 
separation between scientific manage-
ment and program management does 
not always lead to the desired result.

6.   The freedom of research and teaching 
is not affected by the modularization 
of a study program and the conversion 
from lecturer-oriented teaching to stu-
dent-centered mediation is not affected, 
much less is it questioned. Both with 
regard to content and methods the lec-
turer remains free. However, the learn-
ing objectives, i. e. the qualifications 
and skills that have to be imparted, are 
not accessible to individual disposition 
by the lecturer considering the desired 
qualifications of graduates.

In conclusion: on the whole, external 
quality assessment in the form of program 
accreditations has proved to be of value 
because it subserves continuous quality 
improvement as well as quality assurance. 
The quality profile, which is compiled 
by the FIBAA during the assessment for 
each course of study, clearly identifies 
the program’s strengths and weaknesses. 
For program managers and the relevant 
committees at universities, this highlights 
where development potential exists. Thus, 
accreditation has proved to be an element 
of strengthening a university’s competi-
tiveness.

Dr. Heinz-Ulrich Schmidt
Foundation for International Business 

Administration Accreditation (FIBAA)

Accreditation as an Internal 
and External Quality Signal

From a reviewer’s perspective, the study 
program which is to be accredited appears 
at a snapshot presenting a positive selec-
tion of documents and individuals. 
Internal discussions, the creation process 
of documents, possible tensions between 
the participating professors, the university 
management, and other involved parties 
are possibly hidden from the reviewers. 
At the time of accreditation internal 
opponents of the presentation’s content or 
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of the accreditation process usually do not 
appear; instead the people interviewed, 
whether they are lecturers or students, 
mainly send positive quality signals as 
supporters of the process.

However, the addressees of this per-
formance not only consist of the external 
reviewers of the accreditation agency, who 
are supposed to accept the presented con-
tents, the focus, and the objectives of the 
study program in a ”peer review“ directly 
or with minor suggestions for improve-
ment. The agreement of the external 
reviewers itself is only a signal which is 
sent to three other groups of recipients:
1.   The internal opponents, i. e. other pro-

fessors of one’s own department or uni-
versity who are to be convinced by jus-
tifying the accreditation;

2.   The university management, consider-
ing accreditation to be a bureaucratic 
process which has to be managed effi-
ciently;

3.   Current and prospective students and 
their future employers, who are sup-
posed to trust this program or the uni-
versity in an uncertain world of educa-
tion.

Behind accreditation therefore is a long-
term internal discussion process which 
begins far ahead of the ultimate accredita-
tion, the consequences of which continue 
to have impacts still for a long time after-
wards. During the process, supporters and 
opponents discuss the unique features of 
the study program, its focus, objectives, 
and finally the contents to be emphasized 
in the accreditation. The accreditation or 
the presence of the reviewers only is the 
trigger, a singular event, which helps to 
clarify one’s own position. The continu-
ing existence of this discussion process 
and the appointment of responsible 
persons (study program facilitators) in the 
department (not in the management!) is 
the main result of an accreditation. In this 
discussion process, the reviewers can only 
give impetus for change concerning all the 
three beneficiary groups, but that is all.

Ad 1: Professors, who often withdraw 
from the internal discussion with the 
argument that the ”freedom of research 
and teaching“ prohibits the attempt to 
focus on a study program at all, are the 
hardest to convince. Focusing a study 
program also means to review old habits 
and abolish them if necessary. While the 
motivation of the reviewers of an accredi-
tation, as in ”peer review“ of scientific arti-
cles, usually derives from the curiosity for 

something different and the application 
of their own expertise to improve what 
is there, this requires openness, listen-
ing to expertise, and possibly adopting it 
on part of the university to be accredited. 
On the part of the accreditation agencies 
this requires that the reviewers who carry 
out the assessment and assert recommen-
dations are in fact positioned as ”peers“. 
Unfortunately, the incentive situation for 
reviewers in Germany currently cannot 
ensure a level of quality corresponding to 
a scientific ”peer review“. This regretta-
bly shows that accreditation is not taken 
as seriously as would be useful in view of 
its signal effect.

Ad 2: Within the university manage-
ment, we have to introduce a quality 
management process which implements 
a professional and efficient handling of 
the management of recurring accredita-
tion for all courses of study (up to several 
hundred depending on the university). 
Friction will evolve where in a concrete 
accreditation situation the forms and pro-
cesses of a standardized quality manage-
ment collide with a desire to document the 
position and creativity of the program. In 
this situation, the reviewers are called on 
focusing the positive unique features and 
unique advantages of the program. The 
reviewer must not give in to the temptation 
of wanting to enforce a way of standard-
ization using normalized curricula (which 
the management willingly accepts), but 
should strengthen existing competitive 
advantages and openly respond to disad-
vantages, thus acting more like a strategy 
consultant. This in turn requires appro-
priate skills on the reviewers’ side and 
their respective selection by the accredi-
tation agency.

Ad 3: As long as content, focus, and 
direction of the study program remain 
unassigned within the university, accred-
itation may help to reveal internal con-
flicts and stimulate a discussion, which 
has to go beyond the period of accredita-
tion. Each accreditation agency which is 
internally taken seriously or its reviewer(s) 
fulfill this purpose for low fees, if you take 
into account the internal quality signal, 
the group discussion at the university, and 
the documentation of a program’s focused 
strategy as the main result.

Once the focus is set, the external signal 
direction gains importance for future can-
didates and their employers for winning 
the competition themselves. The selected 
accreditation agency is supposed to cre-

ate trust in the program and make it com-
parable with other accredited programs, 
especially in areas where the qualitative 
amount of comparative courses is rela-
tively high. If the label ”university“, ”bach-
elor“ or ”master“ do not permit a conclu-
sion about the quality of the program as 
there are (too) many of them, the accredi-
tation signal has to take their position.

Only in the case of Executive MBA 
study programs, which aim at recruit-
ing as many paying students as possible 
by means of the external quality signal, 
there is a real cost-benefit calculus. In this 
case, and since most internationally ori-
ented accreditation agencies accredit the 
”school“ and not the study program, all 
other programs benefit apart from these 
EMBA courses. In a similar way as in 
researcher or university rankings, institu-
tions sending the same accreditation sig-
nals appear comparable. Those who can 
afford it therefore choose a comparatively 
expensive accreditation agency with well-
known clients in terms of separation equi-
librium.

In conclusion: universities aiming at 
accreditation should first be aware of their 
position within the internal discussion 
process and whether the internal or exter-
nal signal effect should predominate. For 
the internal signal effect and for stimulat-
ing the discussion process the quality of 
the reviewers should be the crucial crite-
rion; if they are not their ”peers“, the qual-
ity of the accreditation result will not be 
satisfactory. For the external signal effect, 
however, national and international com-
petition alone count as a benchmark.

Prof. Dr. Torsten Eymann
Chair of Information 

Systems Management
University of Bayreuth


