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Quality assurance in the political context: in the midst of
different expectations and conflicting goals

MAARJA BEERKENS*

Department of Public Administration, Leiden University, Den Haag,
The Netherlands

Higher education quality assurance systems develop within a complex
political environment where national level goals and priorities interact
with European and global developments. Furthermore, quality assurance
is influenced by broader processes in the public sector that set expecta-
tions with respect to accountability, legitimacy and regulatory quality.
As a result, quality assurance systems often face different and even con-
flicting goals from different parts of society. The traditional goals of
securing minimum standards and facilitating improvement within univer-
sities are augmented with such goals as providing information to the
public, supporting inter-institutional competition and positioning institu-
tions or higher education systems in the global competition. The relative
priority of these goals is in a constant change over time. This paper aims
to map the main tensions that emerge from the conflicting demands and
discusses the extent to which impact evaluation can address some of the
difficulties.

Keywords: quality assurance; stakeholders; agencies; expectations;
politics; higher education

Introduction

A formal system of quality assurance in higher education has become a
widespread practice in Europe and outside. It has been a rapid process.
Within about two decades quality assurance has developed from single ini-
tiatives to a well-institutionalised regulatory régime (Westerheijden et al.,
2007). Nevertheless, there are also tensions within the system. Questions
related to the purpose of the system, its effectiveness and costs emerge regu-
larly and the search for the most satisfying quality assurance system is
ongoing. Expectations of a quality assurance system change over time and
they tend to vary among different stakeholders (Beerkens & Udam, 2015).
Quality assurance evolves in a complex political environment where differ-
ent types of factors interact: for example, factors specific to the sector, such
as expectations to higher education; broader trends in governance and public
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management that shape discussions about accountability and the role of
stakeholders; and the organisational structure created for quality assurance.

The development of the quality assurance régime over the last two dec-
ades is a fascinating topic of its own and many interesting studies have
recently described the complexity of this evolutionary process (Gornitzka &
Stensaker, 2014; Westerheijden et al., 2014). These analyses illustrate a web
of factors, often random and unpredictable, that explain why a quality assur-
ance system looks the way it does. It seems that any attempt to deconstruct
the developments in a clean and single conceptual model cannot do justice
to the complexity of the situation. This paper, therefore, takes a rather
descriptive approach in highlighting the main forces in the political environ-
ment around quality assurance and it discusses how the forces contribute to
different expectations and conflicting goals evident in current discussions.

The rapid development of the formal quality assurance system in Europe
emerges out of synergy between objective changes happening on the higher
education landscape and paradigmatic changes in the dominant governance
mode in the public sector more broadly. Massification of higher education
caused a severe burden on the public budget and it raised questions about
efficiency and effectiveness of the funding used, fed by the worries about
declining standards and lowering quality in the massified system (van Vught
& Westerheijden, 1994). Furthermore, the rising budget of the higher educa-
tion sector raised questions about the societal benefits of higher education
and accountability for the benefits. At the same time, the rise of performance
management and an accountability paradigm in the public sector, and dereg-
ulation and ‘agencification’ more specifically (Majone, 1997; Pollitt &
Bouckaert, 2004), created a fertile ground for developing a quality assurance
system (Enders & Westerheijden, 2014).

Quality assurance systems thus exist and evolve within a complex set of
interactions. National, European and global forces interact in setting the
objectives. The priority of different objectives changes over time and differ-
ent stakeholders set different expectations that in one way or the other need
to be considered. Tensions between different goals and expectations are
often implicitly buried in the system but sometimes they may surface
through a public conflict. A quality scandal may be an incident that makes
the public wonder whether the system really works. The tension may also
explode when poor accreditation results trigger a within-an-institution inves-
tigation on the validity of the judgment and thereby question the effective-
ness of the current system (Beerkens, 2015). Furthermore, the political
context does not only influence the quality assurance system but the system
itself has an effect on the political context, namely by changing existing
authority relationships. External quality assurance has been found to
strengthen the role of the central leadership within universities, it has made
the voice of external stakeholders, most importantly that of students and
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employers, part of decision-making (Stensaker, 2003) and quality assurance
agencies are becoming an interest group of their own.

This paper does not aim to map all forces and actors that influence the
quality assurance system. The paper reviews what is known about different
expectations of the quality assurance system and identifies where the main
tensions and conflicts arise. The main developments on the national, Euro-
pean and global arena that link to these tensions are discussed. Within the
main theme of this issue the role of impact assessment in addressing some
of the dilemmas is discussed. The paper focuses on European countries in
general terms without going into national details. Whether there is a conver-
gence in national quality assurance is a much discussed topic and some
common trends are apparent (Westerheijden et al., 2007), as well as much
national variety at a deeper level (Stensaker, 2014). As Pollitt (2001) has
helpfully pointed out, convergence in national reform efforts depends on the
level of analysis, for example, convergence in policy debates is not the same
as convergence in actual practices and it may be a ‘helpful myth’ of its own
value. This paper uses examples from different countries to illustrate and
substantiate the points about different expectations, without pretending to
offer a rigorous comparative analysis.

Different goals around higher education quality assurance: the classic
discussions

Before getting to the complexity of the political environment around quality
assurance, we need to review some well-known discussions that underline
different expectations and goals to quality assurance systems. These discus-
sions, because of their timeless relevance, by now have become ‘the clas-
sics’ in the quality assurance literature, although criticised and challenged.
They include the issues of: (a) what is the purpose of higher education and
thereby what is ‘quality’; (b) what is the purpose of quality assurance; and
(c) what is an appropriate quality assurance instrument?

What is ‘quality’?

Discussions about ‘quality’ in higher education tend to take quickly a tech-
nical nature and focus on quality assurance instruments. Quality, however,
has a strong normative meaning and has therefore also a political basis.
Blackmur (2007, p. 18) links the dynamics of quality assurance primarily to
electoral politics because governments identify ‘quality’ in whatever they
prioritise in higher education. These priorities vary internationally but also
over time. Governments may want to influence the quality of certain charac-
teristics of higher education, for reasons such as economic development,
equity, accountability, market failure, public opinion and the activities of the
interest groups.
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Within the last few decades there has been a major shift in the narrative
about higher education quality in Europe, enforced by the role of the Lisbon
agenda in quality assurance (Gornitzka & Stensaker, 2014). The goals of
higher education are, more than before, defined by the economic objectives,
both economic competitiveness of states as well as labour market perspec-
tives of graduates. As a result, quality assurance systems are increasingly
devoted to final qualifications and competencies of graduates; to a large
extent ignoring the values that dominated the discussion a few decades ear-
lier, such as civic values or social mobility. The shift towards the economic
contribution of higher education is particularly illustrative in the case of
Erasmus student exchange, funded by the European Commission, which in
the beginning had a strong component of common citizenship and cultural
exchange and nowadays is presented strongly in the context of labour mar-
ket benefits (King & Ruiz-Gelices, 2003).

Harvey and Green (1993) in their seminal article distinguish between five
different interpretations of quality, which are highly relevant for illustrating
some of the current tensions. According to them, quality can be seen as
exception, as perfection, as fitness for purpose, as value for money and as
transformative. Developing a quality assurance system in general terms as
well as in specific instruments is dependent on the definition of quality and
different stakeholders are likely to behold a different understanding of qual-
ity. Competing definitions are recognisable also in the societal reaction to
different performance instruments. Accreditation procedures attempting to
ensure minimum standards, thereby offering assurance and guarantee about
a university degree, may not fill the societal expectation to recognise excel-
lence. The appeal of university rankings, among other reasons, may lie in
the wish to recognise excellence, a wish that accreditation, for instance, can-
not fulfil. International rankings and other internationally comparable
achievement scores seem to work as a benchmark for allowing an ‘in-
formed’ judgment about excellence on a global scale. As excellence
becomes an important notion in higher education, and in several countries
the notion is highly influential in political and policy discussions, the
approach to ‘quality’ changes with it. Recent developments such as U-Multi-
rank try to be sensitive to the issue of fitness for purpose while combining it
with the goals of recognising excellence (van Vught & Ziegele, 2012) but
whether such a combination fills a societal need remains to be seen. The
current orientation to student outputs, qualifications and standards
(Westerheijden et al., 2007) makes sense in a specific formulation of quality
but would leave stakeholders with an alternative understanding of quality
dissatisfied.

What is seen as quality by different stakeholders is thus highly dependent
on what the stakeholders see as a (potential) quality problem. A quality
assurance system responds to the societal definition of the problem that
higher education needs to address, which means that issue framing is very
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important for the definition of quality used: excellence, diversity in the sys-
tem, ensuring minimum standards, student competences, and so on. This
takes us to the interlinked issue: what is the purpose of quality assurance?

What is the purpose of quality assurance?

When discussing the purpose of quality assurance, we must distinguish
between the historical reality of why and how quality assurance systems
have emerged and the rationale on the conceptual and political level for
quality assurance. Earlier literature has mapped well the variety of purposes
quality assurance has served. The list of purposes includes (Brennan &
Shah, 2000; Harvey & Newton, 2004; Schwartz & Westerheijden, 2004):

• to ensure accountability for the use of public funds;
• to steer the division of labour within the higher education sector;
• to improve the quality of higher education provision;
• to inform students and employers;
• to stimulate competitiveness within and between institutions;
• to undertake a quality check on new institutions;
• to assign institutional status as a response to increased diversity
within higher education;

• to change the governance of universities;
• to encourage internationalisation;
• to stimulate mobility of students;
• to make international comparisons, due to increasing mobility of
students and staff;

• to ensure compliance with government or external agency require-
ments;

• to control the growth of private providers.

The classic dichotomy in the purposes of quality assurance is between
quality enhancement and accountability. Particularly in the early years of
quality assurance this dichotomy received a lot of attention and the discus-
sion settled to many with a conclusion that the two goals can be achieved
simultaneously, even if one has some priority over the other (Thune, 1996;
Smeby & Stensaker, 1999). Stensaker (2003) is rather critical about the
dichotomy because it seems to overstate the divide between the external and
internal quality assurance and simplify causal mechanisms for quality
improvement in organisational change. Harvey (1999) argued that the two
concepts are not ends of a continuum pulling against each other but two
separate dimensions of quality assurance. Yet the balance-seeking between
the two purposes remains (Danø & Stensaker, 2007). The recent trend
towards accreditation and standards suggests that now the focus is falling
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more on the accountability goal (and also transparency and comparability)
even though both goals are still present (Danø & Stensaker, 2007).

Next to the issue of accountability, there is an interlinked notion of polit-
ical legitimacy. Westerheijden et al. (2014) illustrate eloquently competing
arguments for understanding quality assurance policy and why it develops
in a certain direction. One angle is to look at it from a problem-centred
approach. Quality assurance policy aims to solve a perceived problem in
higher education; and as the main problem changes, the quality assurance
system is revised accordingly. This links to the argument of the previous
section: the problem formulation has a major influence on the type of qual-
ity assurance. Jeliazkova and Westerheijden (2002) suggested that quality
assurance in European countries follows a common dynamics: as one aspect
of quality is addressed, another problem becomes dominant and needs
addressing. This overly rational approach to policy-making, however, does
not seem to correspond well to the political reality. In reality, the problems
and solutions are often uncoupled and the decision-making is more accu-
rately described by theoretical concepts such as ‘garbage can’ and ‘windows
of opportunity’.

Thus, an alternative purpose of a quality assurance system is legitimacy.
Not only are universities expected to be accountable to society but also gov-
ernment officials in charge of higher education are held accountable for pro-
tecting public interest. Quality assurance may be driven by the need for
such legitimacy and the specific instrument is just a symbolic vehicle
(Westerheijden et al., 2014). Politicians, particularly when faced with a
specific problem, need to respond to the ‘Don’t just stand there but do
something’ type of reactions from society (Westerheijden et al., 2014).
Whether the policy actually solves the quality problem is thus less important
than whether it restores the trust in the eyes of the relevant constituency.
Needless to say, the constituency rarely has sufficient expert knowledge to
judge the effectiveness of the policy instrument. This also makes quality
scandals influential in policy design, as public demand for immediate reac-
tion may produce a stronger regulation than would be actually optimal for
solving the quality problem. As a response to a quality scandal in some
Dutch universities of applied sciences, the Minister proposed rather interven-
ing measures, such as final examinations, a regular state inspection and other
instruments (De staatssecretaris van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap,
2011), that to a large extent remained unimplemented only due to govern-
ment change.

Furthermore, it is not only the politicians that need to offer legitimacy to
their constituency but also quality assurance agencies have an interest to
look legitimate and necessary in the eyes of their ‘principals’: politicians
and society. The same rule holds here: what appears effective may be more
important than what actually is effective. As another example from the
Netherlands, the quality assurance agency changed its procedures so that
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programmes are graded on a scale that allows also giving a so-called
‘yellow card’ prior to a ‘reject’ accreditation outcome. The quality assurance
agency earned high praise from the Parliament for the high number of ‘yel-
low cards’ given in the area of humanities and a Parliamentarian comple-
mented the agency saying it is doing ‘exactly what it should be doing’
(Digitaal UniversiteitsBlad Utrecht, 2014). Similarly, rejecting accreditation
for a large number of programmes in Norway strengthened the power and
visibility of the Norwegian quality assurance agency (Stensaker, 2011). The
search for legitimacy also puts pressure on quality assurance agencies to
look for an optimal quality assurance practice. A European Association for
Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) survey of 2012 showed that
60% of quality assurance agencies are planning to undertake a major change
in the near future (ENQA, 2012), probably suggesting that the agencies also
feel the pressure to respond to changing demands.

The old dichotomy of quality enhancement and accountability has by
now grown into a ‘trinity’ by incorporating also the purpose of transparency.
From a conceptual perspective, need for transparency rises with market
approaches to higher education. Transparency is vital to make the
market work as a coordination mechanism (Dill & Soo, 2005). In a market
approach, the primary force behind quality control and quality improvement
is ‘consumer choice’. Students ‘vote with their feet’ and poor quality pro-
grammes are driven out of the market because they cannot survive competi-
tion. This mechanism transforms the role of the state in quality assurance.
The state gives up its paternalistic role in assuring quality and obtains a role
as a facilitator of the market. For a market to work, students (or parents)
must be able to make an informed choice and for this they need valid and
reliable information. Because this information is not likely to exist in the
market, the state has a responsibility to facilitate the provision of such infor-
mation (Dill & Beerkens, 2010). This also transforms the role for quality
assurance. It keeps some of its traditional role because of ‘consumer protec-
tion’ reasons but primarily the role is about giving information. This has an
impact on the nature of information that a quality assurance process needs
to lead to. It requires information that is relatively easily comparable and
preferably quantitative. University rankings and classifications seem to fill
this market niche. Some are quick to point out that rankings are not a qual-
ity assurance tool and should not be seen as such, because they are con-
tributing only to the accountability but not to the enhancement function of
quality assurance (Costes et al., 2011). The line between in-depth qualitative
assessments and rather quantitatively oriented comparable measures are
increasingly blurry, though. Graduate and student experience surveys, for
example, are used publicly for comparative data purposes in several coun-
tries but they are also incorporated in a self-evaluation and considered as
input for programme improvement. Needless to say, commercial rankings
have a major effect on universities’ behaviour (Hazelkorn, 2009), even
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though they are indeed not intended for that purpose and it is also highly
doubtful whether the effect is really ‘enhancing’ quality (Dill & Soo, 2005).

As Hopbach (2014) points out, today several stakeholders, particularly
political decision-makers, apply a significantly different approach to the pur-
pose of quality assurance that is not at all confined to the ‘traditional’ twin
purpose of accountability and enhancing teaching quality. As a representa-
tive of a quality assurance agency, he observes that the purpose of quality
assurance is becoming increasingly vague or even arbitrary and the quality
assurance procedures have remained to a large extent unchanged and there-
fore not keeping up with changing demands.

What is an appropriate quality instrument?

The choice for a specific quality assurance instrument is of course strongly
influenced by the concerns identified above: what is the perceived quality
problem and therefore the definition of quality and what is the main purpose
of quality assurance. The menu of different quality instruments is wide,
including external examiners, professional accreditation, institutional audit,
national graduation tests, information tools and benchmarks. There are
different logics to classifying the approaches. Dill and Beerkens (2010)
distinguish instruments on the level of the coordination mechanism: market-
based, self-regulatory and hierarchical instruments. Brennan and Shah
(2000) take a more operational look and distinguish between the academic,
managerial, pedagogical and employment-oriented approach to quality assur-
ance. This paper focuses only on the dichotomy between output-oriented
and process-oriented quality assessment and ignores a related distinction
between mission-based and standards-based evaluation (Westerheijden et al.,
2014).

The dominant form of quality assurance nowadays seems to be accredita-
tion, even though it comes with much variety (Schwarz & Westerheijden,
2004). Furthermore, there is an increasing emphasis on the outputs, such as
quality standards and learning competencies (Stensaker, 2014). Outputs as
the ‘unit of analysis’ have a certain appeal. The approach gives the feeling
that the quality assurance system is trying to capture what really matters: it
focuses on what comes out of the process and does not bother about the
mechanisms of the process itself. The output measures take also very differ-
ent forms. Sweden is an illustration of a system that gave up entirely the
process measures in the assessment and focuses on the quality of students’
final thesis. There have also been attempts to create national graduate exami-
nations, which again aim to measure directly students’ knowledge and com-
petencies at the end of their studies (Schwartzman, 2010). A rather
ambitious initiative is the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development’s (OECD) Assessment of Higher Education Learning
Outcomes (AHELO) project that attempts to measure the ‘value-added’ of
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universities by standardised tests globally (see OECD, 2013). Outcome-
based measures are conceptually appealing, particularly among external
stakeholders. Yet all the attempts seem to fail due to reliability and validity
issues of the instrument, next to political sensitivities. The ‘value-added’
measures in higher education indeed seem to remain the search for the ‘holy
grail’ that in the end may rather distort or diminish academic standards than
to assure them (Dill & Beerkens, 2010, citing Douglass et al.).

Next to accreditation, there is also a shift towards institutional audits in
the Netherlands, Austria and elsewhere (Hopbach, 2014). Instead of stan-
dards, institutional audits focus on institutional processes to monitor and
improve quality in the institution. For many the audit is a superior instru-
ment that manages to touch the core of the institutional processes and sup-
port effectively the collaborative actions within the university to really
change the teaching and learning process (Dill & Beerkens, 2010). Its cur-
rent appeal can be explained not so much by its internal benefits but by the
substantial costs that programme-level accreditations impose on the govern-
ment and on higher education institutions. Whether institutional audit can as
effectively address the accountability needs of external stakeholders is less
clear.

Quality assurance and national, European and international governance

Developments in the political context have a substantial influence on ten-
sions and dilemmas in the quality assurance system. The following discus-
sion separates the national, European and global layer of governance but the
layers are so intertwined that the distinction is rather arbitrary. The EU, for
example, can be seen as a mediator for global reform trends, it has a role in
setting its own agenda and national-level policy makers sometimes use the
‘Europe-card’ to push through certain reforms they wish to see (Elken &
Stensaker, 2011).

National politics

Quality assurance systems are primarily national, so national politics is
clearly a major playing field for quality assurance. The importance of the
perceived problem and legitimacy was discussed above. Next to such speci-
fic issues unique to higher education, which receive a lot of attention in the
quality assurance literature, the national approach to quality assurance is
highly influenced by governing models and developments in the public sec-
tor more broadly. The recent trend towards risk-based regulation in British
higher education is a good example of this. Risk-based regulation is concep-
tually rather different from a more traditional approach. It assumes that qual-
ity risks are not equally distributed and therefore it is more efficient for
government regulation to focus on high-risk cases. In practice this means
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that the monitoring of institutions is selective, based particularly on consid-
erations of established track records of regulatory compliance, financial
soundness and good internal (risk management) controls. Risk-based regula-
tion is particularly concerned about the proportionality and the cost-benefit
ratio of regulation. High costs of the standard quality assurance practices are
a concern also in higher education, which makes a risk-based approach
attractive. Nevertheless, searching an explanation within the higher educa-
tion sector would misrepresent the true force behind this new approach.
Risk-based regulation has received much attention in the United Kingdom
(UK) and it is spreading rapidly across different sectors (Hutter, 2005). After
years of experience, there was an official assessment of the feasibility of
such a régime also for higher education. The roots of the policy are thus not
in higher education but in a dominant regulatory model at a conceptual
level. The new policy approach has a societal appeal: ‘Regulators, rather
like the bodies they regulate, have come under increasing pressure to justify
their activities and resources. A strong deregulatory rhetoric has emerged
internationally, centring on alleged over-regulation, exaggerated formalism
and inflexibility and rising regulatory costs’ (King, 2011, pp. 1–2).

There are two governance reform ideas that are particularly relevant for
the current forces in quality assurance, ‘agencification’ and stakeholder
engagement. Two other interesting developments that may have strong
effects in the future are the ‘better regulation’ reforms encouraged among
others by the OECD, as also represented in the risk-based regulation in the
UK, and potential privatisation of quality assurance (Grove, 2014); but these
effects are still more difficult to predict.

Agencification

Quality assurance in most European countries is organised through semi-in-
dependent quality assurance agencies, which is also encouraged by the Stan-
dards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher
Education Area (known as the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG))
(ENQA, 2009). While it seems a particularly suitable model in higher edu-
cation because the sector has a built-in aversion for government intervention,
the ‘agencification’ trend is a main characteristic of the deregulation reform
of the 1990s (Talbot, 2004). Semi-independent agencies, which are not offi-
cially part of a ministry but linked to the ministry via management or board
appointments, were an attractive solution in the ‘regulatory state’ for several
reasons: they help to separate policy-making from policy implementation;
they contribute to the credibility of regulation via greater independence from
politicians; and agencies were seen as a mechanism towards greater speciali-
sation and, therefore, to more expertise and efficiency. In the higher educa-
tion literature agencies are praised for a constructive independence from the
government but also from universities (Dill & Beerkens, 2013) and they
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may contribute to credible commitment towards quality assurance as govern-
ment policies and priorities change constantly (Ewell, 2008).

The problems of agencification, as pointed out in the public administra-
tion literature are primarily twofold: fragmentation and a loss of the political
core (Bouckaert et al., 2010). Delegating responsibilities to highly spe-
cialised (semi-) independent agencies leads to coordination problems, partic-
ularly in cases where issues cross the borders of one specific agency. In the
words of Lægreid and Verhoest (2010, p. 2): ‘The narrow task definition of
agencies, their focus on organisational performance targets, their drive for
autonomy, and the decoupling of implementation from policy design creates
centrifugal forces, with central and parent departments perceiving a loss of
coordination capacity’. Furthermore, this has created a situation where pro-
grammes and organisations are much better able to resists coordination
efforts.

Agencification in higher education may suffer from similar issues. There
are concerns about evaluation fatigue and increase in workload that comes
from different quality assurance and other performance instruments that are
simultaneously in place (Danø & Stensaker, 2007; Westerheijden 2008). The
loss of the political steering capacity is an intriguing issue. Agencies are
rather autonomous from the elected policy makers, yet they have a serious
policy-making role. They design the procedures and the framework for qual-
ity assurance. The political independence of the agency makes quality assur-
ance much more a technical exercise, requiring primarily professional
expertise. However, as argued above, the quality assurance exercise cannot
be seen independent from the definition of the problem in higher education,
which is primarily a political question. This does not, however, mean neces-
sarily a conflict between the political and bureaucratic forces. Such a techni-
cal quality assurance can indeed be helpful in offering legitimacy through
the ‘new public management’-type procedures even if it does not touch the
core of quality (Enders & Westerheijden, 2014).

An important aspect of the agencification in Europe is the role of ENQA,
supported by the European Commission. The rather successful network con-
tributes not only to the convergence of quality assurance practices by
mimetic, normative and potentially coercive instruments (in the sense of
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) but also to the increase of both the expertise
and autonomy of quality assurance agencies, thus making the agencies stron-
ger actors next to national politics and raises the influence of Europe in
national policy-making.

Stakeholder engagement

Stakeholder engagement in policy consultation is another governance trend
that has entered higher education through a broader governance reform.
Universities’ responsiveness to stakeholders’ expectations has received con-
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siderable attention from the angle of ‘corporate governance’ in universities,
suggesting that universities must analyse and manage stakeholders for their
success (Benneworth & Jongbloed, 2010). The discussion about stakeholder
engagement in policy formulation, however, exceeds the unique relationship
between universities and their external environment. Stakeholder consulta-
tion is a cornerstone in the new, horizontal governance model (Kooiman,
2003). On the one hand, both internal and external stakeholders are expected
to be included in the policy development, not only because of their interests
but also because of their unique expertise. On the other hand, the horizontal
governance redefines the policy design process by moving from policy-mak-
ing as a battle between competing interests towards policy-making as a con-
sensus building. More formally speaking, stakeholder consultation is a pillar
in the ‘better regulation’ agenda, promoted by the European Commission
and the OECD.

Stakeholders are engaged in the quality assurance system in several
ways. The ESG directly encourages universities but also quality assurance
agencies to incorporate stakeholders in their activities, even though actual
engagement of external stakeholders other than students may be limited
(Westerheijden et al., 2013). The new ESG itself was formed in collabora-
tion with the main stakeholder groups and stakeholder input into the docu-
ment was much encouraged by the ‘sponsors’ of the initiative. All this has
broadened the voices to which policy makers and quality assurance agencies
must listen and adapt. While the voice of internal stakeholders in universi-
ties has always been present, the voices of students, employers and other
external stakeholders are increasingly part of the process. This is likely to
increase the variety of expectations that quality assurance has to meet.

The question is if different stakeholders indeed have significantly differ-
ent expectations of quality assurance? One may hypothesise that stakehold-
ers’ views differ because their ‘stake’ is different but also they have
different type of expertise and the level of knowledge. The few studies
examining stakeholder expectations confirm that external and internal stake-
holders differ in their expectations to quality assurance (Beerkens & Udam,
2015). Internal stakeholders (academics and university leaders) seem to lean
more towards the ideas of improvement and enhancement in a quality assur-
ance system (Rosa et al., 2014). Employers expect more comparative infor-
mation about universities, both at the national and international level and
information about output factors such as qualifications and labour market
success. State representatives, who function also as an umbrella for all soci-
etal stakeholders, have the broadest set of expectations, including the practi-
cal aspects such as facilitating funding and offering credibility of the
system. This means that opening up policy-making and rule development to
different stakeholder groups necessarily brings to the fore a large set of
expectations.
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Thus, quality assurance systems have various demands on the national
level. Not only are there multiple actors with their own vested interests and
various stakeholders with different expectations, quality assurance is heavily
influenced by changes in the governance model in public administration
more broadly.

European and global level forces

While higher education is formally not within the authority of the European
Union, the European Union’s effect on higher education can hardly be over-
estimated. Falling under the Open Method of Coordination, the European
Union hereby only facilitates coordination, learning and exploring innova-
tive solutions (Borras & Radaelli, 2015). The effects of Europe are however
more structural than the rather light-weight expectations to the Open Method
of Coordination (Beerkens, 2008). The Bologna declaration, which estab-
lished the common European Higher Education Area, and the Lisbon
agenda, which aims at making Europe the most competitive economy in the
world, had a major effect on the higher education system in setting the dom-
inant narrative but also put in place some specific structures and initiatives.
The process made governance of higher education much more complex
because of ‘blurring the boundaries between formal and informal influence
and power structures in higher education’ (Maassen & Stensaker, 2011).
Another important effect particularly of the Lisbon strategy is that it asked
to focus on common concerns and priorities as opposed to celebrating
national diversity of education and research systems (Gornitzka, 2007).
Quality assurance was one of the pillars in the original Bologna declaration
and since then both informal and formal institutions are in place, such as
ENQA, the ESG and the European Qualifications Framework, (Westerheij-
den, 2008; Elken & Stensaker, 2011; Gornitzka & Stensaker, 2014). In the
context of this paper, the focus is on the effect of the general narrative in
Europe and, more specifically, on the focus of standards and competences in
quality assurance.

One effect that Europe has had comes from the new narrative. The Lis-
bon Strategy offered a powerful script that made also national governments
approach higher education from the perspective of knowledge economy and
labour market (Gornitzka, 2007). With this, Europe has declared global com-
petition as an element of its higher education agenda. Various data about the
performance of the European higher education system, including interna-
tional university rankings, feed the discussion. It also activates external
stakeholders. As Maassen and Stensaker (2011, p. 766) put it, the narrative
shift has led to a situation where ‘stakeholders are playing a kind of a
“panic football”’ and claim that universities have to be drastically reformed
to live up to their potential in the European knowledge economy. This chan-
ged not only the narrative around higher education but strengthens a certain
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view on what information and evidence is important for policy discussions
in this area. Considering the focus on global competition in the narrative, it
is not surprising that Europe is involved also in developing transparency
instruments. The U-Multirank initiative, funded by the European Commis-
sion, demonstrates an interest in quantitatively oriented, easily comparable
information that could facilitate the higher education market.

Next to the shift in the narrative, there seems to be also some change in
the dominant approach to quality assurance at the European level. Partially
as a result of the Bologna framework, accreditation has become a dominant
mode of quality assurance in Europe. However, there seems to be a reorien-
tation from process-oriented approach towards output-oriented approach. We
can see this trend in the growing role of the qualifications framework and
attention to learning outcomes more broadly at the European-level develop-
ments. The shift has probably some conceptual roots as discussed above (it
reflects a wish to enter the core of the educational process rather than to
search quality around it) but it also supports well the narrative of labour
market skills.

Besides Europe, the global level is also significant in higher education
quality assurance. Global forces influence national and European policy-
making and the forces also confront universities directly. Countries are sen-
sitive to their position in global competition and the European agenda in
higher education enforces the sense of global competition. Universities also
feel it directly, such as through their ability to attract international students,
which can have significant financial implications. This makes universities
sensitive to their international reputation. Since a formal regulation at the
global level is very weak or non-existent, informational tools, such as uni-
versity rankings, emerge as very powerful instruments in steering the mar-
ket. The influence of rankings on major excellence-related policy initiatives,
such as in Germany or Russia, are an illustration of the trend. As university
rankings also determine eligibility for certain government scholarships for
international students, as sometimes is the case, their influence enters univer-
sities’ everyday life very directly. As a result of these trends, international
reputation has also become an important expectation for external stakehold-
ers and both policy makers and universities are held accountable for main-
taining and improving the reputation. As mentioned above, transparency
instruments tend to fill their purpose better if they offer easily comparable
and quantitative information. The crudeness of data in international rankings
questions their validity; and they impose a global uniform ideal of a good
university (Dill & Soo, 2005). Nevertheless, global rankings challenge the
existing, more sophisticated quality evaluation instruments because they
have a real effect on national and European policy discussions and they
influence stakeholders’ perspectives on quality.

Another aspect of globalisation is a potential de-nationalisation and pri-
vatisation of quality assurance. On the European level quality assurance is
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crossing national borders, facilitated by the register for the European Quality
Assurance Register for Higher Education. As the global competition
increases, the role of international subject-specific accreditations is likely to
gain in importance. One option is mutual accreditation agreements, such as
the Washington agreement in engineering education. There will probably be
growing visibility of private accreditation initiatives, such as the interna-
tional accreditation for business schools (Association to Advance Collegiate
Schools of Business). Such internationally recognised labels may be much
more valuable to universities in a global competition than a national accredi-
tation. It is not a surprising result considering that voluntary market-based
instruments (such as various ‘labelling’ and certification instruments) are
particularly wide-spread and suitable in global governance models.

Different expectations and the complexity of impact assessment

The formal quality assurance systems in Europe have been evolving into
their current form over the last 25 years. While many of the key tensions
and dilemmas have remained the same over the years, the context around
quality assurance has changed considerably. Stakeholders have become more
vocal and the European and global developments have made the higher edu-
cation governance structure significantly more complex. As a result, the
expectations of quality assurance systems have broadened considerably. It is
not surprising that we increasingly hear doubts whether the current system
is effective and relevant and whether the high costs of quality assurance are
indeed justified.

Many of the dilemmas highlighted above assume that there is only one
instrument that has to solve all the problems: it has to be able to fill the
quality enhancement, accountability and transparency purpose; it must
simultaneously create trust and have ‘teeth’; be individualised and rank uni-
versities on one scale; orient towards a process as well as towards outputs.
It is not realistic that one instrument can fill all the legitimate expectations.
In reality there are multiple instruments in place, sometimes consciously
planned and sometimes just evolved and they also often overlap. Such a
‘regulatory overlap’ is not necessarily a problem. It may be an effective way
to ensure quality in a complex and multi-faceted sector. However, such an
overlap may create additional bureaucratic burden on universities. Another
issue with regulatory overlap is that different instruments may balance out
each other when they pull in different directions and therefore universities
do not respond to the instruments as expected. On the other hand, recognis-
ing that all evaluation instruments are imperfect, a combination of instru-
ments and also a constant change in the system, may avoid institutionalised
biases and therefore prevent dysfunctional reactions from universities. Fur-
thermore, a system that continuously changes by responding to problems in
the system may also look legitimate in the eyes of the stakeholders.
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The tensions presented in this paper, and the criticism about the costs
and effectiveness of the current quality assurance system, naturally raise
questions about the actual, empirically proven impact of the system. The
idea of impact measurement has a strong rational appeal, as witnessed also
by the spread of the notion of evidence-based policy-making. While some
are rather critical that the current quality assurance system really says much
about actual quality (Enders & Westerheijden, 2014), existing literature does
refer to some positive effects that the quality assurance reforms have created
(Stensaker, 2003). There is certainly a need for more and more rigorous,
empirical studies on the effects of quality instruments and a need for studies
that go deeper than the perceptions of those involved in the process. In prin-
ciple, the quality assurance policy could indeed more effectively apply the
principles of evidence-based policy practices.

The challenge to evidence-based policy-making is not so much concep-
tual but practical. Accumulating literature on evidence-based policy-making
brings out also serious challenges. Its rhetoric implies that ‘the nature and
dimensions of the problem being addressed are known, measurable and
unambiguous, and that appropriate monitoring will show the success of pol-
icy measures’ (Wesselink et al., 2014, p. 340). In reality the problems are
rarely so straightforward. The challenge for an impact evaluation in higher
education quality assurance is primarily threefold: the outputs are numerous,
difficult to define and even more difficult to measure; the effects are likely
to change over the timespan of the quality assurance instrument; and it is
not clear what change one is trying to capture. As the paper hoped to show,
higher education quality is not only a technical concept. Thinking about
quality as a function of standards and qualifications makes it look technical
but it is strongly political because it directly links to the problem as it is
perceived in society.

Adequate measurement of actual student learning and development, so
called ‘value-added’, would solve many dilemmas of quality assurance in
higher education. The impressive attempt by the OECD’s AHELO initiative
again shows the appeal of this approach but also shows how difficult it is to
make it work. Next to the efforts to identify a true impact of quality assur-
ance on students’ learning, we cannot disregard the fact that quality assur-
ance systems are also meant to serve the legitimacy and accountability
goals. An effectiveness of an instrument and its legitimacy in the eyes of
stakeholders may not necessarily coincide. Furthermore, an impact evalua-
tion may oversimplify the causal relationships between a quality instrument
and its long-term effects.

On the other hand, there are examples from the neighbouring fields about
how evidence helps to fine-tune a policy. A systematic analysis of the
effects of research policies in the UK seem to have contributed to policy-
making and have triggered change, fine-tuning and enforcement of certain
policy tools (Bence & Oppenheim, 2005). The field of quality assurance
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could also gain from more hard evidence, even when recognising the politi-
cal complexity around the field.
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