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PREFACE 

Dad used to say that man should do at least three things in his life: raise children, 
plant a tree and write a book. I have brought up my children, and all those tens, if 
not hundreds of trees I planted when studying forestry, have grown into a forest by 
now. Finally I have come to a book as well. During the last three years while 
writing it, I found out that one and the same activity could be both extremely 
exciting and awfully boring. I learned to be dedicated, tolerate routine and enjoy the 
process. But most importantly — I got to know dozens of interesting people without 
whom this book would never have made it between the covers.  

At this point I would like to express my gratitude to all of these people.  

I begin with the Director of the Estonian Higher Education Quality Agency and my 
boss, Heli Mattisen, who was always ready to think along with me about the topic 
of my dissertation, from creation of the topic through preparation for its defence, 
and who granted me enough TIME to write the work. 

Looking back I can attest that time is of vital importance for writing (a dissertation). 
Thanks to the DoRa Programme and Don Westerheijden, I could spend three 
decisive months in the Center for Higher Education Policy Studies (CHEPS) at the 
University of Twente where I could read stacks of important books and write the 
theoretical part of my dissertation. Thank you, Don, for guiding me to the right 
books! I am grateful to the entire CHEPS team for integrating me so smoothly with 
their company, making me think and share about academic subjects, but also 
causing me to live and die with the shifting successes (and in the very end with the 
defeat . . .) of the Dutch football team during the world championships. Thank you, 
Jenny and Lianne, for helping me to leave the academic routine every so often, and 
to experience both Holland and the Dutch more personally. Thank you, Maarja, for 
the opportunity to spend a whole weekend with you at your place — the being-at-
home feeling was very much needed at that time! 

I offer my deep respect and thanks to my supervisor Mati Heidmets — there were 
moments when his blunt questions evoked defiance in me and a wish to slam the 
door closed, but today I may say that without those questions and seemingly endless 
recommendations to improve one more thing and to rewrite one more time, that 
there would not have been a reason to write a foreword to this work now. 

In addition there were many helpers who directly contributed to this work: first of 
all, of course, Birgit Vilgats who helped me to prepare and conduct focus group 
interviews; Larissa Jõgi whose seminars let me think aloud and gave me a great 
deal of valuable feedback; Marin Gross who guided me into the secrets of the data 
analysis software NVivo. I would also like to express my heartfelt gratitude to Juta 
Grube for translating and editing — you did much more than I had expected! 
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My warmest gratitude however goes to those 77 people who agreed to share their 
time and thoughts with Birgit and me and participate in focus group interviews — 
you provided the essence of this book. 

Finally I would like to thank my colleagues and my family who in one way or 
another were accomplices in my doings. If my high-schooler son had not created 
moments of contest and teasingly “threatened” that he would probably defend his 
PhD dissertation before I do my own, then it would have taken a considerably 
longer time to finish. 

At this time three years ago after having written down the first lines of my 
dissertation, I was walking in the evening through blooming rhododendrons at the 
campus of the University of Twente, and dreaming of a day when I could write a 
foreword to my work. Finally that day has come, only the place is different and 
poppies are blooming around me instead. 

 

Prishtina, June 2013 
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INTRODUCTION 

An immense increase in the number and diversity of higher education institutions 
and students, new funding schemes, and globalization (e.g., the Bologna process in 
Europe) have caused the essential decrease in trust between the state/market and 
higher education institutions, which has consequently engendered demand for 
greater accountability concerning the quality of universities and colleges (Trow, 
1996a). The governing bodies around the world argue that higher education 
institutions should demonstrate their contributions to society in return for the public 
investments in higher education (Massy, 2005). Thus, trust is often replaced by 
accountability-oriented quality assurance schemes (Westerheijden, Stensaker, & 
Rosa, 2007). 

If it is claimed that higher education must take greater account of the interests of 
society, it will be reasonable to ask – whose interests? Various scholars, as 
defenders of the relevant interests of society, have identified the following three 
parties: state, professional (so-called academic oligarchy) and market forces (see, 
e.g., Burke & Associates, 2005; Dill & Beerkens, 2010). Higher education 
institutions should simultaneously meet the expectations of all three groups of 
stakeholders. This approach is based on Clark’s Triangle of Coordination (1983, p. 
143). According to Clark, the two ends of the continuum in managing national 
higher education systems are the state administration and the market in their pure 
forms (1983; see also Whitley, 2008). The two wings, state authority and market, 
can be reshaped to a triangular model of state, market, and oligarchical forms of 
coordination since academic oligarchy “is omnipresent and lurking everywhere” 
(Clark, 1983, p. 142). Each angle of the triangle represents the extreme of one form 
and a minimum of the other two, and positions within the triangle indicate 
combinations of the three elements in different degrees. The same triangle of actors 
also bears on accountability and quality assurance. Burke (2005a) has slightly 
modified Clark’s triangle of state authority, academic oligarchy, and the market; 
and has created an Accountability Triangle for higher education in the United States 
which may be used in other countries as well.  

External quality assurance can be seen as an instrument for bringing together the 
expectations of different parties (Burke & Associates, 2005; Dill & Beerkens, 
2010), communicating these expectations to educational institutions, and thereby re-
establishing the trust between institutions and their stakeholders, as was the case 
when higher education was still an elite system, educating the elite classes of 
society (Trow, 1996a). Until now, there has been no empirical evidence about the 
expectations of stakeholders in quality assurance. Since these expectations have 
been undetermined, it is impossible to take them into consideration. There are 
numerous studies about quality assurance and its impact on organizational behavior 
(e.g., Amaral, Rovio-Johansson, Rosa, & Westerheijden, 2008; Costes et al., 2008; 
Csizmadia, 2006; Fahlén, Luihanen, Petersson, & Stensaker, 2000; Frazer, 1997; 
Grant, Mergen, & Widrick, 2004; Stensaker & Harvey, 2006; Vilgats, 2009; 
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Vlasceanu & Barrows, 2004; Westerheijden, 1990; Westerheijden et al., 2007) but 
the theoretical framework for quality assurance studies has not been sufficiently 
elaborated upon (Westerheijden et al., 2007, p. 254), and a relatively small amount 
of that research directly addresses the design, implementation, and impacts of new 
policies and regulations. It is an issue that certainly deserves increased policy 
research and public debate (see Dill & Beerkens, 2010; OECD, 2008; 
Westerheijden et al., 2007).  

A major change for higher education institutions after 1980s has been a decrease in 
state involvement in quality assurance; in almost all European countries the 
management of external quality assurance has shifted from direct state control to 
non-governmental institutions (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004). A more recent 
tendency in Europe is the transition from program accreditation schemes towards 
less burdensome institutional audits. Examples of this are the institutional audit 
models in the United Kingdom (implemented after the 2001 revolt of the Russell 
Group Universities), in Switzerland and most recently in the Netherlands 
(coordinated by NVAO). The discussions involving similar changes are taking 
place in Germany. (Westerheijden et al., 2007; Williams, 2009)  

Estonia is also following the same scenario, abandoning the program accreditation 
and replacing it with institutional accreditation/audit schemes; thus – facing the 
same challenges of how to respond to the expectations of stakeholders in the 
context of institutional assessment.  

So – the current situation is characterized, on the one hand, by increasingly stronger 
demands on the higher education sector “to turn its face to society” and to take into 
consideration the expectations of various stakeholders, and the related efforts to 
push “the consideration with stakeholder expectations” into the focus of quality 
assurance of higher education; on the other hand, by a growing understanding of the 
inconsistency and vagueness of these “expectations.” It is difficult for both 
universities and quality assurance agencies to take into account the expectations that 
have not yet been formulated or presented. The desire to find solutions to this 
contradiction was the impetus for conducting this research. Accordingly, I set the 
following research objectives:  

1. To analyze quality approaches in higher education, and describe and 
compare the expectations for quality higher education institutions by 
important stakeholders in higher education – State (government), Market 
(students, potential students and employers), and Academia (top managers of 
universities, professors). What is the understanding of and approach to 
“quality higher education institution” by different parties based on the 
Estonian case? What can be proposed to an Estonian external quality 
assurance model to balance political, professional and market needs? 

2. To describe the most common models of external quality assurance of higher 
education institutions in the world and to assess their suitability for the 
expectations of the principal parties in Estonian society. Which external 
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quality assurance models would fit best with the particular nature of the 
expectations of Estonian society?   

Answering these questions will hopefully provide added value to debates over the 
expectations of society and enables one to make suggestions for revising the 
Estonian system of external quality assurance.  

To achieve these objectives, I:  

 analyzed the existing studies and theoretical sources on how external quality 
assurance can take into consideration the expectations of different stakeholders 
or have already done so; and 

 conducted two empirical studies. In the first study, I examined the 
understandings by the state, market and representatives of higher education 
institutions in Estonia of the quality of a higher education institution, and their 
expectations for the objectives of external quality assurance of higher education. 
In the second study, the external quality assurance models commonly used in the 
world are assessed against the stakeholder expectations described in the first 
study. 

The reason why this study is focused on only one country – Estonia, though 
involving the considerations of and comparisons with different countries and their 
models, lies in the fact that higher education systems remain nationally distinct, 
despite their global diffusion. Also, quality assurance is always country-sensitive 
(Perellon, 2007; Whitley, 2008; Williams, 2009). At the same time, living in the 
globalizing and networking world, we have to be very attentive to the developments 
in both the region and world as a whole. Although the survey was limited to the 
representatives of different Estonian stakeholders, the methodology as well as the 
results can be used in much wider geographical context than Estonia. 

Estonia is a suitable and interesting case to study more closely for various reasons. 
First, representing “the purest case of the triumph of the state over oligarchical and 
market interaction” (Clark, 1983, p. 142), from World War II until the end of 1980s, 
Estonia has moved quickly towards the market angle of the “coordination triangle” 
with its competitiveness and a very liberal entrepreneurial environment. 
Universities have also changed: from “hollow organizations” with very limited 
discretion over resource allocation, organizational structures and so on to 
“employment organizations” with considerable independence with regard to 
decision-making in most areas (Whitley, 2008).  

Second, the external quality assurance system of higher education is undergoing 
major changes: the program accreditation practiced since 1996 has recently been 
replaced by institutional accreditation and assessment of study program groups 
(Ülikooliseadus [Universities Act], 1995, amended in 2009). In addition, the state 
has “released its hold” concerning the quality assurance management and 
implementation, for example, the approval of accreditation decisions has been 
delegated to the Estonian Higher Education Quality Agency (EKKA). The 
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legislators have not defined any objectives either for institutional accreditation or 
for evaluation of study program groups. Therefore, EKKA was given carte blanche 
to define the objectives, standards and procedures.  

Third, there are current discussions regarding how to shift the accreditation process 
more toward the encouragement of improvement, at the same time keeping the 
institutions accountable and comparable.  

It could be said that Estonia is a textbook example: its developments are in perfect 
accordance with the global ones (described above).  

This dissertation is divided into two parts: a theoretical background and empirical 
analysis. The theoretical part begins with definitions of quality assurance methods 
(Chapter 1) considered in this work. It continues with Chapter 2, focusing on an 
explanation of stakeholders and their potential expectations concerning external 
quality assurance. Chapter 3 contains theoretical concepts of different quality 
assurance models.  

The second part describes the methods of data collection and analysis, and 
subsequently presents the results of both along with the focus group interviews and 
comparative case study. This is followed by discussion and proposals for further 
research.   
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PART I  THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

1. QUALITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Since the first objective of this dissertation was to analyze approaches to quality in 
higher education and that there is no clear agreement about which quality term to 
use in which context, I have had to adapt various definitions to fit the objectives and 
content of my research. 

1.1 CONCEPTS OF QUALITY 

As a noun, “quality” was a term used in Britain in the 19th century to refer to the 
upper class and its elite status (Harvey & Green, 1993). As an adjective, “quality” 
denotes not only exclusivity, but also goodness, desirability and reliability. As an 
adverb (qualitatively), “quality” implies change from one status to another through 
transformation (Harvey & Newton, 2007). 

Today, when “quality” has abandoned its elitist status, the most widely used 
definition for it is probably “fitness for purpose” that links quality to the purposes 
and objectives of an institution and brings quality assurance procedures to check 
whether the actual operation of the institution helps to achieve these objectives. 
This approach has a great attractiveness when it copes with the increasing diversity 
of higher education systems and types of institutions, and supposedly supports the 
improvement-oriented approach of quality assurance (Van Damme, 2004). 

However, Van Damme argues that the hegemony of the fitness for purpose 
approach seems to be coming to an end while governments increasingly express 
their discontent with the too high sovereignty of institutions – it is viewed as a 
premise for the oversight of minimal standards and external expectations, and there 
is a fear that this approach encourages the inward-looking attitude. In addition, it 
does not include the check of fitness of the purpose. Van Damme assumes that 
governments are more likely to favor the basic standard approach, although this 
opinion is not always empirically supported (2004, pp. 131–132). 

A second approach that opposes the fitness for purpose approach is the consumer 
satisfaction approach. In the context of the growing importance of market forces in 
higher education, the institutions need increasingly to pay attention to the 
expectations of direct and indirect consumers, namely students, their families, 
employers, and other stakeholders (Udam, 2003; Van Damme, 2004). This 
approach is intrinsically related to other forms of market regulation in higher 
education being less absolutist than the basic standard approach (Van Damme, 
2004, p. 132). It can also be termed an output-oriented view (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 
1995). According to Pollitt and Bouckaert (1995), another major perspective in 
addition to the output-oriented view is the process-oriented view embracing quality 
as transformative. Though, the latter concept misses the basic standard approach 
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which has been the main force in building quality assurance policy in Estonia in 
1990s and 2000s. 

I am in favor of Blackmur’s (2007) idea that “quality” is not a unidimensional 
concept, and it is more appropriate to talk about “qualities” while “quality” is less a 
continuum than a list, having different meanings for different audiences.  

I would suggest defining “quality” as fitness for purpose for academic oligarchy, as 
consumer satisfaction for market forces, and as meeting basic standards for state 
authorities. The validity of these definitions will be checked in the empirical part of 
this dissertation.  

However, whatever the definition is, one must not forget that “[q]uality is not an 
accident; it is always the result of intelligent effort” (Perry, 1990, as cited in 
Williams, 2009, p. 1). 

1.2 QUALITY ASSURANCE 

Quality assurance is apparently one of the most dynamic areas in higher education. 
One may even state that quality assurance is a fad (see Birnbaum, 2000), though 
there is no sign that this fad “will soon wither away” (Westerheijden et al., 2007, p. 
1). Every ten years or so, we can find examples of changing approaches to national 
quality assurance systems from all over the world (see, e.g., Ewell, 2007; Williams, 
2009); or hear the questions like, “The first accreditation round is completed – what 
next?” (e.g., Rauhvargers, 2004). One cycle is still under process when the next one 
is already breaking in, most often engendered by “policy-based evidence” rather 
than “evidence-based policy” (Harvey & Newton, 2007, p. 236).  

Harvey (2004) suggests that “Assurance of quality [emphasis added] in higher 
education is a process of establishing stakeholder confidence that provision (input, 
process and outcomes) fulfils expectations or measures up to threshold minimum 
requirements” and External evaluation is a generic term for most forms of quality 
review, enquiry or exploration. However, I support Van Damme’s (2004) definition 
that “Quality assurance [emphasis added] is referred to as the processes and 
schemes that have the objective of assessing, monitoring, guaranteeing, and 
maintaining and/or improving quality in higher education institutions and/or 
programs. These can have the functions both of accountability (including 
information provision) and improvement.” 

In this dissertation, quality assurance refers to a generic term for external quality 
activities. 
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1.3 ACCOUNTABILITY AND IMPROVEMENT 

Since a number of scholars find accountability and improvement conflicting and 
almost excluding each other, I am going to elaborate on these terms more 
thoroughly. 

The tension between accountability and continuous quality improvement is as old as 
“modern” quality assurance in higher education, and is extensively discussed in the 
quality literature (e.g., Frederiks, Westerhejiden, & Weusthof, 1994; Middlehurst & 
Woodhouse, 1995; Vroeijenstijn & Acherman, 1990). Van Vught (1995) suggests 
that it was already possible to distinguish two models of quality assessment in the 
13th century, when the French model with its vested control in an external authority 
represented quality assessment in terms of accountability, and the English model 
with its self-governing community of fellows was an example of quality assessment 
by means of peer review, encouraging improvement. 

The reason for increasing interest in accountability of higher education institutions 
derives from the New Public Management (also labeled neo-liberalism) dating back 
to 1980s when society needed graduates with new skills for changing the economy, 
and when student numbers increased explosively (massification of higher 
education), which led not only to decreasing public budgets but also to part-time 
faculty, non-traditional students, and for-profit institutions, and ultimately to 
taxpayers’ interest in how their “hard-earned money has been spent” (Barton, 
Commissioner of Higher Education, South Carolina, as cited in Shavelson, 2000; 
Van Vught & Westerheijden, 1994). 

Indeed, when there is a consensus that higher education is a public good and not 
just a private benefit for graduates, the rationale behind the accountability should be 
clear (Burke, 2005a). At the same time, one should not forget the special role of 
higher education: namely, the higher education community must simultaneously 
serve and criticize society (Berdahl, 1990). These dual roles demand autonomy in 
addition to accountability, otherwise the crucial idea of higher education will be lost 
as too much accountability produces dependent and obedient institutions. On the 
other hand, too much autonomy encourages universities to disregard society’s 
expectations (Stensaker, 2007). Therefore, the biggest challenge is to find balance 
between external and internal interests. 

Bogue and Hall (2003, p. 229) have named the following tensions between 
institutional autonomy and external accountability: 

 Institutional improvement versus external accountability 
 Peer review versus external regulation 
 Inputs and processes versus outputs and outcomes  
 Reputation versus responsiveness 
 Consultation versus evaluation 
 Prestige versus performance 
 Trust versus evidence 
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 Qualitative versus quantitative evidence 

A key word in this list is trust. The loss of trust in the last decades can be seen as 
the main reason why governments and other stakeholders came to expect more 
accountability from institutions than ever before, that is, more evidence. When trust 
is weakened, accountability is enforced (Trow, 1996a). Accountability-oriented 
quality assurance schemes substitute for trust (Westerheijden et al., 2007). Thus the 
aim of quality assurance policies could be to re-establish the trust between 
institutions and their stakeholders as was the case when higher education was still 
an elite system, educating the elite classes of society (Trow, 1996a). Though, if trust 
is defined as visibility in the provision of support without the requirement that 
institutions either provide determined services in return for that support, or account 
in detail for how they used those funds (Westerheijden et al., 2007), one may 
seriously question the possibility of reaching this aim because of the changed 
situation in higher education described above. If trust is defined as a chance to 
specify and reach common objectives, for example, to improve student learning, 
then this can be a much more realistic aim to achieve. This proposition is also 
supported by the argument of Harvey and Newton (2007) indicating that 
“accountability can be reached through well-documented and research-informed 
improvement activities enabled through a meaningful dialogue between evaluators 
and those evaluated [emphasis added]” (p. 250).  

When looking at the tension of “institutional improvement versus external 
accountability,” we can indeed blunder on some fundamental differences among 
those approaches. Harvey and Newton (2007) assert that accountability is about 
value for money, while continuous improvement in teaching and learning is about 
improvement of the student experience (p.232) and quality as transformation 
(D’Andrea, 2007). While Harvey and Newton (2007) suggest that accountability is 
also related to demonstrating fitness for purpose, I would argue that the latter fits 
better to the concept of enhancement and institutional autonomy, and accountability 
is more likely related to the basic standard approach (see also Van Damme, 2004). 
When external accountability places an emphasis on measurement and control, 
using sanctioning to get institutions to comply with the regulatory framework, and 
is more about compliance than improvement, then quality enhancement emphasizes 
teaching and learning activities across the institution, from curriculum development 
to community service, using formative feedback and placing institutional learning at 
the core of its framework (D’Andrea, 2007, p. 211). D’Andrea (2007) suggests that 
a mature quality process could bridge both the quantitative approach, fundamental 
to accountability, and the qualitative one, intrinsic to enhancement (p. 213). Indeed, 
even though there is a traditional belief that accreditation is tilted towards 
accountability and is only able to ensure the threshold level of quality, the recent 
studies indicate that many current accreditations, and also performance funding 
schemes, quite successfully combine accountability with improvement-oriented 
activities, strategic planning and institutional learning (Davidson, 2009; Lewis, 
Hendel, & Kallsen, 2007; Stensaker, 2007; Westerheijden et al., 2007; Williams, 
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2009; Wolff, 2005). Dill (2000) has pointed out that external quality assessment 
with a narrower focus may have a stronger impact on the improvement of quality of 
teaching and learning.  

Burke (2005a) suggests that the strongest threat to higher education autonomy 
comes today not from governments but from market forces. Higher education 
institutions need “to communicate their quality in a much more emphatic way than 
before to all their prospective students” and in addition, to compete for research 
contracts, outreach teaching and so forth (Westerheijden et al., 2007, p. 258). The 
supporters of market accountability believe that market forces are more efficient 
and effective in allocating programs and resources. Others fear that markets reflect 
only private interests of some (dominant) segments of society and not the public 
interests of society as a whole (Burke, 2005a, pp.16–17). The increased 
marketization of higher education has not decreased the amount of regulation. The 
experiences both in Europe and in the United States indicate that even if there is 
some decrease in bureaucratic control, the regulation of quality assurance schemes 
(what and how to evaluate, etc.) has led to a substantial number of various quality 
protocols (Westerheijden et al., 2007).   

When summarizing the characteristics and functions of accountability and 
improvement, we can conclude that: 

 The aims of accountability are (1) to reassure funders that their money has been 
used  effectively; (2) to ensure that the core principles of higher education are 
not being disregarded; (3) to reassure its (prospective) students that an 
appropriate educational experience is both promised and delivered; and (4) to 
generate public information that funders can use to aid funding allocation 
decisions, and prospective students and graduate recruiters can use to make 
informed choices (Harvey & Newton, 2007). When requiring accountability 
from someone, we must be able to explain what we expect from the other party 
(Behn, 2001). 

 The indicators of improvement are (1) alignment of learner-centered activities 
with policy and practice; (2) student engagement in learning; (3) student 
engagement in policy-, strategy- and practice-building processes related to the 
student learning experience; and (4) enabling a reflective quality culture to be 
supported and developed through a framework of staff and student support 
structures (Davidson, 2009). 

 
Table 1-1 Core differences between accountability and improvement 

 Accountability Improvement 
Quality concept Value for money; basic 

standard approach 
Quality as transformation; 
fitness for purpose 

Main objective To provide information  To support student and 
organizational learning 

Character of data Quantitative   Qualitative 
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Content of data Performance indicators Process reports 
Emphasis on Outcomes Processes 
Relationships with 
evaluators, funders and 
other stakeholders 

Compliance Dialogue 

 

Although it is almost trendy to talk about the ever-lasting opposition between 
accountability- and improvement-based approaches, one cannot exist without the 
other. As Williams, former Chief Executive of the UK Quality Assurance Agency, 
has said, “If accountability and enhancement are key elements of quality assurance, 
then they should be inextricably linked, not placed in opposition to one another” 
(Williams, 2002, p. 1). 
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2. THE ACCOUNTABILITY TRIANGLE 

In this chapter, I move on with the first aim of this study which is to describe and 
compare expectations for quality higher education by the principal parties in higher 
education – State (government), Market (students, potential students, employers) 
and Academia (top managers of universities, professors). 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The Triangle of Coordination, developed by Clark (1983) and modified to the 
Accountability Triangle by Burke (2005), is closely related to the resource 
dependence theory and explains how higher education systems are either dependent 
on authority (state) or on exchange (market).  

The resource dependence theory (RDT) is about how an organization is related to 
other actors in their environment in order to survive. Survival is the core (although 
hidden) objective of each organization, and for survival it needs resources. The 
theoretical framework was developed by Pfeffer and Salanick (1978) who 
emphasized that if one wants to understand organizations, one must understand how 
they relate to other actors in their environment. RDT characterizes the links among 
organizations as a set of power relations based on exchange resources. (Czismadia, 
2006, p. 35)  

Virtually no organization is able to generate all of the essential resources it needs. 
RDT proposes that organizations lacking those resources will seek to create 
relationships with others (i.e., to become dependent upon them) in order to obtain 
needed resources. However, as dependency creates uncertainty, organizations 
attempt to alter their dependence relationships by either minimizing their own 
dependence or by increasing the dependence of other organizations on them. 
Groups that control the most vital resources or can reduce the uncertainty of other 
organizations have the most power. Thus, the power relationships among the 
organizations are constantly being modified. (Oliver, 1991, as cited in Czismadia, 
2006, p. 36)  

Hence, control and power over resource allocation have some important 
prerequisites, for example, 

 ownership of the resource,  
 control of access to the resource,  
 control of actual use of the resource, and  
 making the rules that regulate the resources. (Pfeffer & Salanick, 1978)  

In sum, we can state that (1) organizations are dependent on environment for 
survival; (2) dependencies create external control situations; (3) asymmetric 
dependencies create power; (4) power is possessed by those who control resources 
(Czismadia, 2006, p. 36).  
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RDT has also proved its usefulness in the study of higher education organizations 
and their inter-relations (e.g., Csizmadia, 2006; Gornitzka, 1999; Huisman, 1995). 
Considering the public higher education institutions in Europe, most of the studies 
prove the resource dependence of higher education institutions on the central 
governments (Gornitzka, 1999; Huisman, 1995). If there are alternative resources 
(e.g., tuition fees, private funding for research and/or contracts), the importance of 
governmental resources diminishes, and also diminishes the dependency on the 
government. Thus, the level of dependency of a higher education institution on the 
government is dependent on the relative importance of governmental resources. 
(Czismadia, 2006, p. 37) 

However, the study by Csizmadia (2006) indicated that at least in the context of 
applying quality assurance mechanisms in an organization, this theory was not 
supported: Public universities which were highly dependent on governmental 
resources were slowest in implementing internal quality management processes and 
least enthusiastic to follow the quality Protocol, required by the government (pp. 
154–155).   

According to Clark, the two ends of the continuum in managing national higher 
education systems are state administration and the market in their pure forms (1983; 
see also Whitley 2008). Based on the resource dependence theory, market systems 
arise from the exchange relations, becoming a method of controlling behavior 
(Lindblom, 1965, as cited in Clark, 1983, p. 138). In higher education, the more 
loosely the system is joined, the greater the dependence on exchange (Clark, 1983). 

In national systems that are not strictly organized as state systems, academics 
(Clark: “academic oligarchy”) first seek autonomy in the form of a direct and 
guaranteed lump-sum grant from the national budget. The common second 
preference is to have a buffer body that ‘“understands the institutions,” is 
“sympathetic to their needs”’ (Clark, 1983, p. 141), and can therefore represent 
higher education institutions to government in discussions about finances, as a 
primary function. Emphasizing the need for expertise, academics persuade these 
bodies to be staffed with influential persons from various disciplines and 
institutions, that is, those who belong to the academic oligarchy. The classic case 
has been Britain’s University Grants Committee, which, staffed mainly by 
prominent academics, has long been an example of how to take the government’s 
money without taking orders from the government (Clark, 1983). Clark (1983) 
suggests that this buffer-form can be developed most extensively in the systems 
which were historically rooted in federative, coalitional, or market environments. 
Here we can add that in “undeveloped” or “newly-created” societies, as in Estonia, 
a similar model was used in 1990s when the Estonian Rectors’ Conference 
functioned as a buffer between the Ministry of Education and public universities 
allocating government’s lump-sum grants among the institutions. 

Frazer (1997) has identified several dimensions characterizing the institutional 
position between two ends of state control and institutional autonomy: (1) legal 
status of an institution – is it recognized as a separate entity? is it free to own 
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property? (2) academic authority – can it make academic awards? (3) mission – 
does it determine its own goals? (4) governance – who appoints its governing body? 
(5) financial – is it free to make expenditure decisions? (6) employment – does it 
employ its own staff ? (7) academic decentralization – does it determine student 
admissions? must it seek approval for courses? does it determine its own 
curriculum? has it freedom to pursue research?  

The two wings, state authority and market, can be reshaped to a triangular model of 
state, market, and oligarchical forms of coordination – as academic oligarchy “is 
omnipresent and lurking everywhere” (Clark, 1983, p. 142). Each angle of the 
triangle represents the extreme of one form and a minimum of the other two, and 
positions within the triangle indicate combinations of the three elements in different 
degrees. For example, by 1980 the extremes were Italy – academic oligarchy; 
USSR – state authority; U.S.– market (Clark, 1983). Today the picture is somewhat 
different, although the United States is probably continuously the best example of 
market coordination, and the “state angle” is filled with some other autocratically 
governed power; but as the consequences of New Institutional Management and 
increasing dependence on exchange have influenced more or less all countries, it 
would be difficult to find a pure model of academic oligarchy any more. 

While Clark’s triangle of state authority, academic oligarchy, and market is focused 
on the mechanisms of coordination by different actors and exchange of power, then 
Burke (2005a) modified it to fit for accountability and quality assurance, and named 
it an Accountability Triangle (Figure 2-1). This was created specifically for higher 
education in the United States but it may very well fit other countries as well. 

   State Priorities 
(Political) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
               Academic Concerns                                                Market Forces 
                    (Professional)                                                         (Market) 

Figure 2-1 The Accountability Triangle (Source: Burke, 2005a, p. 23) 

 

“Responding to state priorities, academic concerns, and market forces offers a 
challenge, not a choice, for higher education. Colleges and universities – private 
and public – must serve all but submit to none of these imperatives” (Burke, 2005b, 
p. 296). According to Burke, looking for balance among these actors should be one 
of the main objectives of higher education quality assurance schemes. When 
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accountability focuses only on state priorities, it may subject higher education to 
political winds, without taking into account academic concerns or market forces. 
Emphasizing mostly on academic concerns may cause disregard of public priorities 
and market needs, and reacting uncritically to market whims can reduce responses 
to public and academic necessities. (Burke, 2005b, p. 296). Thus, the logical 
assumption would be that an ideal model of quality assurance should be situated in 
the middle of the triangle. 

Before moving on with the assumed expectations of different stakeholders, it is 
necessary to discuss who the stakeholders are in the context of higher education and 
quality assurance. According to the Analytic Quality Glossary (2013), a stakeholder 
is a person (or group) that has an interest in the activities of an institution or 
organization. However, the notion of a “stakeholder” may vary essentially. There is 
unanimity that government offices (state) form one group of stakeholders since in 
most countries, higher education institutions get a big part of their finances from 
state budgets (to fund either teaching or research, or both) and therefore, 
presumably, have a strong interest in the activities and/or outcomes of a higher 
education institution (e.g., Clark, 1983; Knight, 1997). There are more variations 
when talking about internal stakeholders for a higher education institution. In most 
articles (e.g., Clark, 1983; Burke, 2005; Hooge et. al, 2012), the institution’s 
employees are seen as internal stakeholders – we can conclude that both academic 
and administrative staff belong to this category, although “exchange of power” is 
first and foremost dependent on the reputation of academics; the above mentioned 
authors also name “teachers” and “academics” when talking about this category. 
Knight in her article about stakeholders’ perspectives on the internationalization of 
higher education has grouped stakeholders under private sector, government sector 
and education sector, and includes both teachers and students in the latter group 
(Knight, 1997, pp. 28-29). However, more common is that the students belong to 
the market group. There are several articles pointing out that consumers are almost 
only students (including future students) and in some respects their families also 
(Clark, 1983; Burke, 2005; Dill & Beerkens, 2010). Employers have defined 
themselves as “end-users” of the “product” of higher education institutions (e.g., 
discussions during an ENQA’s workshop on stakeholders’ transparency needs, 
Tallinn, 2013) and so they should be included in the market group as well. This 
concept is also supported by Knight (1997), Udam (2003) and Van Damme (2004).  

Thus, in further discussions the angles of the triangle are defined as follows: 

 State – government offices; 
 Market – students, potential students, their families, employers; 
 Academia – academic staff. 

As there is no (accessible) empirical material about stakeholders expectations on 
quality assurance and very little about stakeholders expectations on other aspects in 
higher education (some exceptions are Knight, 1997; and Geryk, 2011), then the 
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following framework describing stakeholders’ expectations is only based on theory, 
most probably derived from a logical framework. 

Professional self-regulation clearly assumes that only academics themselves can be 
responsible for defining and applying the rules in order to assure the quality of 
academic provision, that is, academic sovereignty. Policymakers tend to listen to 
and trust academic staff’s experience with and criticisms of academic quality 
regulation, while a complex and decentralized academic world brings uncertainty in 
implementing such policies. Academics, on the other hand, have a clear interest in 
designing any such policies (Dill & Beerkens, 2010). As they also carry out most of 
the research on academic quality regulations, they possess the knowledge, and 
based on RDT, also the power. An example is the academic audit where the higher 
education institution itself maintains responsibility for its quality assurance, while 
the state only assures that the university takes this responsibility seriously (Dill & 
Beerkens, 2010; Massy, 2005), and what is also most highly credited by the 
academic community itself (see, e.g., Dill & Beerkens, 2010; Massy, 2005). 
However, for example in the European University Association (EUA) evaluation 
scheme, states usually do not take even this role. Massy (2005) suggests that 
academic audits can have the greatest potential to respond to academic concerns 
and state priorities, and possibly to market forces as well.  

For the market – students and their families, as well as potential employers of the 
graduates  (Van Damme, 2004; Burke, 2005b; Dill & Beerkens, 2010) – it is 
necessary to achieve effective consumer sovereignty through informed choice of 
academic provision. Quality assurance practices supporting the market model are 
associated with rankings by various agencies (governmental, non-governmental or 
commercial), which are aiming to provide academic quality information to students 
and policymakers (Dill & Beerkens, 2010). The problem is that they rely on 
academic concerns for resources and reputation, and not the usual customer 
concerns for price and quality. Student and alumni surveys could also provide 
information for current and former customers if institutions were willing to publish 
their results (which is often not the case) (Burke, 2005b). 

States influence quality assurance through articulation of specific standards for all 
study fields and/or for higher education degrees as a requirement or benchmark for 
all higher education institutions. The most direct means of government intervention 
in academic provision is assessment and/or accreditation of individual programs 
(Dill & Beerkens, 2010). 

As recent analyses suggest, the traditional approach to higher education quality 
assurance has proven ineffective or inadequate to cope with the rapidly changing 
environment of global academic competition. Therefore many nations are 
experimenting with new instruments for academic quality assurance and an 
accountability system – a system that links accountability efforts at the state, 
market, and institutional levels (Burke, 2005b; Dill & Beerkens, 2010). 
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It would also be interesting to consider some research propositions developed by 
Ewell (2007, pp. 141–142), which can be taken into account in future research 
about the impact of Estonian quality assurance schemes as well: 

1. The likelihood that state interests will be served increases as quality approaches 
project a clear and delimited message about what the state values, and when this 
message is reinforced by consequentiality. 

2. The likelihood of institutional engagement in quality initiatives increases with 
consequentiality. 

3. The likelihood that state interests will be served increases when quality 
approaches allow significant institutional discretion, that is, state actions are 
indirect, and are implemented flexibly to empower local leadership and 
recognize significant differences in institutional circumstances. 

4. The likelihood of institutional engagement in quality initiatives increases when 
quality approaches are implemented by “quasi-governmental” third party 
organizations (but state interests are served only if such organizations pursue an 
agenda that is consistent with state objectives). 

5. The likelihood that public interests will be served increases when quality 
approaches are transparent and provide meaningful public information. 

Ewell (2007) also suggests that an important indicator of an effective and efficient 
system exists when, after a completed cycle, all parties are reasonably satisfied and 
willing to engage in a further cycle, perhaps even in a little more challenging one. 
Therefore, behind any successful quality assurance scheme there is a mutual trust 
and respect between all parties involved.  

2.2 STATE PRIORITIES 

When governments regulate any aspects of higher education, they usually think in 
terms of standards with respect to certain (or all) characteristics in the system 
against which institutions should demonstrate adequate performance (Blackmur, 
2007). But there is also an important public interest in academic standards where 
taxpayers want to see balance between public investment in higher education and 
the level of academic provision. This is also the case in one of the most market-
oriented countries – the United States (Dill, 2007). “Investments in access without a 
commensurate concern with the level of learning outcomes of institutions of higher 
education may not yield the social and economic benefits expected” (Dill, 2007, p. 
49). Proving that institutions indeed meet the standards is most often involved in 
quality assurance schemes (Blackmur, 2007). 

In the last decades the most popular state-sponsored activity in quality assurance 
has been program or subject accreditation (Dill & Beerkens, 2010). Although it is 
loaded with several positive aspects like focusing on a concrete subject area which 
supports informed choices among potential students and employers of the 
graduates, it also has a vast number of deficiencies. The main problem is its 
unsustainability over time because of the extreme labor intensity for both the 
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institutions involved and peers attending reviews (Dill & Beerkens, 2010). Second, 
this system does not develop the capacity for building quality culture in the whole 
institution (Vilgats, 2009), which is essential in the globalizing competitive world 
of deregulated higher education featuring more autonomous institutions (Dill & 
Beerkens, 2010). The extensive workload and disunity were also the main reasons 
for abandoning program accreditation in Estonia in 2009.  

Performance contracts have also proven to be insufficient to ensure academic 
standards if they are not supplemented by a government-mandated quality 
information provision and/or any kind of external quality assurance schemes (e.g., 
in Denmark and Finland, these contracts are reinforced by accreditation or 
academic audit processes) (Mora, 2004).  

Intervention by governments is by all means necessary where they may simply lose 
political support, for example, if they provide taxpayer-funded subsidies to students 
and/or universities without any external accountability processes. In some countries, 
adequate performance (determined through audits) is a precondition for universities 
to receive public funds. The results of these processes should also be publicly 
available. If governments disregard the public demand for comparative quality 
information, they risk negatively affecting the whole sector by presenting 
superficial data produced by private agencies originally not meant for this purpose 
(Dill & Beerkens, 2010).  

 Dill and Beerkens (2010) suggest that core academic processes that should be 
evaluated are: 

 the design, approval, evaluation  and improvement of academic programs; 
 procedures for evaluating and improving teaching and learning;  
 procedures for assuring the integrity of grading and marking standards; 
 procedures governing student assessments. (p. 333) 

They also emphasize that training of and support to peer reviewers is of utmost 
importance. The reviews should be evidence-based, assessing the efficiency, 
validity, and reliability of the quality assurance processes (Dill & Beerkens, 2010).  

Blackmur (2007, pp. 27–31) provides several examples of possible governmental 
influence on higher education quality, for example:  

 Legal institutions having the power to initiate enquiries into university 
performance on their own initiative, and to recommend or require changes.  

 Structural features of a higher education system may be statutorily determined 
by legislative barriers to entry, definitions of a degree, and by public ownership 
of some or all universities. 

 Public finance methods of determining higher education qualities (i.e., 
consequentiality – see Ewell, 2007).  

 Higher education regulatory agencies that may develop specific regulatory 
techniques like specification of desired characteristics and associated minimum 
standards for quality; risk communication strategies (public agencies could issue 
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hazard warnings, based on complaints and/or analysis against criteria and 
standards); barriers to entry (e.g., licensing); some other regulatory methods 
(e.g., quality assurance agencies might be granted seats on university governing 
boards as representatives of consumer interests). 

According to Ewell (2007), the primary quality assurance concern of a state should 
be 

that students obtain a credential of value – one that graduates are satisfied with, 
that (hopefully) has academic integrity, and that has a payoff in the marketplace 
of employment. Finally, in their role of keepers of the public interest, states are 
concerned about such matters as economic development, civic participation, and 
overall quality of life for their citizens. Dimensions of “quality” in higher 
education that interest them in this regard include institutional contributions to 
economic development in the form of well-prepared graduates, contributions to 
knowledge consistent with identified state needs, and institutional 
responsiveness to the needs of the communities in which they are located. (p. 
121) 

Thus, governments are responsible for society’s development and taxpayers’ 
satisfaction with public investments. It therefore gives them legitimacy to 
implement quality standards for higher education provision, and to expect 
accountability and assurance against these standards. As Westerheijden et al. (2007) 
emphasize, governments’ attention should also be directed to the current policy 
challenge associated with the Bologna process. There are doubts that the current 
European quality assurance initiatives do not lead “to a more harmonized and 
transparent higher education area” (Westerheijden et al., 2007, p. 248).  

According to Dill and Beerkens (2010), the state regulatory quality assurance 
schemes are, for example, National Qualifications Framework in Australia and 
subject benchmarking in the United Kingdom (representing specification of 
standards); program accreditations; academic audits in Hong Kong (also in Finland 
– M. Udam) and performance-based contracting in Catalonia, Spain (representing 
institutional accountability). 

It may be summarized that the state’s interest is related to an institution’s ability to 
meet pre-determined standards, and offer credentials of value, in other words, value 
for money. 

2.3 ACADEMIC PRIORITIES 

As already mentioned in the introduction, self-regulatory academic quality 
assurance is as old as universities, going back to the medieval ages (Van Vught, 
1995). Also, the “modern” quality assurance, initiated by public and private higher 
education institutions of the United States in 1885, was founded on the principles of 
independence, academic freedom, self-regulation, and voluntarism (Harcleroad, 
1983, as cited in Wolff, 2005, p. 81). Today we hear voices stating that without the 
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authority of government, self-regulatory institutions are ineffective in defining and 
applying academic standards (see Dill & Beerkens, 2010). The reason can be found 
in spread of the New Public Management. Even in the United States, where the 
main principles of external quality assurance are the same as they were more than a 
hundred years ago, the intervention of national government is steadily increasing. 

There have been different approaches to self-regulatory activities in different 
countries, for example, the academic accreditation in the United States before 2000 
was mainly focusing on resources and management, while in the United Kingdom 
external examination has always scrutinized student academic work and assessed 
marking standards (El-Khawas, 1998). Since the beginning of this century, the 
United States has also put more emphasis on student learning outcomes and 
assessment (Wolff, 2005). The same approaches are suggested by ENQA to its 
member organizations in Europe as well. It indicates the unification of quality 
assurance practices all over the world and makes academic self-regulation more 
vulnerable to external forces. 

In the United States, the self-regulatory system is reinforced by the institutions’ 
financing of their own accreditations. Ewell (2007) supports this with the argument 
that this kind of approach is more efficient than publicly funded processes because 
it saves taxpayers’ money. Dill and Beerkens (2010) argue that the user-payer 
system may raise serious questions about the independence of quality assurance 
agencies. They suggest that when agencies are paid by the providers of the activities 
they rate, there is a tendency to disguise financial risk rather than expose it. There 
are also opinions that public interests should be publicly provided (Lewis & 
Einhorn, 2009). Though, the universities have raised similar questions about the 
dependence on agencies financed (directly or indirectly) from the government’s 
budget. 

Quality assurance schemes should maintain and improve the core academic 
processes by which universities themselves assure academic standards; it can also 
be said external quality assurance should support internal quality assurance 
processes.  

For example, an appropriate assessment would consider how the institution’s 
processes of approving academic curricula, evaluating teaching and student 
learning, and assuring the validity of student assessment are integrated and 
improved. These are the areas where faculty members have distinctive expertise and 
where their time and efforts in external peer reviews should logically be 
concentrated. While there is a public interest in the quality of institutional 
management and administration, strategic planning and financial affairs, there is not 
enough evidence proving that these processes are as influential on academic 
standards as the core academic processes of teaching and learning. (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005). Dill and Beerkens (2010) suggest that developing an effective 
external quality assurance mechanism that focuses on the core academic processes 
and is academically legitimate, should be prioritized. Stensaker, Langfeldt, Harvey, 
Huisman, and Westerheijden (2011) add that according to the UK experience, 
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evaluations of the integrity of student learning and assessment practices are more 
effective if they are focused on the adequacy of institution-level (i.e., meta-level) 
processes. One reason why higher education institutions ignore academic standards 
is often not the unwillingness or ignorance to meet these standards but more likely 
the lack of information about their weaknesses (Dill & Beerkens, 2010). 

The examples of quality assurance schemes representing professional (self-) 
regulation are first and foremost those conducted by professional organizations – 
teacher accreditation in the United States (Dill & Beerkens, 2010), accreditations of 
the Accreditation Board of Engineering and Technology (ABET), and assessment 
by EQUIS and other business school accrediting organizations. Quality award 
schemes (EFQM, the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award) can also be 
counted here. 

Based on the principles of the Accountability Triangle and above-mentioned 
suggestions, it can be concluded that the external quality assurance should not 
jeopardize the independence of planning and decision-making of an institution, and 
it should assess the institution’s core processes of approving academic curricula, 
evaluating teaching and student learning, and assuring the validity of student 
assessment – in sum, it should assess fitness for purpose.  

2.4 MARKET PRIORITIES 

Many economists argue that in mass higher education systems coordination by 
competitive markets is essentially more efficient than coordination by state 
regulation or by self-regulation, and that there exists a direct relationship between 
the degree of market competition and academic quality (Dill, 2005; Teixeira, 
Jongbloed, Dill, & Amaral, 2004). Market coordination does not need a 
superstructure for functioning: unregulated exchanges link persons and parts 
together and make the whole system more flexible. Exchange contrasts with the 
authoritative command and can be seen as a method of organizing cooperation 
among individuals, groups and organizations. One indicator of a market system is 
constant reassignment of labor and/or specialties according to the preferences of 
customers (Clark, 1983).  

In the competitive market of higher education, customers’ (here: students’) 
informed choices are also believed to influence producers (i.e., institutions) and 
academic effectiveness; while this input can motivate academic staff to make 
improvements in academic programs, teaching methods and so on in order to 
compete more successfully in the market (Dill & Soo, 2005). This belief can be 
inspired by the perceived quality of top universities in the competitive U.S. system 
(Dill, 2007) which in its turn has motivated policymakers in many countries to 
provide more effective information for prospective students (Dill & Soo, 2005). 

The quick expansion of numerous commercial university league tables (rankings) 
around the world during the last decades is a clear indicator of the growing role of 
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market forces in higher education. At the same time, studies suggest that rankings 
influence the educational decisions of a relatively small segment of the student 
population: The impact is visible only among students who have high ambitions, 
who are aimed towards achievement, and who come from a higher social class. The 
influence is stronger at higher levels of studies, especially at PhD programs. (Dill & 
Soo, 2005). It can be related to the argument that maturity increases awareness of 
one’s needs, and therefore those students are more conscious in making choices 
than their younger fellows (e.g., university students compared to school-age 
students) (Barr, 2004).  

For governments, one reason for a growing interest in responding to market forces 
may be the desire to decrease public expenditures (Dill, 2005), and the “academic 
oligarchy” can see it as a preferred alternative to rigid and frustrating state 
regulations (Dill, 2007). 

Lindblom (1965, as cited in Clark, 1983) points to the major types of markets, the 
so-called ‘three-market system’ that can be explored in post-secondary education: 
the consumer market, the labor market, and the institutional market. 

Consumer Markets. The central feature here is consumer choice (e.g., number of 
fee-paying students; governmental allocation of money to institutions according to 
the number of students attracted) which increases consumer sovereignty.  

Whenever there is an increase in the capacity of potential students to afford the 
costs of higher education, the consumer market has been extended. In addition, 
whenever there is an increase in the capacity of students who can choose among 
institutions and disciplines, the consumer market has been strengthened. 
Government officials and academics are never able to allocate that much, or make 
all those decisions for students. (Clark, 1983, pp. 162–164). This can be seen as a 
reason for proliferation of market coordination in almost all post-socialist countries 
in the 1990s, Estonia among them. 

Labor Markets. In these markets people offer their capabilities and energies for 
money. National systems that are decentralized and competitive make more room 
for scientific progress than centralized and noncompetitive ones, mainly because of 
the opportunities they provide to promising young academics to move from less to 
more attractive settings for the development of their ideas (Clark, 1983, pp. 164–
165). 

Institutional Markets. These markets are where enterprises interact with one other, 
instead of with consumers or employers. This form of market blooms in those 
economies where enterprises are free to buy from and sell to each other, thereby 
producing a large volume of unregulated exchange. Since academic systems lack 
retailers, wholesalers and manufacturers, these markets are not directly transferable 
into the academic environment. Instead, the relations among institutions are 
determined largely by the nature of their consumer and internal labor markets, and 
the positions that the institutions then assume. Here, reputation becomes the main 
“product” of exchange. (Clark, 1983, p. 165). Higher education institutions with a 
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higher reputation improve their ability to attract faculty members, students, and 
money (Astin, 1985). However, reputation does not only guide consumers and 
employers but also institutions (Clark, 1983, p. 165). Ranking leagues mainly 
produce images of reputation. 

Thus, the market-oriented instruments for quality assurance are primarily university 
rankings (Dill & Beerkens, 2010), examples of which are the U.S. News & World 
Report Rankings, the Academic Ranking of World Universities published by 
Shanghai Jiao Tong University, and the Times Higher Education World University 
Rankings.  

Here it can be concluded that the market is interested in getting information about 
an institution’s reputation in order to make informed choices. 
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3. EXTERNAL QUALITY ASSURANCE  

This chapter will elaborate on the second aim of this study which is to describe the 
most common models of external quality assurance of higher education in the 
world. 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

Earlier in this dissertation it was stated that quality assurance can be dated back to 
medieval ages and formal accreditation in the United States was initiated in the late 
19th century, but the “modern” quality assurance as a separate instrument in 
university management and government policy started in the 1970s and 1980s. 
First, higher education in the United States discovered this new management tool 
that had already been successfully used in Japanese industry, and later, around 
1984, similar governmental policies were implemented in Europe – in France 1984, 
in the United Kingdom and in the Netherlands 1985 (Van Vught & Westerheijden, 
1993). Since then, almost all European countries have abandoned direct quality 
control, replacing it with evaluation and accreditation either of degree programs or 
institutions, managed by non- or quasi-governmental institutions. While in the early 
1990s less than 50% of the European countries had initiated quality assessment 
activities at the supra-institutional level, then within 10 years, by 2003, all countries 
except Greece had entered into some form of it (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004). 
Today all European countries implement some form of external quality assurance 
scheme (Bozo et al., 2009). The shift from direct state control to “softer” tools of 
external quality assurance indicates a major change for higher education institutions 
(Westerheijden, 2007). 

The reasons for this shift derived from New Public Management, and were as 
follows:  

 central control reached its limits due to proliferation of higher education 
systems; 

 deregulation was favored in general as neo-liberalism made a forceful entry into 
the political arena; 

 because of the massification of higher education government budget limits were 
reached, and under the neoliberal influence the governments were not willing to 
increase their share of public earnings. (Van Vught, 1995) 

The same reasons can be transferred into the context of Central and Eastern Europe. 
However, Westerheijden and Sorensen (1999, as cited in Schwarz & Westerheijden, 
2004, p. 7) draw some distinctions concerning the purposes for introducing quality 
assurance policies: 

 transformation of higher education curricula to eradicate Marxist-Leninist 
dogma; 
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 rapid expansion to accommodate tremendous access-demand for higher 
education (shifting from the elite character of the higher education systems to 
egalitarism); 

 entry to the higher education market for national private higher education 
institutions as well as for foreign institutions; 

 these changes also transformed the relationships between the state and higher 
education institutions: the state retreated from its former strict central control, 
which led to extremely decentralized higher education systems. 

Neave (2004) suggests that despite the similar character and reasons for introducing 
external quality assurance mechanisms, European and U.S. systems are still 
representing different political discourses: the first one being political and the latter 
being mainly economic or market-based. However, one can see tendencies that 
these two discourses have started to approach each other with stronger intervention 
by the (state) government in the United States (e.g., introduction of evaluation of 
the assessment of student learning outcomes in early 2000s), and application of 
traditional market mechanisms in Europe (introduction of multidimensional 
rankings; combining accountability and improvement). 

Several empirical studies (Brennan & Shah, 2000; Fahlén et al., 2000; Frazer, 1997; 
Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004) show that in Europe, there are no patterns 
demonstrating comparable purposes, structures or methods (including decisions or 
consequentiality) of external quality assurance schemes. For example, the purposes 
may vary from informing funding decisions and assigning institutional status, 
supporting mobility of students, instigating cultural changes; to smooth downsizing 
operations, or to create new or improved links between higher education and 
industry. Schwarz and Westerheijden question whether there is any common 
understanding among European decision-makers as to what “accreditation” really 
means. 

On the other hand, other scholars insist that a policy paradigm (including quality 
assurance) is always time and space dependent and will reflect the reality of the 
moment in a particular national setting (Perellon, 2007; Whitley, 2008; Williams, 
2009). 

Despite the fact that the purposes and consequences of quality assurance schemes 
may vary broadly, most of these schemes are still based on the same four general 
principles: 

1. a coordinating agency for the quality assurance schemes; 
2. submission of a self-evaluation report by the unit to be evaluated; 
3. site visit by peers; 
4. (partly) public report on the evaluation results. (Van Vught & Westerheijden, 

1994) 

Actors involved in an evaluation or accreditation scheme in most cases learn during 
its implementation. For example, after the completion of program accreditation, the 
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representatives of all Estonian higher education institutions mentioned that the main 
benefit they got from the process was learning about the art of self-evaluation and 
involvement of all stakeholders (staff, students, employers). Learning leads to 
change and that is what is intended: giving greater attention to the quality of 
learning and teaching is a precondition for quality improvement. However, after 
“easy wins” of a successful first round of external quality assurance, a second 
(unchanged) round cannot add as much value to quality improvement or 
accountability as the first did. Routine and bureaucratization may cause “window 
dressing” and stagnation (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004) while “academics will 
comply with requirements in such a way as to minimize disruption to their existing 
academic practices” (Harvey & Newton, 2007, p. 230). Therefore, quality assurance 
systems need to be designed with a built-in facility for positive change (Schwarz & 
Westerheijden, 2004, p. 32). The danger for window dressing also justifies 
questions like “The first accreditation round is completed – what next?” (e.g., 
Rauhvargers, 2004). 

Probably in most (if not all) countries the policy objective for external quality 
assurance is to induce institutions to develop and use assessment processes that are 
locally meaningful and lead to academic improvement. However, communication 
among scholars in academic journals indicates that when assessment is seen as an 
external mandate, making academics perceive it as something that needs to be done 
for somebody else and not for themselves, in most cases will diminish academic 
respect for these processes and remains an area of “administration” (Ewell, 2007; 
Stensaker, 2007). Disinclination against it is even more reinforced when 
governmental quality assurance initiatives are accompanied by budget decline and 
increased reporting. This confronts the governmental rhetoric about the objectives 
of meeting institutional interests and academic improvement (Välimaa, 1994; 
Newton, 2000). 

In order to achieve their objectives both in public accountability and institutional 
improvement, governments and quality agencies should first and foremost approach 
the leaders of institutions, since only the leaders can support and legitimize the 
implementation of quality assurance mechanisms, because they have the authority 
to allocate resources. This means that under conditions of substantial institutional 
discretion and low consequentiality, the institution is able to incorporate the 
external demands to its internal processes only if institutional leadership finds it 
beneficial (Csizmadia, 2006; Ewell, 2007). Dill (1995) has noted that quality must 
become the responsibility of all academics, but he too emphasizes that only a strong 
and committed leadership can make it happen. The focus on leadership is also in 
accordance with the principles of Total Quality Management (TQM) (Oakland, 
1996). 

Jeliazkova and Westerheijden (2002) have proposed different phases of external 
quality assurance (Table 3-1). Certainly not all quality assurance systems go 
through all of the proposed phases, yet discussions among policy-makers and 
researchers indicate that application of comparative performance indicators (e.g., 
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multidimensional rankings) is very probable in the near future, at least in Europe, if 
not world-wide. The advantage of performance indicators is that they provide clear, 
objective, and measurable information, and can serve as a solid basis for political 
(Van Vught & Westerheijden, 1993) and market-related decisions. 

 

Table 3-1 Phases in quality assurance systems (Source: Jeliazkova & 
Westerheijden, 2002, p. 435; amended in Westerheijden, 2007, p. 78) 

Problems Role of quality 
assurance 

Information base Nature of external 
review and 
reporting 

Phase 1: Serious 
doubts about 
educational 
standards. 

Identifying sub-
standard 
educational 
programmes. 

Descriptive reports. 
Performance 
indicators. 

Summative; 
accreditation, 
checking standards. 
Report to state. 

Phase 2: Doubts 
about the 
efficiency of the 
higher education 
system and/or 
institutions. 

Public 
accountability 
Creating quality 
awareness in 
institutions. 

Descriptive/strategic 
reports (“self-selling”) 
covering: 
performance 
procedures. 

Ranking of 
institutions. One 
report to state and 
institutions. 
Identifying good 
practices. 

Phase 3: Doubt 
about innovation 
capacity and 
quality assurance 
capacity of 
institutions. 

a)Public 
accountability. 
b)Stimulate self-
regulation capacity 
of institutions.  

Self-evaluation reports 
on: 
procedures 
performance.  
 

Audit report to: 
the institution 
the state. 

Phase 4: Need to 
stimulate 
sustainable 
quality culture in 
institutions. 

Split between: 
improvement 
based on self-
regulation; 
public 
accountability. 

Split between:  
self-evaluation reports 
on processes and 
strategies based on 
SWOT and 
benchmarking; 
self-reporting on 
performance 
indicators. 

Split between: 
audit report to the 
institution  
verifying data to be 
incorporated in 
public databases. 

New challenge: 
Decreasing 
transparency 
across higher 
education 
systems. 

Market regulation, 
i.e., informing 
clients (students, 
employers). 

Performance 
indicators about 
“products” 
(knowledge and skills 
of graduates). 

Publication of 
comparative 
performance 
indicators. 
Standardized 
testing of 
graduates.  
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There is a clear tendency that quality assurance issues are becoming an intrinsic part 
of a globalized and internationalized higher education sector (Van Vught, Van der 
Wende, and Westerheijden, 2002), one indicator of which is the European Quality 
Assurance Register, founded in 2008. The merging of different approaches in 
quality assurance schemes is supported by Standards and Guidelines for Quality 
Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG, 2009) which does not 
directly indicate the criteria to be used or measured, but rather emphasizes certain 
principles, for example, the need to take into account the effectiveness of internal 
quality assurance processes (i.e., fitness for purpose approach), to carry out reviews 
periodically, and also to consider transparency, clear aims, criteria, published 
reports, and analysis of the system. The “fitness of/for purpose” approach follows 
logically from the “intended learning outcomes approach” favored in the Bologna 
process (Kohler, 2008, p. 230). Quality and standards in higher education are not 
easily understood. Williams (2009) suggests that external quality assurance will, 
together with the market, move from national agencies to supranational bodies. He 
foresees the growth in supranational program accreditation agencies, especially in 
international labor markets. 

As already mentioned, new competitors for national quality assurance models are 
found in the growing number of ranking systems (Dill & Soo, 2005; Van Dyke, 
2005), which may diminish the influence of government-owned quality assurance 
schemes and even threaten their existence (Stensaker & Harvey, 2006). However, 
there is a possibility that rankings are included in the existing quality assurance 
toolboxes without excluding any of the previously used instruments (like many 
quality assurance schemes have done over the past decades) (Westerheijden et al., 
2007). This may seem to burden the institutions with even more bureaucracy and 
cause confrontation from the academic side. 

In this chapter, I will have a closer look at accreditation, evaluation and academic 
audit, although the boundaries between them are sometimes so blurred that it is 
almost impossible to draw any clear lines between them (Westerheijden, 2007). 
Accreditation, evaluation and academic audit are supra-institutional quality 
assurance schemes focusing on the learning and teaching processes and 
management on an institutional level. During the last decades, in many countries, 
accreditations of study programs have also been carried out. Today there is a clear 
tendency that, because of its high costs and doubtful benefits, program 
accreditations are to be replaced with institutional audits, which is already 
happening, for example, in Germany and the Netherlands (Amaral &Rosa, 2008; 
Westerheijden et al., 2007), and also in Estonia. In the United Kingdom, program 
assessment was replaced with institutional audits in 2001 (Brennan & Williams, 
2004). One (and almost the only) distinction of accreditation is that it ends in a 
formal summary judgment leading to formal approval regarding the respective 
institution or program/degree. Evaluation and audit procedures do not lead to any 
formal consequences. However, there is often no difference between the methods of 
accreditation and evaluation/audit (Westerheijden, 2007). 
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In research articles, different classifications of quality assurance can be found. For 
example, Dill (1992a) distinguishes between the reputational approach, the student 
outcome approach, and the total quality management approach. The first approach 
focuses on a peer review in order to assess the quality of programs and institutions. 
Sometimes the result was also rating of institutions and/or programs. The second 
approach, based on outcome indicators, measures student achievements when 
students attend higher education, and also after their graduations (e.g., career path, 
earnings). The third approach emphasizes coordination and management, broad 
participation, client orientation, and organizational learning. 

Brennan and Shah (2000) have identified four types of evaluations according to the 
focus on quality values: (1) the academic type, (2) the managerial type, (3) the 
pedagogical type, and (4) the employment-related type; whereas the first of these is 
focused on traditional academic values and subject content; the second type is 
associated with a concern for institutional procedures and structures, assuming that 
quality can be produced by good management. The roots of the values of the 
managerial type are also in TQM. In the pedagogical type, the focus is on teaching 
skills and classroom practice, that is, more on the delivery than on the content. In 
the employment-related type, emphasis is placed on graduate output characteristics 
and on learning outcomes. It may be summarized that types 1–3 represent academic 
concerns (especially the first of these), and the last – the employment-related type – 
responds to state and market interests. 

Amaral and Rosa (2008) hope that in the future, the higher education systems will 
be mature enough to recognize that the main responsibility for quality assurance lies 
with the higher education institutions themselves, and public concern with the 
quality of higher education should be expressed through audits/evaluations – one 
sample of which is what the EUA has been doing over the years – because the 
higher the degree of autonomy possessed by a university, the more efficient its 
management structure and mechanisms for quality improvement will be (Smith, 
2008). However, this will require that trust in higher education institutions is re-
established. According to Massy (2003), to do this requires a major effort from the 
institutions: they need to be better than they actually are, demonstrating continuous 
and sustainable improvement. It will certainly not be an easy task as “Trust cannot 
be demanded but must be freely given” (Trow, 1996a, p. 318). The reality is that the 
current loss of trust because of the emergence of New Public Management has 
resulted in increasing demands for accountability (Amaral & Rosa, 2008) and 
currently there are no signs of movements that governments will be ready to 
decrease the importance of accountability. On the contrary, for example, the 
Swedish National Agency started with an approach that favored an audit of 
improvement processes, but was forced to change the direction of institutions since 
politicians wanted more accountability (Harvey & Newton, 2007, p. 242). The 
creators of the ESG are more optimistic hoping that by implementing their 
recommendations the mutual trust among institutions and agencies will be 
strengthened (ESG, 2009, p. 6).   
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Although TQM and its “younger sisters,” EFQM and the Baldridge National 
Quality Program, are all seen as being primarily aimed at engendering quality 
improvement, the approaches related to audits, assessments, and rankings are aimed 
at evaluating the efficiency and effectiveness of this improvement, lying closer to a 
summative rather than a formative approach, hence they are more associated with 
accountability. TQM, by contrast, never seeks to deliver a summative judgment in 
its never ending plan-do-check-act cycle and is clearly aimed at continuous 
improvement (Fry, 1995). 

Therefore it is of the utmost importance to specify the objectives of quality 
assurance (ESG, 2009). Perellon (2007) has likewise mentioned that one of the 
fundamental choices to be made with respect to the domain of quality assurance is 
related to its objectives. For example, summative objectives stress the importance of 
linking the results obtained through the procedures to particular consequences such 
as funds delivered or status of the institution. Formative objectives, on the other 
hand, emphasize the importance of learning about one’s weak points and how to 
improve them. Advocates of this approach argue that quality assurance should by 
no means influence the amount of funds institutions receive since students from all 
over the world request the experience of learning, which favors a formative 
approach of quality assurance. (Perellon, 2007, pp. 162–163). Accreditation quite 
successfully combines both summative and formative objectives, so that all 
“angles” of the accountability triangle are served – academics (favoring more the 
formative approach), and market and state (favoring more the summative 
approach).   

The main objective of quality assurance should, of course, be the enhancement of 
quality in higher education. Within the field of higher education, the perspective of 
academic quality can be borrowed from Astin’s (1985) “talent development model” 
which suggests that a major purpose of a university is to develop the talents of its 
students to their maximum potential. Thus institutions that provide the largest 
amount of developmental benefits to their students possess the highest academic 
quality (Astin, 1985). Westerheijden et al. (2007) provide a somewhat softer 
definition: “The aim of education, and especially of students’ first experience of 
higher education, is to assist students to be transformed from adolescents with 
school-type knowledge into adults ready to enter society and the labor market at the 
highest levels of competencies available” (Westerheijden et al., 2007, p. 7). The 
joint character in both definitions is transformation of students (competences).  
According to a study by Immerwahr (2000), the most essential student outcomes in 
higher education include a sense of maturity, managing on one’s own ability to get 
along with people different from self, improved problem-solving and thinking 
ability, learning high-tech skills, specific expertise and knowledge in a chosen 
career, and top-notch writing and speaking skills. 

Although we have intrinsic expectations that quality assurance engenders good 
quality, Stensaker and Harvey notice that:  
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This is certainly not a foregone conclusion, because although in theory 
there ought to not be good quality assurance without good quality of the 
‘product’ – the Demings and Jurans of this world were not interested in 
quality assurance per se, but in pulling U.S. industry ‘out of the crisis’ (title 
of Deming’s 1986 book) – practice is more stubborn. (2006, p. 81)  

In reality, good quality assurance procedures may exist without the so-called good 
quality, that is, without complimentary feedback related to the actual management 
and “production” in higher education institutions. There is also no guarantee that 
good external quality assessment leads to good internal quality assurance 
(Stensaker & Harvey, 2006). Accountability-oriented interventions aim to convince 
stakeholders that the education which higher education institutions are delivering is 
of good quality. Improvement-oriented interventions intend to help institutions 
develop quality assurance and improvement processes that in the long run may 
assure a high-quality education. (Massy, 2005) 

In order to achieve our objectives, that is, to get what we want, we should turn to a 
widely used statement, “what gets measured gets done.” Westerheijden (2007) has 
modified it suggesting that “what gets rewarded gets done,” which means that first 
it must be measured. He summarizes that “what gets measured, gets rewarded, and 
what gets rewarded, gets done” (p. 80). This axiom matches with Ewell’s (2007) 
research proposal about relationships between institutional engagement in quality 
initiatives and consequentiality (see Chapter 4). 

Besides objectives, Perellon (2007) identifies other dimensions of fundamental 
choices in the domain of quality assurance as follows:  

 Control: Who should control the process of quality assurance? 
 Areas: What are the domains covered by the quality assurance procedures? In 

general, three categories are addressed: research activities, study programs, and 
general institutional management. (Perellon, 2007). However, there is very little 
focus on research activities in quality-related literature. The reason may be that 
research is a favored and intrinsic activity for academic staff who are always 
ready to incline more towards research than teaching. Dill and Beerkens (2010) 
warn that “[t]he adaption of strong policies regulating research quality without 
balancing policies regulating teaching quality will negatively affect the teaching 
mission of universities. In the worst case, when information about teaching 
quality is inadequate, research quality may become a proxy for institutional 
quality in the eyes of the public and contribute to the degradation of the teaching 
mission in the long run” (p. 6) which in fact has already happened in widely 
used rankings, particularly in ARWU. 

 Procedures: outcome-oriented versus process-oriented procedures (see afore-
mentioned reputational, student outcome, and TQM approaches, Dill, 1992a); 
internal versus external procedures; quantitative versus qualitative procedures 
(the use of performance indicators versus the use of peer reviews). In most 
cases, they are not seen as opposing methods but as complementary ones.  
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 Uses: How is the collected information used? This is the consequentiality or 
rewarding dimension. The information will certainly be made available to the 
institutions assessed but can (according to ESG - shall) also be made public for 
broader sectors of society. It can be used for financial decisions or for rankings 
of the units according to their results as well. As Hood (1983) has pointed out, 
there are at least four different tools available to “reward” institutions: economic 
resources, laws and other regulations, organization, and signals/information.  

To know what to measure, one should also know what influences positive quality 
culture. Gryna (2001) suggests that an institution must foster five key behaviors: 
create and maintain an awareness of quality, provide evidence of management’s 
leadership in quality, encourage self-development and empowerment of its 
employees, provide opportunities for employee participation to inspire action, and 
provide recognition and rewards. This is also very well in accord with TQM ideas, 
and as we can see in the next sections, these key behaviors are embedded in most 
methods of external quality assurance (accreditation, evaluation, audit). 

Although the quality movement in higher education is strongly (though not 
exclusively) associated with the fitness for purpose approach, in at least a rhetorical 
sense, assessment practices are often taking another path (Fry, 1995). 
Westerheijden, Hulpiau, and Waeutens (2006) argue that the traditional external 
processes for assuring academic quality have significant limitations in the higher 
education environment of New Public Management which is “fast, adventurous, 
carefree, gung-ho, open-plan, computerized, individualism of choice, autonomous 
enterprises and sudden opportunity” (Ball, 1998, p. 124, as cited in Amaral & Rosa, 
2008, p. 25). The rather disappointing results of the many governmental initiatives 
concerning quality assurance refer to the necessity of considering a different 
approach to quality assurance – particularly an evidence-based one (Harvey & 
Newton, 2007).  

3.2 PERFORMANCE INDICATORS  

Westerheijden (2007, p. 80) proposes the following performance indicators which 
he has divided into input, process, throughput and output factors:  

 Input factors: for example, staff numbers and their qualifications, student 
selectivity rates, staff-student ratios, funding (per student), facilities (per 
student), number of study programs, planned student qualifications (linked with 
Dublin Descriptors). 

 Process factors: for example, number of hours for different course 
units/disciplines or for different work forms (lectures, seminars, etc.), ECTS 
credits per course unit or for whole degree program, student feedback on course 
delivery, alumni feedback on strong and weak points of the study program from 
the point of view in their early careers. 
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 Throughput factors (intermediate results): for example, examination results, 
progress through different phases of study, grade point averages. 

 Output factors (final results): for example, graduation rates/drop-outs, time to 
degree, employment rates (in relevant job sectors). 

Van Damme (2004) proposes a conceptual framework for accreditation with five 
categories (a CIPOF model) which is developed mainly for program accreditation 
but can as well be used for institutional assessment:  

1.  Context  
2.  Input 
3.  Process  
4.  Output 
5.  Feedback 

For context there are no specific standards as the institutional context may 
significantly vary. However, the context in which institutions operate should always 
be taken into account when considering other categories. 

There are two essential input standards: first, the physical and the human 
infrastructure (funding, buildings, teaching/learning and supportive facilities, and a 
sufficient number of qualified staff); second, students (the admission requirements, 
formal and informal student intake and access policies). 

Process standards (again two standards) should include all relevant aspects of 
institutional main processes that determine institution’s output quality: first, mission 
and objectives (indicators for this standard can be a clearly defined strategic 
mission, institutional purposes and educational objectives, including planning and 
improvement processes; and  correspondence of educational objectives/learning 
outcomes to qualification-level descriptors); second, effective learning processes 
(e.g., curriculum and student learning assessment development, programmed and 
real study duration, study load, and student support).  

Output standards indicate the change in the knowledge and skill levels of students, 
or in society (when considering research and outreach activities). One standard 
should define the degree to which the actual learning outcomes (graduates’ 
knowledge, skills and competences) meet the qualification descriptors. It measures 
graduate placement and also the broader economic, social, and cultural impact that 
an institution (or program) achieves via its graduates. The second standard should 
focus on efficiency (a value-for-money perspective).  

Feedback may include effective internal quality management (the presence of 
effective internal feedback procedures, where students, graduates, staff, employers, 
and other stakeholders systematically evaluate the programs and the institution; and 
the approval that this information is integrated into quality improvement and 
innovation, and embedded in the organizational culture); and the presence of 
effective organizational strategies to improve equity and student participation. (Van 
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Damme, 2004, pp. 149–154, modified by author). The summary is presented in 
Table 3-2.  

 

Table 3-2 The CIPOF model  

Category Standard 
Context No specific standards 
Input Physical and human infrastructure 

Students 
Process Mission and objectives 

Effective learning processes 
Output Degree to which the actual learning outcomes meet the 

qualification descriptors 
Efficiency (value for money) 

Feedback Effective internal quality management 
The presence of effective organizational strategies to 
improve equity and student participation 
 

 

As we can see, Van Damme suggests that 8 standards can be enough to cover the 
core aspects of an institution.  

Based on Van Damme (2004) and Westerheijden (2007), the quality indicators can 
roughly be divided into factors of input, process and output: 

 input – for example, admission requirements, staff numbers and their 
qualifications, student selectivity rates, staff-student ratios, funding (per 
student), facilities (per student), number of study programs, planned student 
qualifications;  

 process – for example, a clearly defined strategic mission, institutional purposes 
and educational objectives, correspondence of educational objectives/learning 
outcomes to qualification-level descriptors, curriculum and student learning 
assessment development, programmed and real study duration, study load, 
student support, the presence of effective internal feedback procedures, student 
feedback on course delivery, alumni feedback on strong and weak points of the 
study program from the point of view of their early career; 

 output – for example, graduates’ knowledge, skills and competences; graduation 
rates/drop-outs; time to degree; employment rates (in relevant job sectors). 

In sum, input can be generalized as resources (both human and material) available 
at the beginning of a process. Process means (inter)action(s) during which input is 
transferred to output. The core processes for a higher education institution are 
teaching and learning, as well as research and development. Output can be 
considered as the result of the core processes of an institution. 
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As mentioned in Section 2.3, the areas where faculty members have distinctive 
expertise and where their time and effort in external peer reviews should logically 
be concentrated are how the institution’s processes of approving academic 
curricula, evaluating teaching and student learning, and assuring the validity of 
student assessment are integrated and improved (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 
Thus, we can assume that in the framework of external quality assurance, academia 
prefers to focus on processes (e.g., curriculum and student learning assessment 
development).  

For the market, reputation becomes the main “product” of exchange. Higher 
education institutions with a higher reputation improve their ability to attract faculty 
members, students and money (Astin, 1985), thus – resources, that is, input. In 
addition, outputs (graduates’ employability, etc.) presented, for example, in various 
league tables (rankings), are equally important. Dill and Beerkens suggest that 
university rankings are the primary market-oriented instruments for quality 
assurance (Dill & Beerkens, 2010). Hence, the market’s main interests related to 
external quality assurance are supposed to be the above-mentioned inputs and 
outputs.  

The potential focus of state is more complicated to define. Governments are 
responsible for society’s development and tax-payers’ satisfaction with public 
investments. Therefore, the “dimensions of ‘quality’ in higher education that 
interest them in this regard include institutional contributions to economic 
development in the form of well-prepared graduates, contributions to knowledge 
consistent with identified state needs, and institutional responsiveness to the needs 
of the communities in which they are located” (Ewell, 2007, p. 121). This 
suggestion meets the definition of outputs, although the state’s expectation for the 
aim of external quality assurance – to meet basic standards (Van Damme, 2004) – 
suggests that the state’s interest may also involve input (resources) and processes 
(mission, curriculum development, internal quality assurance, etc.). 

In the following sections I will explore more thoroughly the different external 
institutional quality assurance models: accreditation, evaluation, academic audit, 
quality awards and rankings which in most cases are interrelated, carrying similar 
characteristics. 

3.3 ACCREDITATION  

The term accreditation is related to the establishment of the legitimacy of an 
institution or program, for example, institutional accreditation leads to the formal 
approval of an institution, providing a license for a university or college to operate, 
or proving its eligibility for student funding systems (Harvey, 2004; Schwarz & 
Westerheijden, 2004; Van Damme, 2004; Wolff, 2005).  

Accreditation has certain characteristics: 
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 it is a formal decision of a binary (“yes”/”no”) nature (if necessary, adding 
“conditional”);  

 is based on predetermined standards or requirements;  
 has a time-limited validity. (Van Damme, 2004, p. 130) 

In many countries, the objectives for both accreditation and evaluation are quite 
similar: to improve the quality of education, to provide public information, and to 
ensure that education is of approved quality (Hämäläinen, Mustonen, & Holm, 
2004), in other words, to satisfy each group of the accountability triangle. 

Hämäläinen et al. (2004) suggest that although both accreditation and evaluation 
refer to standards against which the institution will be assessed, evaluations 
consider it in more general terms and often in an international context. In both 
cases, the standards are usually formulated by an external body (either by the 
government or an agency) which consists normally of academic staff. One may 
state that accreditation is the last step of evaluation, interpreting the evaluation 
results into yes/no classification. (Hämäläinen et al., 2004). According to 
Westerheijden (2007, p. 76), this kind of single-bit information is the most efficient 
form in terms of information theory, especially for the government and market that 
need to make their decisions or choices based on this.  

Hämäläinen et al (2004, p. 18) state that for accreditation, the typical characteristics 
are as follows:  

1. The objective is to certify a set of defined standards which an institution (or 
program) should meet.  

2. Accreditation includes a peer review.   
3. The standard can express a minimal requirement or be one of defined 

excellence.  
4. Standards are used as benchmarks.  
5. Accreditation decisions include a binary element and are always either “yes” or 

“no.”  
6. Accreditation decisions are based solely on quality criteria, never on political 

considerations.  
7. Accreditation decisions are time-limited.  

Although all of them are inevitable components of accreditation, one may conclude 
that standards (characteristics 1, 3 and 4), and especially decisions (5) are the main 
characteristics, differentiating accreditation from evaluation, for example.  

Meeting a particular set of standards indicates whether an institution (or program) is 
eligible to function as an “accredited institution (or program).” The standards, 
indicators and criteria should be developed in a way that enables one to measure the 
institution’s ability to perform, and it is strongly recommended that they focus on 
key aspects only, particularly on institutional outputs and learning outcomes, 
keeping the number of standards as low as possible (Vlasceanu & Barrows, 2004). 
One must remember that the scope of quality aspects covered by accreditation is 
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always smaller than that of whole external quality assurance. In countries where 
external quality reviews and accreditations are distinguished from each other, the 
selected results of the quality assurance review are seen as input into the 
accreditation. For example, in the Japanese accreditation system, the total number 
of detailed indicators is very high, reaching 205 for university undergraduate 
programs and 143 for graduate programs. However, the so-called compulsory group 
only has 39 and 29 items, respectively. The Dutch Accreditation Agency has 
worked out six standards with only 24 quality indicators in total. (Van Damme, 
2004). Also WASC has considerably decreased the number of accreditation 
standards: when previously there were nine standards with 268 sub-components, 
now there are four standards with 42 sub-components that are sharply focused on 
effectiveness and student learning (Appleton & Wolff, 2004; Handbook of 
Accreditation, 2008). Several authors have emphasized that the number of 
indicators should preferably not exceed 20 (see, e.g., Gaither, 1997). Van Damme 
(2004) suggests that “accreditation should be subject to elementary principles and 
rules of efficiency and ‘value for money’ ”  (p. 146).   

The requirements and/or conditions reflected in standards generally involve 
expectations regarding quality, for example, the qualifications of administrative and 
teaching staffs, and the adequate provision of instruction; effectiveness, for 
example, the appropriateness of institutional governance arrangements; financial 
viability, for example, the adequacy of resources; outcomes (in recent years, 
particularly the quality of student learning outcomes); and sustainability (Ewell, 
2007, p. 122; Hämäläinen et al., 2004, p. 22). Hämäläinen et al. (2004) claim that a 
theoretical background for the selection of standards and criteria seems to be 
lacking. They argue that new standards are mainly built on the earlier experience 
and there is almost no evidence that modern learning theories (e.g., constructivism) 
have somehow affected the targets of evaluations/accreditations (Hämäläinen et al., 
2004). However, one must not forget that constructivism is based on the argument 
that humans generate knowledge and meaning from their own experiences 
(Vygotskii, 1978), thus one cannot state that modern learning theories have not 
been taken into account at all. In addition, accreditation is often criticized for 
focusing only on minimal standards, using narrow and specific criteria instead of 
supporting quality improvement or considering the overall educational context such 
as equality and equity issues (Stensaker & Harvey, 2006). In order to avoid a too 
narrow or inward-directed approach, it is recommendable to use international 
benchmarking of standards and criteria, which supports student mobility (Van 
Damme, 2004) and transnational delivery of knowledge.  

According to a study (Westerheijden, 2001), in Western Europe the first and second 
rounds of accreditation have tried to develop so-called minimum standards for 
programs concentrating mainly on inputs, which has led toward national uniformity 
rather than diversity. These standards have not taken into consideration the special 
needs of certain areas (rural or urban, highly developed or underdeveloped, etc.) (p. 
22), thus – the context. 
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Since different quality aspects influence different stakeholder groups (the state, 
academic oligarchy or the market), there is, therefore, a significant relationship 
between strategic quality planning and management of process quality, which 
affects customer satisfaction, in other words, strategic plans emphasizing customer 
focus along with the necessary procedures to operationalize those plans encourage 
the desired outcomes (Stensaker & Harvey, 2006).  

Accreditation decisions, first and foremost, carry consequences for the government: 
based on the accreditation results, the government may decide whether or not to 
recognize the degrees awarded, or make decisions regarding the future existence of 
institutions, and more materially, the funding of institutions (student places) or 
students’ eligibility for study loans. From the students’ point of view, accreditation 
means the possibility to obtain a recognized degree and access to study grants or 
loans. Employers may use accreditation information as an argument to recruit one 
graduate rather than another. (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004). However, in most 
accreditation schemes the academic oligarchy is the only party involved as the 
developer of standards. (in fewer cases, the state as well) (Schwarz & 
Westerheijden, 2004; Hämäläinen et al., 2004). 

In Europe, unlike in the United States, the main emphasis has been placed on 
program accreditation. Since the focus of this study is on the external quality 
assurance of an institution, I will have a closer look at the developments in the 
United States where institutional accreditation has the longest history. Or, as Ewell 
(2007) pointed out: 

There are reasons to believe that higher education systems in most places in 
the world are becoming more like that of the United States. The number of 
independent (and even proprietary) institutions is on the rise in many 
countries, massification is taking place to match the scale of U.S. 
postsecondary provision, and market forces generated by a gradual shift in 
financial support from governments to consumers are becoming significant 
factors worldwide. All these reasons suggest that learning from U.S. 
experience might be valuable. (p. 119) 

In the United States, quality in higher education is assessed and managed through 
an accreditation system that was developed gradually over the past 150 years. 
Schools began to regulate themselves through a process of accreditation to 
distinguish themselves from the “diploma mills” that had begun to spring up around 
the country. The system has matured over the years within the constructs of 
principles and philosophical ideas. (Fritschler, Weissburg, & Magness, 2008). The 
education accreditation system in the United States is entirely voluntary, in contrast 
to the compulsory character in most European countries (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 
2004). In practice, since 1952 all institutions have needed to pass through the 
process in order to be eligible for government funding, including grants and loans to 
students as well as research funding (Fritschler et al., 2008, p. 251).  
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In recent decades, the introduction of learning outcomes assessment into 
accreditation standards which was forced by the government has been an important 
innovation. Namely, with the 1992 Reauthorization Act, Congress signaled its 
dissatisfaction with regional accreditation agencies that did not sufficiently address 
student academic achievements, including learning outcomes (Wolff, 2005, p. 85). 
This concern is understandable because the decisions of the U.S. government to 
spend as much as $60 billion on student aid, as well as other federal funds and 
billions of dollars in state funds, are heavily dependent on the accreditation status of 
institutions. In addition, it influences public decisions, for example, student choices, 
about the worthiness of higher education institutions. Besides that, other countries 
rely on American accreditation when recognizing U.S. degrees or verifying the 
quality of institutions (Appleton & Wolff, 2004). 

As accreditation procedures have been developed by institutions themselves, 
accreditation in the United States has first and foremost evolved to meet the needs 
of academic oligarchy. However, according to Wolff, the process is moving from 
the “academic corner” of the Accountability Triangle toward the center, while 
during the past years, almost all regional agencies have redefined their relationships 
to institutions and worked out new principles reviewing evidence of institutional 
and educational effectiveness more systematically than before (Wolff, 2005). There 
is still one deficiency hindering the process to reach “the center” and respond to 
market needs – namely, accreditation reports are not publicly available. This 
inward-turned approach has been increasingly criticized. 

Wolff poses the following questions and responses concerning the effectiveness of 
accreditation (2005, pp. 87–89): 

 Is accreditation taken seriously by the academic community?  

For new institutions accreditation usually plays a significant role but the so-called 
elite universities often either ignore it or “view it as, at best, a necessary nuisance” 
(p. 87). To change this attitude, the new review models, for example, in the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC), have been tailored for and partly by 
the research universities in order to meet the issues of greatest importance. 

 Is accreditation cost-effective and value-adding?  

 “When accreditation is seen primarily as a compliance-driven exercise to 
demonstrate the achievement of minimum standards and no more, it becomes like a 
trip to the dentist: a necessary task but one that should take as little time and cause 
as little pain as possible” (p. 87). Accrediting agencies are increasingly emphasizing 
that the main role of accreditation is to add value for the management of an 
institution, and to create change.  

 Does accreditation apply effective standards of quality to ensure institutional 
accountability? 
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There is no single metric or standard fitting to all institutions in the diverse world of 
higher education. From the institutions’ points of view, it is very appropriate that 
standards can be applied to fit each institution’s mission and context (fitness for 
purpose approach). From the standpoint of many representatives of state and 
market, there needs to be greater consistency across institutions, in other words, 
accreditation standards should require more comparative performance indicators 
both within and across institutions. The latter supports the suggestion, referred to 
earlier, that one component in external quality assurance should be benchmarking. 

 Does accreditation act appropriately to terminate accreditation or require needed 
change?  

This will probably remain the ever-lasting challenge and persistently asked question 
whether the peer-review process is actually capable of causing negative actions, for 
example, terminating admission of students to a program or even the activities of an 
institution (negative accreditation). In Estonia there are also numerous examples of 
accreditation proposals that seemed to be influenced either by austerity or leniency 
of review teams rather than being based on clear evidence. In the United States, the 
reports are not public and therefore it is even less visible what is behind one or 
another decision. Both regional and specialized accreditation agencies, evaluating 
study programs, invest heavily in evaluator training to ensure that each review is 
driven by evidence, not by personality.  

 Does accreditation lead to long-term institutional change?  

Critics of the current accreditation system have questioned whether accreditation 
actions actually lead to any institutional change. Despite the strong emphasis of 
accrediting agencies on student learning assessment and the hope that this is going 
to improve the quality of education, there is so far no empirical evidence of culture 
change within institutions. To make the process more influential for institutions, 
agencies have introduced new review visit processes. In addition to single, 
comprehensive visits, more focused visits can be organized, reviewing the issues 
requiring greatest attention, for example, international relations and teaching 
methods. Having abandoned their role of checking the past institutional processes 
and thus fostering the conservation of institutional status quo, accreditation agencies 
now encourage higher education institutions to become “lighthouses” in their 
regions or disciplines. All regional commissions organize workshops and annual 
meetings covering various topics in institutional management, student learning 
assessment and so forth. Besides that they also publish supplemental materials for 
both institutions and evaluation teams. (Wolff, 2005) 

In order to achieve the long-term effectiveness of accreditation practices, most of 
the regional agencies in the United States have also chosen new, more qualitative 
approaches of external evaluation.  For example, the optional Accreditation Quality 
Improvement Program (AQIP) of the Higher Learning Commission of North 
Central is based on the Baldridge model of quality process, emphasizing the need 
for ongoing systems of quality review, embedding the review process within 
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institutional quality assurance and improvement processes (the approach being 
criticized by state and market representatives, see above); the Accrediting 
Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities of WASC has experimented with 
academic audit and has introduced some of its principles into accreditation reviews. 
(Wolff, 2005) 

The developments in WASC have received the highest attention in the literature 
(e.g., Appelton & Wolff, 2004; Wolff, 2005), therefore it would be interesting to 
study the key principles of this system more closely and to analyze its objectives, 
standards and indicators.  

3.4 ACADEMIC AUDIT  

The term academic audit (also referred to in literature as audit, quality audit, 
external institutional audit) is used when the assessment is focused on the quality 
assurance procedures of the institution or program and the integrity or standards of 
provision and outcomes (Harvey, 2004; Van Damme, 2004). This usually does not 
lead to any approval processes or other formal consequences. 

In evaluation, “[a]ll institutionalized and systematically implemented activities 
regarding the measurement, analysis and/or development of quality for institutions, 
degree-types and/or programs that are carried out at the supra-institutional level” 
will be assessed. Evaluation activities do not lead to approval processes. (Schwarz 
& Westerheijden, 2004, p. 3)  

Academic audit is improvement oriented and examines institutions’ quality 
assurance processes rather than educational quality itself (Dill, 2000; 
Westerheijden, Brennan, & Maassen, 1994). The idea of academic audits originates 
from the United Kingdom where the first audit was implemented in 1990, and it has 
since been adopted by New Zealand, Australia, Hong Kong, Sweden, and Denmark 
(Dill, 2000; Massy, 2000), as well as by Norway and Finland. In the United States, 
audit has been piloted by WASC and its principles have been used in the 
accreditation process (see Section 3.3). 

Massy (2005) states that Dill, Massy, and Woodhouse can be thought of as 
champions of audit because of their research and contributions to the 
implementation of academic audits in, for example, Hong Kong (Massy) or New 
Zealand (Woodhouse). Although there are as many versions of audits as there are 
implementations (Massy, 2005), Massy and Dill (2000) suggest that the current 
experiences indicate that audits are able to combine both the stakeholders’ 
accountability and improvement agendas.  

The common characteristics of all audit schemes are their institutional aspects, 
especially quality process focus, as well as other aspects similar to most external 
review processes, such as institutional submission of self-evaluation reports, peer 
reviews, and reports that in case of audits are publicly accessible. Other aspects of 
the audit design may vary: the composition and continuity of audit teams (e.g., in 
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New Zealand and Hong Kong, overseas academics are included, in Sweden and 
New Zealand representatives of industry and commerce are included, and in 
Sweden – similar to EUA evaluations – a student is also included); the length of an 
audit visit (from 1.5 days in Hong Kong up to 4 days in the UK); and follow-up 
activities (Dill, 2000; Wahlén, 2004). 

A clear communication of the results has been viewed as critical to the audit 
process (Dill, 2000; Williams, 2009). In the United Kingdom and Sweden, staff 
members of audit agencies would sometimes edit or rewrite the reports but in the 
United Kingdom, the AAU took the position that although the auditors “own” their 
judgments, the AAU “owns” the text of the reports (Dill, 2000). 

According to Dill (2000), a fundamental difference in audits is the scope of 
processes they address. Including EUA evaluations to this comparison, the latter has 
probably the widest scope of all audit schemes. Swedish quality audits focus on 
institutional strategies for quality implementation; universal participation in quality 
enhancement (to what extent the staff and students are involved); cooperation with 
external stakeholders; and methods for evaluating and follow-up activities with 
particular attention to staff and student recruitment and development (Dill, 2000).  

The New Zealand approach deals with quality assurance in research as well, with 
particular regard to its connection with teaching (Dill, 2000).  

The Hong Kong TLQPR has a most carefully defined scope: It evaluates quality 
assurance processes in undergraduate (first degree) teaching including curriculum 
design and development, student learning assessment, evaluating teaching, and 
providing evidence to quality assurance. This scheme encourages teaching staffs to 
be involved in research undertaken by Hong Kong’s universities (Dill, 2000). 

Dill concludes that the processes with a narrower scope (e.g., New Zealand, UK, 
and Hong Kong) have had a more positive influence on institutional quality 
assurance processes related to teaching and learning: “they can better involve 
academic units, which is where teaching and learning is actually conducted, and 
where related quality improvements must necessarily be implemented” (Dill, 2000, 
p. 194). 

Massy suggests that the domains that should be evaluated through an academic 
audit are: 

 Learning objectives, that is, knowledge, skills, and competences of a graduate. 
 Curricular design, that is, the order and perspective of instruction; course 

materials used – their relationships to other parts of the program, and their 
coherence with the program’s learning objectives. 

 Teaching and learning activities, that is, methods for stimulating involvement, 
providing feedback, using technology.  

 Student learning assessment, that is, methods and indicators (criteria) used for 
student learning assessment, their alignment with learning outcomes; 
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comparison of beginning and ending performance; use of the results of 
assessment in teaching and learning improvement activities.  

 Implementation of quality assurance. (Massy, 2005, p. 175)  

In addition, Massy (2005) identifies seven education quality principles as a result of 
research at the National Center for Postsecondary Improvement: 

1. Define education quality in terms of outcomes. “Exemplary departments collect 
evidence about what their students need and then work to meet these needs” (p. 
176). 

2. Focus on the processes of teaching, learning, and assessment.  
3. Strive for coherence across all educational activities. “Departments should view 

learning through the lens of the student’s entire educational experience. 
Objectives, curricula, teaching and learning activities, student assessment, and 
quality assurance should relate to each other seamlessly” (p. 176). 

4. Work collaboratively to achieve mutual involvement and support. “Professors 
should demonstrate collegiality in teaching, just as they do in research. 
Departments should encourage teamwork in order to reinforce collegiality, and 
bring multiple talents to bear on difficult problems” (p. 176). For example, 
besides curriculum development, team teaching could also be used, not yet 
adequately taken advantage of (at least in Estonia). 

5. Base decisions on evidence where possible. Institutions and sub-units should 
collect data on students’ previous learning experiences, their different learning 
styles, requirements for employment, satisfaction with teaching and learning 
experiences and so forth. Feedback should be obtained from both current and 
past students and, where applicable, also from employers (see Udam & Vihand, 
2009).  

6. Identify and learn from best practices. It is necessary to benchmark examples of 
good practices and adapt the applicable ones to their own circumstances.  

7. Make continuous improvement a high priority. (Massy, 2005, p. 176–177) 

Massy adds that few professors would violate such principles in their research 
activities; unfortunately, this is not a norm on the educational side (2005). One 
reason (probably the main one) may be that educational performance is usually not 
rewarded at the same level as research activities are. 

These principles can also be used in audits as criteria for determining quality 
process maturity at the departmental, program, and supervisory levels (Massy, 
2005, p. 179): 

 No effort – the institution/unit under evaluation does not have any organized or 
systematic quality assurance processes. Quality may “happen”; quality 
assurance remains the responsibility of individual professors. 

 Firefighting – the institution/unit responds to problems mostly with ad hoc 
methods. The five domains referred to above are not covered systematically. 
The evidence principles receive little attention. 
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 Informal effort – in one or more domains, individual initiatives are visible, but 
coverage remains “spotty.”  

 Organized effort – the institution/unit plans and practices quality assurance 
initiatives in all five domains. There are demonstrated efforts toward quality and 
evidentiary principles.  

 Mature effort – the quality principles and the continuous improvement in all five 
domains are embedded in the institutional culture.  

Together with the quality domains and principles, the maturity criteria were used 
successfully by auditors in Hong Kong (Massy, 2005, p. 181). 

Massy suggests that one of the most important positive features of academic audit is 
that its responses are almost impossible to fake, while respondents who are usually 
fully engaged with education quality processes will talk very willingly about what 
they are doing. In addition, audit is the most appropriate method of external quality 
assurance resolving the tensions between improvement and accountability (see 
Section 1.3) for the following reasons: 

Institutional improvement versus external accountability. Audit is said to be unique 
among external quality assurance methods since it is able to accomplish both 
purposes simultaneously. It aims to support institutional improvement but the 
process can also turn summative if the auditees “have not done their homework” 
(Massy, 2005, p. 191).  

 Peer review versus external regulations. Audit is based on peer review, not 
regulations.  

 Inputs and processes versus outputs and outcomes. Although audit emphasizes 
processes, there is strong focus on student learning assessment as well, and so 
outcomes are not ignored either. 

 Reputation versus responsiveness. Audit is strongly focused on responsiveness; 
for example, the reputation of professors’ research is not taken into account 
unless it is embedded in good-quality teaching.  

 Consultation versus evaluation. Audits are mainly consultations (structured 
conversations). However, the quality of these conversations and the supporting 
evidence are still evaluated. 

 Prestige versus performance. Audits only focus on performance.  
 Trust versus evidence. Audits are based on trust. However, an audit’s mantra is: 

“Trust but check,” and as already emphasized, evidential principles are essential 
parts in assessing the maturity of an organization.  

 Qualitative versus quantitative evidence. Audit by its nature is a qualitative 
process, though some evidence may also be quantitative (e.g., evidence related 
to student learning assessment). (Massy, 2005, pp. 191–192) 

The explanations above suggest that audits still serve improvement more than 
accountability. As Massy himself admits, a major disadvantage for many 
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stakeholders is that it does not directly measure student learning outcomes or 
similar output dimensions (2005). 

Evaluation is also one form of audit, aiming toward improvement of institutions, 
and usually does not have any direct consequences – otherwise, this would 
transform the evaluation scheme into accreditation (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 
2004). The border between audit and evaluation is vague and in principle they can 
be merged.   

Schwarz and Westerheijden suggest that in the case of institutional evaluation, there 
is a tendency to analyze an institution’s internal quality assurance schemes rather 
than direct processes and outputs of teaching and research (2007), for example, 
audits of quality systems in Finland. 

The main hope by the institutions and evaluating bodies has been that based on the 
information presented in evaluation reports, prospective students would make more 
informed choices in selecting the institutions at which to study. There is no 
information about any empirical research in this matter but “[a]necdotal evidence 
seems to suggest that for prospective students in well-provided public higher 
education systems such as in North-Western Europe, other arguments were more 
important in their choice than perceived quality differences (e.g. where did friends go 
to study, distance from the parents’ home)” (Schwarz & Westerheijden, 2004, p. 30). 

3.5 QUALITY AWARDS  

Well-known quality awards like the European Quality Award, based on EFQM, and 
the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award are rooted in the concept of Total 
Quality Management (TQM) and have the ultimate goal of promoting quality 
assessment and improvement in organizations (Rosa & Amaral, 2007). Each 
organization is assessed against the same set of criteria by a group of external 
assessors and in the end a global score is given. Initially the prizes were developed 
for and awarded to business organizations only, but recently this concept has been 
extended to service and public sector organizations as well, including educational 
and health care institutions, for instance (Rosa & Amaral, 2007). 

The rise of TQM-based approaches in higher education is explained by market 
ideologies of the 80’s and the New Public Management that accompanied it 
(Williams, 1993, p. 229). However, TQM has not been easily accepted by higher 
education institutions. The main resistance is rooted in terminology: For example, 
“product” and “client,” even “quality” do not naturally belong to the academic 
vocabulary (Rosa & Amaral, 2007; Udam, 2003).   

There are radically different views about applicability and usefulness of TQM-
based models. For example, Williams (1993) suggests that TQM has the potential to 
improve academic and administrative structures. Seymour (1993) adds that 
introducing TQM in higher education could serve several purposes, for example, 
increasing cost awareness, and simulating competition. Fry (1995) compares the 
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concepts of ISO 9000, TQM, and procedures related to quality audits and quality 
assessments in the United Kingdom and concludes that only the TQM concept is 
strongly focused on staff development and organizational improvement while the 
others are oriented more towards external accountability claims.  

Leadership is a crucial factor in the TQM approach (Kells, 1995; Oakland, 1996) 
being in a positive correlation with other quality management implementation 
factors (Flynn & Saladin, 2001). Thus the successful implementation of TQM 
requires strong visionary leaders who are capable of involving all members of the 
organization in the project to reach their vision and organizational objectives, to 
make available the resources needed, to establish necessary partnerships and so on 
(Rosa & Amaral, 2007; Stensaker, 2007). Winn and Cameron (1998), as well as 
Rosa and Amaral (2007), state that leadership cannot have any direct impact on 
organizational outcomes, but that it can influence the systems and processes that 
should in turn influence the outcomes.  

On the other hand, the greatest barrier for higher education institutions to 
implement the concept of TQM is to adapt it to their traditions and values 
(Birnbaum, 2000). Birnbaum also names it “a management fad” that is eventually 
abandoned in higher education institutions. Interest in this direction may also be 
weakened because of the absence of an agreed model for higher education 
(Csizmadia, 2006) since the “pure” quality management models are not very 
appropriate for academia (Grant et al., 2004) because of already named problems 
with terminology, for example. The surveys conducted among users of TQM show 
that the success rate, indicating that TQM has had some impact on the 
organizational development, is not more than 30% (Myers & Ashkenas, 1993). The 
main frustration concerning the implementation of TQM in higher education 
institutions is related to a high time investment in personnel training and 
insufficient teamworking skills as well as administrative commitment, among other 
things (Seymour, 1991). 

Rosa and Amaral (2007) suggest that the EFQM Excellence Model is still “a 
practical tool that can be used in a number of different ways, namely as a self-
assessment tool, a way to benchmark with other organizations and a guide to 
identify areas for improvement” (p. 193). 

The Quality Award models’ processes represent the same overarching system of 
external quality assurance systems: application and self-study by the institution, 
peer review, and feedback. However, the results are usually not publicly accessible. 

3.6 RANKINGS  

Ranking is an accountability system which routinely and systematically: 

 collects data on two or more organizations;  
 transforms it into information relevant to evaluating performance; 



56 

 transmits this information to the external audience through scores. (Shavelson, 
2000) 

There is a monster lurking in the wings that has populist appeal, is easily 
manipulated, provides a distorted view and claims unwarranted attention. This 
is, of course, ranking. Rankings are fundamentally undemocratic, not as a form 
of quality assurance but because they inhibit the democratizing quality of higher 
education. (Harvey, 2009, p. 9) 

Although the rankings of universities, study fields and other entities have found 
numerous critics, they are continuously gaining more popularity all over the world. 
As Dill and Beerkens (2010) comment, “It is widely acknowledged that the 
rankings are of questionable validity, but the massive interest in the ranking results 
indicates a lack of needed information on academic quality” (p. 330).  

Rankings are criticized because they almost entirely “measure” institutional 
reputation and hardly educational experience (Ewell, 2007; Rauhvargers, 2013; 
Volkwein & Grunig, 2005). Most of the rankings focus only on elite universities 
(Rauhvargers, 2013). In addition, as rankings rely on quantitative data, the 
information presented is based on what can be measured rather than what might be 
most appropriate (Hazelkorn, 2009). Information for rankings is generally collected 
from three different sources: (1) independent sources, for example, government 
databases; (2) HEI sources and/or (3) survey data collected from students, 
employers or other stakeholders (Hazelkorn, 2009). The rankings differ 
considerably in their focus and therefore users may not necessarily get the 
information they think they get (Hazelkorn, 2009). Berlin Principles (2006) state 
that rankings should not be the only external assessment tool, and they should 
definitely take into account the diversity of institutional contexts, in other words, 
compare comparable criteria.  

The national ranking of US News & World Report place greatest weight on inputs, 
in other words, on the quality of entering students, the quality and number of 
faculty, financial resources and facilities (USNWR, 2010). These indicators predict 
research reputation and university prestige (Astin, 1985; Yorke, 1997) but do not 
inform potential students or employers about educational experience on a specific 
academic program (Dill, 2007). Besides, the questionable validity regarding the 
quality of student learning, the USNWR rankings also use unreliable methods for 
data gathering: namely, most of the data are supplied by the institutions themselves 
(Dill, 2007), and there have already been numerous incidents reporting that colleges 
and universities manipulate the data in order to enhance their positions in the league 
tables (Ehrenberg, 2002). Dill and Soo (2005) suggest that in order to avoid the 
biased approach towards research and institutional reputation, government 
intervention is needed for requiring institutions to provide reliable academic 
performance information. The magazine publishers see a new market opportunity to 
sell their products (e.g., in 1983, USNWR sold 485,000 copies of its first issue, but 
in 1996, the number was 2.3 million) (McDonough, Antonio, Walpole, & Perez, 
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1998), and their priority is not necessarily the content and reliability of information 
provided. However, the Good Universities Guide in Australia which provides 
information on graduates’ experience of teaching quality, skills learned, and 
graduates’ employment/further study prospects for all academic subjects in 
Australian universities is a commercial league table with a wider scope. The data of 
this commercial publication is collected from Australian education agencies as well 
as by government-mandated Graduate Destination Surveys and Course Experience 
Questionnaires. (Dill, 2007). Also, USNWR has started to pay more attention to 
schools “that have demonstrated a strong commitment to teaching” (USNWR, 
2010); Times Higher Education announces that “[f]or 2010 and beyond, it will 
introduce a raft of improvements to increase the rigour, balance and transparency of 
the annual global university tables – with more quality indicators, richer data 
analysis, more subject depth and much more input from the expert global academic 
community” (Times Higher Education, 2010).  

There are several groups of users influenced by the results of rankings: 

 Students. There is little evidence that the majority of potential students pay 
much attention to the rankings (McDonough et al., 1998), but recent studies 
indicate that the interest is crucial among about 10% above-average students 
who are likely to make choices based on non-financial factors. These students 
come from high-income families with college-educated parents and have 
intentions of getting doctoral, medical or law degrees (McDonough et al., 1998). 
Dill (2009) suggests that rankings may particularly influence the choices of 
doctoral students as the international market for research is more competitive, 
and thus make a beneficial contribution to the quality of academic standards on 
doctoral programs. 

 Employers are increasingly interested in rankings and some of them have 
expressed their intention to start their own rankings instead of relying on biased 
information coming from institutions (e.g., Boeing) (Basken, 2008).  

 Governments may use the results in rewarding or promoting institutions. The 
results may also influence the national policies concerning research funding. 
(Hazelkorn, 2007)  

 Higher education institutions themselves use the results of rankings to decide 
which institutions to partner with (Hazelkorn, 2007). 

 There is clear evidence that rankings influence administrative choices and 
behaviors (Machung, 1998) and that they are powerful drivers toward research 
productivity and quality (Hazelkorn, 2009) since rankings mainly focus on 
research results. 

To summarize, higher education institutions with higher rankings (i.e., reputations) 
are more likely to attract (better) faculty members, (better) students and (more) 
money (Astin, 1985). 

A comprehensive overview of rankings is presented in the EUA reports on rankings 
(Rauhvargers, 2011; Rauhvargers, 2013).  
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4. CONCLUSIONS 

In the theoretical part, I described and compared the expectations for quality higher 
education by important stakeholders in higher education – State (government), 
Market (students, potential students and employers) and Academia (top managers of 
universities, professors), based on research and theoretical approaches. 

The main characteristics of each stakeholder group are presented in Table 4-1.  

 

Table 4-1 Characteristics of state, academic and market priorities   

 State priorities Academic priorities Market priorities   

Aim of QA To consider whether 
students obtain 
credentials of value, 
that is, value for 
money; and whether 
the HEI meets the 
validated standards 

To consider how the 
institution’s processes 
of approving academic 
curricula, evaluating 
teaching and student 
learning, and assuring 
the validity of student 
assessment are 
integrated and improved 
(i.e., fitness for 
purpose) 

To inform 
customers 
(students) and 
through their 
choice influence 
producers and 
products 
(academics and 
curricula) 

Key words  Standards, control, 
enhancement*, 
public information, 
consequentiality 

Independence, 
academic freedom, self-
regulation, voluntarism, 
enhancement, 
consequentiality

Reputation, 
choice, public 
information 

Aspects 
evaluated 

Curriculum 
development and 
student assessment 
(process); evaluation 
and improvement of 
teaching methods 
(process); resources 
(input); number of 
degrees awarded, 
graduates’ 
employability 
(output) 

Integration and 
improvement of 
developing curricula, 
evaluating teaching 
and student learning, 
and assuring the 
validity of student 
assessment (process) 

Reputation: 
Resources 
(input); 
graduates’ 
employability, 
Nobel prices, etc. 
(output);  

Methods  Institutional/ program 
accreditation, 
academic audit 
 

Professional 
accreditation, 
evaluation 

Rankings 

*The aspects in bold are represented by at least two parties 
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As we can see, the key principles (enhancement, public information, 
consequentiality); aspects evaluated (curriculum development and student 
assessment, evaluation and improvement of teaching methods, resources, and 
output); and procedures (self-evaluation, peer review, feedback, and decision) 
overlap with regard to at least two parties which indicates that development of a 
system that responds to the needs of all “angles” can most probably be 
accomplished.  

Also, I described the common models of external quality assurance in higher 
education in the world: accreditation, audit (including evaluation), Quality Award 
models and rankings. We learned that the main characteristic of audits (including 
evaluations) is their aim of enhancement but without binding decisions, leading to 
financial consequences, for example. The main difference concerning accreditation 
is the decision-making process: Accreditation should end with a yes/no decision that 
often results in financial or legal consequences (e.g., related to the existence of an 
institution). The aims of accreditation can be very similar to those of evaluation and 
academic audit, however. 

Quality award models had first been created for industry but are growing in 
popularity among higher education institutions as well. The idea of this assessment 
is to encourage institutions to strive towards excellence. The results are presented in 
scores and usually not publicly accessible. 

Rankings are also scoring certain indicators collected from higher education 
institutions but, unlike quality award models, the results are public and the aim is 
not related to enhancement of an institution but to informing the (future) students, 
their parents and others. 

Although there have been many discussions about the expectations of different 
stakeholders, these expectations have not been measured yet. Therefore, external 
quality assurance models try to meet the stakeholder expectations rhetorically, since 
an analytical and solid approach for doing it is missing. In the empirical part of my 
research, I will focus on what different Estonian stakeholders understand as quality 
higher education, and on what external quality assurance models could fit best with 
their understandings. 
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PART II EMPIRICAL STUDY 

5. AIM OF THE STUDY 

Two objectives were established for this empirical study: 

Objective 1. To describe the expectations for quality higher education institution by 
important stakeholders in higher education – State (government), Market (students, 
potential students and employers) and Academia (teaching staff and top managers 
of higher education institutions); to compare their expectations and priorities; and to 
answer the question, “What is the understanding of and approaches to a quality 
higher education institution by different parties in Estonian higher education?”  

Objective 2. To describe the most common models of external evaluation of higher 
education institutions in the world, and to assess their suitability for the 
expectations and priorities of principal parties in the Estonian society, answering 
the question, “Which external evaluation models would fit best with the current 
expectations for higher education institutions by important stakeholders in 
Estonia?”   

Based on these objectives, two studies were conducted. The first study contained 
focus group interviews with representatives of principal parties in Estonian higher 
education, and the second study included descriptions of the world’s most common 
quality assurance procedures and their comparisons with expectations and priorities 
of the Estonian stakeholders identified in the first study. 
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6. STUDY I. EXPECTATIONS FOR HIGHER 
EDUCATION AND EXTERNAL QUALITY 
ASSURANCE BY PRINCIPAL STAKEHOLDERS OF 
ESTONIAN HIGHER EDUCATION 

6.1 METHOD 

In the case of Study I, the focus group method was used for the following reasons. 
Unlike written surveys or individual interviews, a focus group interview provides 
opportunities for going deeper into the subject and weighing pro and con arguments 
in the course of a discussion. The two main objectives of the present empirical 
study was to identify the expectations of different stakeholders in Estonia – the 
State, the Market and Academia –concerning the aim of institutional assessment 
and quality of higher education institutions; and to identify the external quality 
assurance models of higher education institutions that best meet their needs. Focus 
groups allow one to obtain “different perspectives on the same topic, in 
participants’ own words” (Litosseliti, 2007, p. 18). Moreover, unique perspectives 
can arise from interactions among group participants, hence avoiding 
decontextualization since the participants are examined in a social context and not 
in isolation, as well as reducing the power relationship between the researcher and 
interviewee since the participants possess more control over the session (Bryman, 
2004; Walden, 2006). 

Another benefit of focus group interviewing compared to other qualitative methods 
such as individual interviews is its time and cost effectiveness (Rikard, 1992). The 
benefit of face-to-face interviewing compared to quantitative surveys or 
questionnaires is the opportunity to explain the context of external quality 
assurance, which is particularly essential for the representatives of the market 
whose awareness of quality and quality assurance in higher education is usually 
inadequate to produce meaningful answers.  

In order to enhance the reliability of the procedure, two interviewers were used to 
conduct parallel interviews of two similar groups (e.g., Students); one was 
conducted by the author of this study, and the other by a colleague from a 
university. I am trained in focus group interviewing and my colleague has 
experience in similar procedures through her own research. Among other things, 
this helped to avoid the typical problem with focus group interviewing: If an 
interview is poorly monitored, dominant members can skew findings while more 
quiet members may remain unnoticed (Rikard, 1992). An equal participation was 
also supported by the fact that the groups were relatively small: The number of 
interviewees in focus groups varied from four to nine.  

Reliability was also controlled by a detailed interview protocol (Appendix 1) which 
allows other researchers to replicate the study and perhaps obtain similar results. 
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The interviewers discussed the procedures before the interviews and reflected on 
the results and possible pitfalls after each interview. Parallel interviews with 
teaching staff were conducted by four interviewers who were all carefully instructed 
before the interviews. 

Before interviewing, two pilot interviews with university teachers were conducted 
where both interviewers were present. In one pilot interview, a partially structured 
questionnaire was used (Appendix 2) – this would itself enhance reliability 
(Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990). In the beginning of this interview, a list of 
criteria was handed out to participants who were then asked to choose five criteria 
from the list that they agreed on most, following which they discussed the results. 
The participants were also encouraged to add criteria not mentioned on the list. In 
the other pilot interview, the introduction of the purpose of the study and questions 
were the same but interviewees were asked open questions, meaning – they did not 
get any lists of criteria but needed to express their own thoughts freely. It turned out 
that the second option provided more interesting and valuable information. Thus, I 
decided to continue with the methodology where open questions were asked, 
although later the responses were classified according to categories that were 
similar to the first pilot interview. 

In addition, research reliability was enhanced by recording all the interviews but 
four (one with employers and two with university teachers who did not accept 
recording, and one with upper secondary school students because of a noisy 
environment - an information fair for prospective students). 

As focus group interviewing methodology suggests, very few questions were asked, 
using only two main questions: (a) “What are the characteristics of a good higher 
education institution?” (meaning the characteristics of the quality of a higher 
education institution) and (b) “What should the aim of external quality assurance of 
higher education be?” One additional interview question was, “Should external 
quality assurance take into account the context of an institution?” 

6.2 SAMPLE 

The sample was prepared based on the above-described accountability triangle 
principles. Therefore my aim was to find individuals who would represent the 
positions of State, Market and Academia respectively. The first step was to 
determine the groups and sub-groups of the population. I decided to consider rectors 
(sub-group 1) and academic staff with full-time employment (sub-group 2) from 
different types of higher education institutions – public and private universities, 
state and private professional higher education institutions – as the Academia 
group. The State group was comprised of representatives of the government, 
government offices and local government organizations (sub-group 3). As to the 
ministries, my first priority was to invite officers who participate in the work of a 
commission deciding the number of student places for different study areas in HEIs 
since they have more experience and obviously more expectations related to higher 
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education institutions and their quality. Defining the group for Market, I included 
employers – entrepreneurs and top executives of public and private firms (sub-
group 4) – and upper secondary school students (sub-group 5). Van Damme defines 
university students as consumers (2004), so I placed them under the Market group 
as well (sub-group 6), see Table 6-1.  

Ultimately, five focus group interviews were carried out with representatives of 
academia:  one with rectors of higher education institutions (9 participants) and four 
with teaching staff (22 participants).  

Two focus group interviews were conducted with representatives of the state (9 
participants), both of which included representatives of ministries (5 ministries 
represented) and government offices, as well as leaders of local governments (a 
mayor and a county governor).  

Seven focus group interviews were conducted with representatives of the market, 
three with entrepreneurs and top executives of public and private firms (16 
participants) and two with upper secondary school students from different parts of 
Estonia (10 participants – 8 from four different schools in Tallinn, and two from 
two different schools outside Tallinn). In addition, there were two focus group 
interviews with students (11 participants) who represented public universities and 
state professional higher education institutions. Altogether, 14 interviews were held. 

The smallest group consisted of four participants and the largest one of nine; 
altogether 77 persons were interviewed (Table 6-1).  

 

Table 6-1 Sample 

Group Sub-group Number of 
interviews 

Number of 
participants 

Academia Rectors 1 9 
 Academic staff 4 22 
State Government 

employees 
2 9 

Market Employers 3 16 
 Upper secondary 

school students 
2 10 

 Students 2 11 
 Totals 14 77 

 

6.3 DATA COLLECTION 

After selecting potential participants, I sent them invitations via e-mail to 
participate in focus group interviews at particular times and places. I received 
positive replies from approximately 60% of the persons invited. However, all 
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invitees except two members of the Riigikogu (Estonian Parliament) responded to 
my e-mails and most of them expressed interest in the purpose and content of the 
interviews. For 40% of the individuals, the time provided was not suitable (conflicts 
with lectures, meetings, business trips, etc.). In most such cases, employers and 
state representatives suggested someone else who could replace them. 

All interviews were conducted between October 2010 and March 2011 by two 
interviewers, except that interviews with academic staff were conducted by four 
persons. The main reason for using more than one interviewer was to reduce the 
possible impact of an interviewer’s personal attitudes on participants and their 
answers, that is, to assure the reliability of the study. The protocol – the interview 
plan with background information of the study, interview rules and questions (see 
Appendix 1) –was introduced to all interviewers and by them to all participants.  

The duration of an interview was one hour in most cases. Interviews with 
prospective students were shorter – approximately 30 minutes each, and with 
rectors, the interview took 90 minutes.  

In every focus group, two main questions were asked: 

 What are the characteristics of the quality of a higher education institution, in 
other words, what characterizes a good higher education institution? 

 What should the aim of external quality assurance of higher education be? 

Interviewers were not allowed to ask any additional questions. They could only re-
phrase the question when discussions between participants did not start and, in 
some cases, re-phrase the answers asking, “Did I understand correctly that . . .?” or 
“Did you mean . . .?” or encourage more quiet participants to explain their opinions. 

Of the 14 interviews referenced above, six were held in the Estonian Higher 
Education Quality Agency; one interview was held in a university with the 
representatives of academic staff; five interviews were held during a seminar 
outside Tallinn, three with academic staff and two with employers; one interview 
was held during a study trip in Singapore with the rectors; and one interview was 
held during a student fair in a university with upper secondary school students. 

Out of the 14 interviews, 10 were audiotaped. These interviews were not recorded: 
two interviews with university teachers and one interview with employers during 
the same larger seminar because the participants did not feel comfortable being 
recorded, and one interview with prospective students at a student fair because the 
environment was too noisy and not suitable for recording. However, all significant 
ideas were written down by an interviewer; and at the end of each interview, the 
interviewer presented her notes to the participants and encouraged them to correct 
her or add more ideas.  
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6.4 DATA ANALYSIS 

To interpret the interviews, summative content analysis was used, involving 
counting and comparison of the (mostly) predetermined characteristics (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005). The analysis was supported by NVivo 9 software. The data 
analysis consisted of the following steps: 

a. Transcription. First, all recorded interviews were transcribed during the period 
May–June 2011. 

b. Classification. Following the Input-Process-Output Model (Van Damme, 2004; 
Westerheijden, 2007), all characteristics of a good higher education institution 
outlined during the interviews were classified into 37 categories (nodes) and 
divided into characteristics of Input, Process, and Output. An “institution’s position 
in league tables; international reputation“ is a characteristic that can be categorized 
under both Input and Output while methodologies of league tables consider them 
both input factors (e.g., reputation of the teaching staff), as well as output factors 
(e.g., number of publications). The answers that did not fall under any existing 
category (e.g., “existence of centers of excellence”), were added to the list. The 
categories are presented in Table 6-2. 

c. Coding. I coded the answers given during the interviews under appropriate 
categories (nodes). Only those statements were coded which were not disputed by 
other participants of that interview. Then I counted how many times each node had 
been mentioned. 

 

Table 6-2 Categories of characteristics of “a good higher education institution” 

 
Input Process Output 

Admission competition Academic climate Institution’s position in 
league tables; international 
reputation 

Coherence between 
strategic objectives and 
existing means 

Community involvement Research grants, 
publications, citations 

Commitment of teachers Cooperation with 
employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

Satisfaction of the state 
and the market 

Competitiveness of teacher 
salaries 

Existence of analyses Success of graduates 

Condition of infrastructure Quality of feedback and 
assessment 

 

Content of study programs Institution’s ability to 
prioritize and focus 
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Existence of centers of 
excellence 

Integration of subjects   

Sufficient financial 
resources 

International involvement   

History and traditions Learner-centeredness   
Institution’s position in 
league tables; international 
reputation 

Management, strategic 
planning 

  

Interdisciplinary study 
programs 

Openness and 
communication 

  

Reputation of teaching 
staff 

Opportunities for social 
life 

  

Qualifications of students Recognition of prior 
learning 

  

Qualifications of teaching 
staff 

Staff development   

Recognition of study 
programs 

Student support system   

Sufficient number of full-
time teachers 

Students' involvement in 
R&D 

  

 Teachers' workload   
  Teaching methods 

 
  

The aims of external quality assurance of higher education were classified 
according to the theoretical concepts presented in Chapter 2: (a) to assess whether 
an institution meets validated standards and provides value for money (state’s 
expectation), (b) to assess fitness for purpose (academia’s expectation), and (c) to 
inform stakeholders about credibility of the institution (market’s expectation). In 
addition, the answers (e.g., “risk management”) that did not conform to any existing 
category, were added to the list. 

The aims of external quality assurance were divided into 14 categories:  

1. To assess risk management 
2. To assess fitness for purpose 
3. To assess fitness of purpose 
4. To assess the compliance with validated standards 
5. To assess sustainability 
6. To assess whether it responds to the expectations of society 
7. To assure that there is value for money 
8. To give recognition, quality label 
9. To guarantee credibility and comparability with other (foreign) institutions 
10. To enhance the quality of higher education 
11. To inform stakeholders about credibility of the institution 
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12. To optimize resources/higher education landscape 
13. To support cooperation among and within HEIs 
14. To support the internal development of an institution 

Only those answers were coded which were not opposed (which did not cause 
disagreements) during a specific interview. When one theme appeared more than 
once during an interview, it was counted each time (e.g., if during an interview 
three persons emphasized “learner-centeredness,” it was noded three times).  

d. Comparison and evaluation. The answers of all sub-groups were coded 
separately. The subgroups were then compared with each other and generalized (if 
possible and relevant) under the three main groups (State, Market, Academia). 
Based on the number of nodes of a group in a certain category, the characteristics 
of a good higher education institution and the aims of external quality assurance in 
higher education were arranged in order, of most to least frequently mentioned. 
When analyzing the results, I applied a combination of quantitative and qualitative 
methods, because when only the qualitative methods are used, outcomes are usually 
neither quantifiable nor generalizable to larger populations (Rikard, 1992) and the 
focus of such study is then on differences rather than similarities; for that reason I 
used generalization as well. This approach is supported by Brotherson (1994) and 
Schensul (1999), for example.  

6.5 RESULTS  

Next I will present the quality characteristics and aims of external quality assurance 
mentioned in the focus group interviews, by group: State, Academia and Market. 
Under each group, I will also present the differences by sub-group. The quality 
characteristics and aims are arranged in the order of frequency of mention, and the 
numbers in the parenthesis after the characteristics or aims refer to how many times 
the same thought was mentioned during the interviews. 

6.5.1 Quality characteristics 

6.5.1.1 State 

The quality characteristics most frequently mentioned by State representatives in 
their interviews were as follows: 

1) Cooperation with employers and other (foreign) institutions (mentioned 9 times) 
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A1: As to a higher education institution, it is very important when we take higher 
education institutions in different regions, cooperation is then very important, 
literally.  

B: . . . universities should narrow their fields they teach, focus on their strengths and 
try not to teach everything at once, then a critical point is, how much they will be 
able to collaborate with other schools and provide common core curricula, because 
interdisciplinarity is still the key for coping in the future.  

C: Estonia is so small that one should look at the Baltic Sea region or even have a 
broader picture; if there are strong specialties in some fields in Finland, Latvia or 
Sweden, perhaps it will have no sense to start developing anything in Estonia if the 
learning opportunities exist nearby.  

2) Institution’s ability to prioritize and focus (6) 

A: … it is sure natural that a school has a vision as to which curricula to develop, 
which direction to develop, whom to develop. How this cooperation works with 
external parties – how it ensures that in the end that person will get a job, will get 
the job at a good place and will be competent to accept it. For whom they are 
produced to and how it keeps its focus. Let’s be honest, at some moment it has to 
make its choices – one cannot be a ten-headed dragon to be good. 

B: I support the idea that a university should still determine its market niche where 
it is still strong, and place its resources there, because in such a small country like 
Estonia, it does not make any sense to deal with everything at one university, it will 
lead nowhere. Formulas should be put together and focus on what you're good at.  

3) Success of graduates (6) 

A: I offer then one aspect that [it is] probably how graduates succeed in life, their 
employment and success in their professions that they have learned. There could be 
some international dimension as well, that they are capable of managing in their 
fields in international projects and teams and enterprises. 

4) Qualifications of teaching staff (5) 

A: And, of course, the academic staff contingent has a big part here: who they are, 
whether they are internationally recognized, whether they have published articles in 
international journals, how much they have published, how much they have been 
involved in international projects, whether they have worked as visiting lecturers 
somewhere in foreign universities, how much they are able to give a true 
international dimension to their work. 

B: Quality of the teaching staff is certainly a very important keyword. . . . And let’s 
say this, that in my opinion, it is very important for a higher education institution 
                                                 
1 The examples provided below are from the interviews that were audiotaped and transcribed.The 
letters (A, B, etc.) do not refer to any particular interview or participant but to separate opinions 
expressed by different participants during the interviews. 
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that this faculty member would be loyal. Still, in any organization this loyalty is 
important, which actually shapes the reputation of that higher education 
institution . . .  

5) History and traditions (that may assure institution’s sustainability) (4) 

A: From the keywords voiced earlier, I would also emphasize sustainability. On the 
one hand, that the higher education institution has functioned for a long time, that it 
has that quality mark on it. It has that reputation. 

C: Well, for me, in terms of definition, sustainability still means the 
competitiveness in the long term, that when saying that the university is certainly 
characterized by traditions, well, this means that, well, [it takes] twenty years, I 
think, for traditions to take hold, so that a university will become the university. 
Sustainability means then that after twenty years the university has the same 
number of students. And [as to] these curricula it teaches, teaching has been kept at 
the current level. 

Opportunities for social life also received four nodes. 

6) Interdisciplinary study programs (3) 

A: If we now go about it, that universities should narrow the fields they teach, focus 
on their strengths and try not to teach everything at once, then a critical point is, 
how much they will be able to collaborate with other schools and provide common 
core curricula, because interdisciplinarity is still the key for coping in the future. 
. . . so interdisciplinarity and common core curricula with other Estonian schools 
who teach things up to standard, which this very school does not cover, should be 
an important additional criterion. 

B: A higher education institution still provides a world-view and, in my opinion, 
that’s what makes the difference, that if we take a graduate of some top world 
university versus a graduate of some Estonian higher education institution, both can 
do what their profession has taught them but what distinguishes them is exactly a 
world-view, that the one who graduated in physics from some top university can in 
reality also talk about art history. 

7) Openness and communication (3) 

A: But coming back to what was asked, concerning what the characteristic of a 
good school is, then this openness  can very well be that characteristic; it is open to 
employers, it is open to other universities, and it is open to international context. 

B: I think that openness also means to be open even to external experts.  This is not 
an attack against my existence, but it will help make things better. 

C: It is when information within a university is well planned and clear and 
understandable. . . . That necessary support structures are in place, starting with 
career counseling to other kinds of counseling needs and that this information 
would really flow, that it would be student friendly and clear. So that students 
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would always know what their options are and what the result of one or the other 
choice would be. 

Research grants, publications, citations; and international involvement were also 
mentioned three times. In addition, state representatives considered admission 
competition; condition of infrastructure; sufficient financial resources; recognition 
of study programs; academic climate; and management, strategic planning (all 2 
times) as quality characteristics. Competitiveness of teachers’ salary; reputation of 
teaching staff; qualification of students; sufficient number of full-time teachers; 
satisfaction of state and market; learner-centeredness; student support system; and 
transparency of bureaucratic procedures received one node each. 

6.5.1.2 Academia 

As described in the Sample section, top managers (rectors) of HEIs and full-time 
academic staff (mainly professors or associate professors) were interviewed 
separately. Although the expected aims named by both sub-groups were similar, 
there were some significant differences concerning the quality characteristics. 
Therefore the opinions of rectors and academic staff are presented separately.  

Rectors of higher education institutions named the following quality characteristics: 

1) Success of graduates (6) 

A: Success of graduates, the more successful the graduates are, the more successful 
the university is. 

B: I would say that the happier the graduates are, the more successful the university 
will be. It will be more difficult to measure this. 

C: . . . graduates should have succeeded in the world. 

D: . . . how well those graduates manage in their professions. How well they are 
playing musical instruments, how beautiful pictures they are painting, how well-
known they are. How they are doing in their professional lives and careers, or how 
much they earn – all this can be measured. 

2) Openness and communication (3) 

D: It is also a characteristic of a good university that it signals [to its students] 
whether or not this university is appropriate for them. 

3) Qualifications of students (2) and teaching staff (2), condition of infrastructure 
(2) 

A: On the one hand, quality is actually determined by the input: there must be a 
region where these students can come from, the higher education institution is 
focused on a certain student faction, activities take place, and internal feedback; and 
on the other hand, there is the output – the graduates. The output also has its place. 
We have the region where this output goes. Everything can be measured. 
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B: Good students and successful graduates are needed. 

C: Academic staff should also meet at least a world standard. 

4) Coherence between strategic objectives and existing means (2) 

A: The higher education institution of good quality has set its objectives based on 
reality and is able to achieve them. Its strategic goals have been set so that they are 
in accordance with the existing activities, and its approved budget is in accordance 
with the objectives set. 

B: When people who work in that institution understand why they are doing what 
they do, when they can answer the question, ‘Why?’, when a regular teacher can 
also say why he conducts his lecture or seminar in a certain way, he is able to tie it 
with the curriculum and its results. And when students say that they are here not for 
going to work in America or Australia, or when they also think that they study here 
so that Estonian people have better health, for example, that they understand the 
mission of that higher education institution. 

Sufficient financial resources; institution’s position in league tables, international 
reputation; satisfaction of state and market; academic climate; existence of 
analyses; learner-centeredness; management, strategic planning; students support 
system, and teaching methods received one node each. 

For the representatives of academic staff (university teachers), the most important 
characteristics were related to management and openness: 

1) Openness and communication (16) 

A: The defense process of doctoral students [should be transparent]. 

B: And then this thing as well, that if changes are made, for example, in personnel 
policy, they should get to those who are affected. 

C: The simple fact that a higher education institution welcomes experts with open 
arms and willingly lets them assess their school should be a sign of higher 
education institution’s quality! 

2) Management, strategic planning (8) 

A: University’s objectives should be clear. 

B: A clear personnel policy. 

3) Research grants, publications, citations (6) 

4) Condition of infrastructure (4) 

A: The environment and working conditions play a very important role as well. 

B: And also how suitable the library is and how modern it is. 

The other characteristics were reputation of teaching staff (4); success of graduates, 
international involvement, existence of analyses (all received 3); history and 
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traditions, community involvement, teachers’ workload, teaching methods (all 
received 2); admission competition, competitiveness of teachers salary, 
qualifications of teaching staff, recognition of study programs, sufficient number of 
full-time teachers, academic climate, staff development, and learner-centeredness 
(all received 1). 

For the whole group of Academia, the most frequently mentioned characteristics 
were openness and communication (19), success of graduates (9), and management 
and strategic planning (9). 

6.5.1.3 Market 

In the groups of employers and prospective students, the priority was given to 
outputs. 

In particular employers emphasized the importance of results: what a graduate 
knows and is able to do, employment of graduates, foreign language skills of 
graduates and so on. 

1) Success of graduates (19) 

A: One should still look at each individual. There has been lots of feedback from 
employers that a person was not suitable, and it all comes down to the university. 
Then with the next person, [the employer] looks at his CV, and finds it is the same 
university – he will immediately put it aside. Sad that someone spoils it all like that. 

B: A good higher institution is the institution whose graduates will do better than 
the others. 

C: Quality is such that graduates get jobs and stay employed. 

D: … how the alumni are doing in the labor market. 

A high score was given also to: 

2) Qualifications of teaching staff (12) 

A: I would add academic staff here, employers certainly look at diploma 
supplements. Let’s see who the teachers of this particular person were, whether they 
are respected, recognized, accepted by us. . . . Academic staff is the most important 
for us. 

B: More generally – the quality of teachers, the quality of curricula, the quality of 
students. How they are considered, what level they are on. 

3) Cooperation with employers and other (foreign) institutions was outlined as a 
proof for quality as well (8) 

A: How [HEIs] cooperate with employers, how those curricula are developed in 
accordance with that regular close cooperation. 
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B: International cooperation, how much employers or general public know about it, 
but there could be more information about it, what links the higher education 
institution has with higher education institutions in other countries, how many 
students and members of the academic staff participate in mobility. 

Representatives of the Market also named “reputation,” explaining this as 
institution’s position in league tables (5), admission competition (3), history and 
traditions (4), and reputation of teaching staff (5), for example, how many of them 
have won Nobel prices. 

A: The academic staff who work there should be opinion leaders in their specialties. 
Articles, conferences. Lately there has only been little heard, they are doing their 
dissertations or something else. We need more opinion leaders. It would be 
reliability. 

There was less discussion about content and recognition of study programs; 
qualification of students; research grants, publications, citations; international 
involvement (all received 3); quality of feedback and assessment; management, 
strategic planning; openness and communication; student support system; teaching 
methods (all received 2); learner-centeredness; institution’s ability to prioritize and 
focus; institution’s position in league tables, international reputation; existence of 
centers of excellence; condition of infrastructure; commitment of teachers (all 
received 1). 

Upper secondary school students mentioned the following attributes as 
characteristics of quality of a higher education institution: 

1) Learner-centeredness (6), for example, flexibility of studies, individual 
approaches to scheduling 

A: How many optional subjects are available, how much freedom of choice students 
have. 

B: Teaching should be up to standards and learning should be relatively difficult but 
at the same time flexible enough, so that one has time for it while having a job. 

2) Success of graduates (both nationally and internationally) (3) 

A: … how easy or difficult it is to go from that education to the profession. 

3) Qualifications of teaching staff (3) 

A: Definitely good academic staff. They are experts in their own specialties and 
recognized by their specialties. They have completed some major works in their 
fields. 

Less attention was paid to sufficient financial resources (2); admission competition; 
commitment of teachers; condition of infrastructure; history and traditions; 
recognition of study programs; international involvement; opportunities for social 
life; student support system (all received 1). 
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For both employers and prospective students the most essential characteristics 
indicating quality were success of graduates (23) and qualifications of teaching 
staff (15). 

For students, quality was understood as: 

1) Condition of infrastructure (8) 

A: A university should offer students the possibility of a second home; although I 
go home to sleep, but the university would provide me with the opportunity to do 
all my homework at school, to spend that time there . . . 

B: Students could feel relaxed between the lectures as well, that if they don’t want 
to study, they would have an option to be in the café or do their group work or 
discuss other things. 

C: As to those group works particularly, there could be rooms where one can do 
them and discuss with one’s group, not just the library. 

D: Availability of technical equipment, in order to be able to print, copy. 

E: Information systems should be very good in universities. In-house 
communication should be in order, so that students and the academic staff would 
get information from sound channels and continuous and acute information. So that 
modern information systems were used. 

F: There must be such environment available where to spend spare time. 

2) Opportunities for social life (7) 

A: But also opportunities to spend one’s spare time, for example, dancing and 
acting. 

B: . . . how many social ties students get in the course of learning, how their social 
knowledge has improved. 

C: Providing added value to education, student communications either within or 
outside their specialties, student research groups and societies. 

3) Cooperation with employers and other (foreign) institutions (7) 

A: More should be provided to show the students where their expertise can be 
applied. More cooperation. 

B: With the private sector, public sector and third sector, actually. 

C: Increasing the cooperation with society. 

D: The university could be like a link between school and real life or professional 
life, otherwise I will graduate from the university and be as wise as I was when 
graduating from upper secondary school. 

E: That we wouldn’t stay school-centered in our education but we would enter more 
into the professional world. 
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4) Learner-centeredness (6) 

A: Students' opinions are valued, they are involved in decision-making processes, 
and they are not only included because a student is required there, because the law 
instructs so, but students’ views are also important. That when students are involved 
in organizations, nobody thinks that students don’t understand anything, but they 
are included by different parties. 

B: Student involvement in various decision-making bodies, working groups and so 
on. 

C: In general, that study process should be more about learning, not teaching by 
someone older. A kind of learner-centered approach. 

D: . . . students are considered as individuals and their differences are taken into 
consideration. 

E: An individual approach is important. 

5) Academic climate– collegiality between students and teachers (6) 

A: Equal communication between students and teachers is a good characteristic. 

B: Yes, so that you are not afraid to approach your teacher in the corridor and ask. 

C: A kind of communication that leads to a new objective. Generating new ideas. 

6) Teaching methods (6) 

A: Teachers should be able to teach, not being only experts who know a lot about 
things, but who can communicate them. 

B: “Abundance of methods” could be a keyword. For example, it is not the best 
option to listen to 13 lectures in a row and then take an exam. At some times it is 
necessary but shouldn’t form the majority of methods. 

C: Practical training, activity method and other different methods are very 
important. The proportion of practical training is too small. 

D: . . . the whole process of teaching and learning is in the question-response 
format. Ideas can be developed all the time. Not just dull learning. 

In addition: integration of subjects (named only by students); international 
involvement; students’ involvement in R&D (named only by students) (all received 
4);  openness and communication; qualification of teaching staff (all received 3); 
reputation of teaching staff; quality of feedback and assessment; student support 
system (all received 2); recognition of prior learning (named only by students); 
management, strategic planning; interdisciplinary study programs; content of study 
programs (all received 1). 

It is interesting to note that students were the only group who did not mention 
output characteristics at all. 
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6.5.2 Aims of external quality assurance in higher education  

6.5.2.1 State 

In state representatives’ view, the aims of the external quality assurance should be  

1) To optimize resources/higher education landscape (4) 

A: . . .division of labor, not just for its own sake but to concentrate high-quality 
resources. 

2) To assure that there is value for money (4) 

A: Whether the state still gets what it ordered. 

B: The use of money as well, that how effectively they can manage, how well it is 
planned. 

3) To assess sustainability (4) 

A: Somehow, this assessment could also provide an answer to whether it is a 
forward-thinking school. Whether it has the vision and the capability of 
implementing this vision. 

B: In short, to assess the sustainability. 

C: That accreditation is supposed to find out whether the university is sustainable. 

4) To assess fitness for purpose (3) and fitness of purpose (3) 

A: . . . how adequately they can write into a development plan what needs to be 
done, and how all these things actually flow together. Because if the development 
plan is very broad and talks about all the things in the world, it may not be useful at 
all. 

B: It actually goes to the same strategic agility – how appropriate its plans are. 

In addition: to assess whether it responds to the expectations of society; to 
guarantee credibility and comparability with other (foreign) institutions; to inform 
stakeholders about credibility of the institution; to support the internal development 
of an institution (all received 2); to assess risk management; to assess the 
compliance with validated standards (1). 

6.5.2.2 Academia 

The predominantly named aim was: 

1) To support the internal development of an institution (12) 

A: Supporting the internal development of a higher education institution. 

B: Perhaps self-evaluation is the most important. 

2) To guarantee credibility and comparability with other (foreign) institutions (7) 
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A: To some extent it is a necessary comparison object with foreign universities as 
well, but it should remain in reasonable limits. 

3) To optimize resources/higher education landscape (4) (named mainly by the 
representatives of public universities) 

A: To organize the higher education landscape, because an interim period has 
created conditions where an infinite number of universities and study programs 
could be opened. There are quite a few parallel study programs, and one and the 
same teacher will run between four universities teaching the same things if they 
have the same study programs. 

For rectors, the aim of external quality assurance should involve assessment of how 
an institution has achieved its objectives (not named by the teachers): 

4) To assess fitness for purpose (2) 

A: To assess the achievement of objectives set by itself, the flow of processes and 
so on. It should be avoided that assessors come to compare someone of us to their 
own alma mater. 

B: It is a positive expert that the members of universities look forward to. 
Supportive, guiding assessment. 

According to the Academia group, the aim could also be to assess whether an 
institution responds to the expectations of society (2); to assess fitness of purpose, 
the compliance with validated standards; to give recognition, quality label; to 
inform stakeholders about credibility of the institution (all received 1). 

6.5.2.3 Market 

According to the representatives of the Market (both employers and prospective 
students), the aim of the external quality assurance should first of all be: 

1) To inform the stakeholders about credibility of the institution (4) 

A: That this result of external evaluation would reach society . . . Both prospective 
and enrolled students should know that they have a warranty. . . . It should send a 
clear message to society that these thing go well at the school, and these things are 
developed or have been started. 

2) To guarantee credibility and comparability with other (foreign) institutions (4) 

A: Should also see on the scale of the world where it is. 

3) To optimize resources/higher education landscape (3) 

A: Ensuring objectively good education of high quality. That there wouldn’t be too 
many universities, that they were of quality, this should be the goal. 

4) To assess the compliance with validated standards (3) 
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A: Developing a quality or standard model according to which you carry on. That 
what we talked about could be presented as a model, that external evaluation would 
assess this very standard or model. 

5) To assess whether it responds to the expectations of society (3) 

6) To enhance the quality of higher education (3) 

In addition: to assess fitness of purpose (2) and fitness for purpose (1); to assess 
sustainability (2); to support the internal development of an institution (2); to give 
recognition, quality label (1); to support cooperation among and within HEIs (1). 

Students mentioned the following: 

1) To assess fitness for purpose (3) 

A: That everybody should stick with what they must do. 

B: Assurance that it does what it has promised to do. 

C: Whether a higher education institution meets its objectives, that it provides 
education as promised, and that it is up to standards. That what is expected, will be 
fulfilled. 

2) To assess whether it responds to the expectations of society (3) 

A: Whether the higher education institution meets the state’s needs/expectations, 
whether it is needed at all, what takes place at the higher education institution. I 
don’t mean curricula but in general: what culture there is, how it works, whether 
good citizens come out of it. 

3) To guarantee credibility and comparability with other (foreign) institutions (2) 

A: Credibility control. 

B: Comparison with other similar higher education institutions. 

4) To optimize resources/higher education landscape (named mainly by the 
representatives of public universities) (2) 

A: In the course of evaluation, it is possible to combine much in order to optimize 
the use of resources. 

5) To support the internal development of an institution (2) 

A: The evaluation should mostly give feedback to the school itself. Perhaps it 
shouldn’t be harsh condemnation, but a helpful party which presents 
recommendations for what to develop further. 

The following two aims were mentioned once: to assess sustainability; to support 
cooperation among and inside HEIs. 
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6.6 CONCLUSIONS OF STUDY I 

6.6.1 Quality characteristics2 

Table 6-3 presents the frequency of mention of different characteristics of a good 
higher education institution by four stakeholder groups. One mention means that 
the corresponding characteristic was mentioned by one focus group member and 
other members did not dispute it. The same characteristic was written down several 
times if different members of the group mentioned it at different times of the 
discussion. In the table, the number of mentions of the corresponding characteristic 
has been divided by the number of focus groups conducted with state (5), market 
(2), academic community (5) and student (2) groups. Thus, the numerical values in 
the table represent the average frequency of mention of the corresponding (quality) 
characteristic during one focus group. The larger the average number of nodes, the 
more important that quality characteristic was for the corresponding group. 

Students are shown in a separate group for the reason that they differed significantly 
from the rest of the Market group on several assessments. The table does not 
include the characteristics that were mentioned very rarely, only the characteristics 
with a total of more than one mention have been included. Therefore only 24 out of 
the original 37 characteristics are represented in the table.  

 
Table 6-3 Interpretations of a good higher education institution by representatives 
of state, market, academia and students  

Quality Characteristics State Market Academia Students Sum Average 
Success of graduates 4 4.6 1.8 0 10.4 2.9 
Openness and 
communication 

2 0.4 3.8 1.5 7.7 2 

Qualifications of 
teaching staff 

2.5 3 0.6 1.5 7.6 1.9 

Cooperation with 
employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

4.5 1.6 0 3.5 9.6 1.7 

Condition of 
infrastructure 

1 0.4 1.2 4 6.6 1.3 

Learner-centeredness 0.5 1.4 0.4 3 5.3 1.1 
International 
involvement 

1.5 0.8 0.6 2 4.9 1 

Management. strategic 
planning 

1 0.4 1.8 0.5 3.7 1 

                                                 
2 The conclusions of this part of the study are also presented in the article "Conflicting views on 
quality: interpretations of ‘a good university’ by representatives of the state, the market and the 
academia" (Udam & Heidmets, 2013). 
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Opportunities for 
social life 

1 0.2 0 3.5 4.7 0.8 

Teaching methods 0 0.4 0.6 3 4 0.8 
History and traditions 2 1 0.4 0 3.4 0.8 
Reputation of teaching 
staff 

0.5 1 0.8 1 3.3 0.8 

Research grants, 
publications, citations 

1.5 0.6 1.2 0 3.3 0.8 

Academic climate 1 0 0.4 3 4.4 0.7 
Institution’s ability to 
prioritize and focus 

3 0.2 0 0 3.2 0.5 

Student support system 0.5 0.6 0.2 1 2.3 0.5 
Admission competition 1 0.8 0.2 0 2 0.5 

Recognition of study 
programs 

1 0.8 0.2 0 2 0.5 

Qualifications of 
students 

0.5 0.8 0.4 0 1.7 0.5 

Institution’s position in 
league tables; 
international reputation 

0 1 0.2 0 1.2 0.4 

Interdisciplinary study 
programs 

1.5 0 0 0.5 2 0.3 

Integration of subjects 0 0 0 2 2 0.3 
Students' involvement 
in R&D 

0 0 0 2 2 0.3 

Content of study 
programs 

0 0.6 0 0.5 1.1 0.3 

 
The findings demonstrate that the given four parties above differ on their 
interpretations of the characteristics of good higher education. 

For the representatives of the State group, the quality meant first of all cooperation 
with employers and other (foreign) institutions (Process), followed by the success 
of graduates (Output). Other more frequently mentioned quality characteristics 
included the institution’s ability to prioritize and focus, qualifications of teaching 
staff, the institution’s history and traditions, as well as its openness and external 
communications (Inputs and Processes). 

In the Academia group, for the representatives of the academic staff sub-group, the 
only clearly output-related characteristics were those related to research and 
development: research grants, publications, citations. All other characteristics 
dominantly focused on Inputs and Processes: appropriate management and strategic 
planning, openness and communication (especially efficient internal 
communications about changes in various academic requirements and procedures), 
and the condition of infrastructure. 
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The sub-group of rectors of higher education institutions mentioned the quality 
characteristics that can be classified as Inputs or Outputs: qualifications of students 
(student candidates) and teaching staff, the condition of infrastructure, the 
happiness and success of graduates, coherence between strategic objectives and 
existing means. One process indicator – openness and communication (especially 
external communications) – was also mentioned more than once.  

In the Market group, the employer sub-group emphasized the importance of results, 
that is, the Output: the success of graduates. A very important input factor for them 
was qualifications of teaching staff. They also mentioned the institution’s 
reputation, explaining this as its history and traditions; admission competition; 
reputation of teaching staff, for example, how many of them have won prizes 
(Input); and institution’s position in league tables (rankings, ratings) (Input, 
Output). Cooperation with employers and foreign institutions can be considered as a 
Process indicator. 

The sub-group of upper secondary school students mentioned the following aspects 
as quality characteristics of a higher education institution: learner-centeredness, for 
example, an individual approach to scheduling (Process), the success of graduates 
in the labor market (both nationally and internationally) (Output), qualifications of 
teaching staff (“good teachers”), reputation – explained as the institution’s position 
in league tables (Input, Output) and admission competition (Input). 

For the Student group, quality was understood as the condition of infrastructure 
(Input), opportunities for social life, cooperation with employers and other (foreign) 
institutions, academic climate – collegiality between students and teachers, learner-
centeredness, and teaching methods (Process). Surprisingly students did not 
mention any output characteristics which in principle excludes them from the 
Market group and therefore their results are presented separately. 

According to the results of the interviews, students are positioned somewhere 
between the Market and Academia but cannot be directly considered either of them. 
Similarities with the Market, especially with potential students, were the 
characteristics of “qualified teaching staff” and “possibilities for flexible learning 
paths” (learner-centeredness); similar to Academia was “condition of 
infrastructure.” Unlike Academia or the Market, students did not mention any 
Outputs at all. 

Comparing the three most frequently expressed characteristics (dominant 
characteristics) by each stakeholder group, the results are as follows: 

State: cooperation with employers and other (foreign) institutions (4.5 mentions), 
the success of graduates (4), and institution’s ability to prioritize and focus (3) 

Market: success of graduates (4.6), qualifications of teaching staff (3), and 
cooperation with employers and other (foreign) institutions (1.6) 

Academia: openness and communication (3.8), management and strategic planning 
(1.8), and the success of graduates (1.8) 
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Students: condition of infrastructure (4), opportunities for social life (3.5), and 
cooperation with employers and other (foreign) institutions (3.5)  

Figure 6-1 summarizes the differences in expectations of the four parties by their 
three most frequently mentioned characteristics.  

 

 
Figure 6-1 Dominant characteristics of a good university for State, Market, 
Academia and Students 

 
In sum, distinguishing the input, process and output characteristics, it appears that 
the most frequently mentioned inputs were condition of infrastructure; 
qualifications and reputation of teaching staff; and opportunities for social life. As 
to processes, the stakeholders considered cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions; openness and communication; international involvement; 
management and strategic planning; teaching methods; and learner-centeredness 
most important. The success of graduates; and graduates’ knowledge and skills 
were the most frequently mentioned outputs. 

The State group considered inputs and processes almost equally important (10 and 
11.5 nodes per focus group respectively), and mentioned output-related 
characteristics significantly fewer times (6 nodes). The Market group most 
frequently mentioned inputs (8.2 nodes), which were followed by outputs (5.6) and 
processes (6.2) of similar weights. The Academia group overwhelmingly stressed 
the importance of processes (7 nodes), inputs got fewer nodes by more than a third 
(4.2). The frequency of mention of outputs compared with processes was more than 
twice lower (3.2).  
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The students were most process oriented mentioning process-related characteristics 
19 times, inputs got 7.5 nodes, and outputs were not mentioned at all (Table 6-4). 

Table 6-4 Input, output and process characteristics as aspects of a good university 

  
State Market Academia Students 

Input 10 8.2 4.2 7.5 

Output 6 5.6 3.2 0 

Process 11.5 6.2 7 19 
 

Figure 6-2 summarizes the differences between stakeholder expectations based on 
the input–process–output position. The distance from the zero point shows the 
average number of nodes per focus group by the corresponding party. 

 

 
Figure 6-2 Stakeholder orientation to inputs, processes and outputs 

 

6.6.2 Aims of external quality assurance in higher education 

Like Table 6-3, the following table (6-5) represents numbers of mentions of 
corresponding aims divided by the number of focus groups conducted within a 
specific group. 
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The numbers related to aims are significantly smaller than in the Quality 
Characteristics section, but we can still draw some conclusions regarding the most 
favored aims for each group (Table 6-6): 

 

Table 6-6 The most favored aims for external quality assurance 

Stakeholder group Aim  Number of mentions 
State to assess sustainability 0.8 

to assure that there is value for 
money 

0.8 

to optimize resources/higher 
education landscape 

0.8 

Market to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

2.0 

to inform stakeholders about 
credibility of the institution 

2.0 

Academia to support the internal development 
of an institution 

2.4 

to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

1.4 

Students to assess fitness for purpose 1.5 
to assess whether it responds to the 
expectations of society 

1.5 

 

The commonly mentioned and most frequently mentioned aims for external quality 
assurance were: (a) to guarantee credibility and comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions, (b) to support the internal development of an institution, (c) to optimize 
resources/higher education landscape, (d) to assess whether the institution responds 
to the expectations of society, and (e) to assess fitness for purpose.  
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7. STUDY II. QUALITY ASSURANCE SYSTEMS AND 
CORRELATION WITH THE EXPECTATIONS OF 
ESTONIAN STAKEHOLDERS 

7.1 METHOD 

To answer the question, “How existing external quality assurance models 
(accreditation, academic audit, evaluation, ranking, etc.) are consistent with the 
expectations of Estonian stakeholders,” and to satisfy the aim of the study, I have 
chosen the comparative case study method as a distinctive form of multiple case 
studies (Yin, 2009, p. 19). The case study method has been used across a variety of 
disciplines, particularly by social scientists who have widely examined 
contemporary real-life situations and provided a basis for the application of ideas 
and new methods. The case study method allows investigators to retain the 
meaningful characteristics of organizational and managerial processes, among 
others (Yin, 2009, p. 4). 

The choice of the case study method is determined by the following factors: 

 The type of research question is explanatory (“how” question). 
 The research strategy does not require any control by the investigator over 

behavioral events. 
 The study focuses on contemporary events/models. (Yin, 2009, p. 8) 

The goal of a case study should be to expand and generalize frequencies (analytic 
generalization) rather than to involve statistical generalization (Yin, 2009, p. 15). 
This goal matches well with the current research. Another reason I have chosen this 
method is the fact that it is highly possible to “do a valid and high-quality case 
study without leaving the telephone or Internet” (Yin, 2009, p. 15). I have studied 
all cases via the Internet. 

The especially important components in a research design of case studies, all of 
which are present in my research, are: 

 a study’s question (How? or Why?) 
 its propositions, if any;  
 its unit(s) of analysis; 
 the logic of linking the data to the propositions; 
 the criteria for interpreting the findings. (Yin, 2009, p. 27) 

The question of this study is in full accord with the first component in the above 
list. 

My propositions arise from the results of focus group interviews. 



87 

As for units of analysis, I have chosen 8 external quality assessment models and 
analyzed/interpreted each of them across two criteria: the aim of the process, and 
the focus of standards/criteria (input, process, or output). 

The major shortcoming of applying this method in the given study is the use of one 
type of source only – information provided on the Internet in the form of 
accreditation and audit handbooks and so on. However, as this information is 
comprehensive and the handbooks are the only assessment tools for both higher 
education institutions and assessment panels, information-gathering (e.g., 
interviews) from other sources would not have provided any additional value for the 
research. 

The chain of evidence (questions, protocol, database and report) is in place. 

As the given study is descriptive of its nature, internal validity is not applicable (see 
Yin, 2009, p. 40). 

External validity is proved by replication in multiple case studies – audits (3 cases), 
rankings (2 cases), and quality awards (2 cases). The results of all the cases, 
including accreditations by WASC and evaluations by EUA (single case studies), 
are comparable with and generalizable to the theoretical concept of stakeholders’ 
expectations. 

Reliability is confirmed by the detailed description of what should be measured and 
how, as well as by assigning rankings of “full correlation,” “partial correlation” and 
“no correlation” – see the Data Analysis section below. 

7.2 SAMPLE 

Case selection is a crucial question in the design of comparative case study analysis 
since all of the cases cannot be studied. For a strictly comparative analysis, careful 
selection of cases is essential (Peters, 1998, p. 68). 

I have chosen cases – different external quality assurance models – according to the 
following criteria: 

 they are focused on institutional assessment as the objectives of this research 
was to make proposals for the institutional accreditation model in Estonia; 

 they are referred to in research articles and/or they are potentially important for 
the Estonian context considering regional aspects, for example; 

 they are accessible. 

The cases below have been chosen for the following reasons: 

1) Institutional accreditation by WASC since the developments in WASC have 
received the highest attention in the literature (e.g., Appelton & Wolff, 2004; Wolff, 
2005). 
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2) Evaluation by EUA since this is the only external assessment, coordinated from 
outside Estonia, that has been used in Estonia.   

3) Academic audits in the Hong Kong and Finland3 since: 

 the audit scheme in Hong Kong has been considered by several authors (Dill, 
Massy) as one of the most successful in responding to stakeholders’ needs and 
supporting the enhancement of institutions; 

 Finland has been an exemplary country for Estonia with regard to educational 
developments, including higher education, since the beginning of the 1990s 
(when Estonia regained its independence). 

4) The Baldridge and EFQM quality award models since both of them have been 
adapted to higher education institutions. 

5) The U.S. News and World Report Rankings (U.S. News Rankings), the Academic 
Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) published by Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University, and the Times Higher Education–QS World University Rankings since 
these are considered to be the most prestigious and are the most cited. 

7.3 DATA COLLECTION 

All cases named in the Sample section were analyzed based on the documents – 
procedures and principles – presented on the official web pages of respective 
agencies or other responsible entities. 

For the case study of WASC Accreditation, I studied the 2008 Handbook of 
Accreditation, available on the webpage www.wascsenior.org  (WASC, 2010). 

For evaluation by EUA, I studied the Institutional Evaluation Programme (IEP) on 
the webpage http://www.eua.be/iep/Home.aspx.  

For academic audits in Hong Kong and Finland, I studied audit handbooks or 
manuals on respective web pages (www.ugc.edu.hk, http://www.finheec.fi). 

The main sources for studying quality award models were the Baldridge National 
Quality Program 2009–2010. Education Criteria for Performance Excellence 
(http://www.nist.gov/baldrige/publications/upload/2009_2010_Education_Criteria.p
df) and some workshop materials of EFQM as well as the publication, EFQM 
Excellence Model: Public and Voluntary Sector Version (EFQM, 2003). 

The criteria and methods for rankings named in the Sample section have been found 
on the following web pages: http://www.usnews.com (U.S. News Rankings), 
http://www.arwu.org/ (ARWU), and http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk (the 
Times Higher Education–QS World University Rankings). 
                                                 
3 In the preliminary stage of this study, audits in the UK and Australia were also included but as 
in both cases, the methodology was about to be extensively changed, the models were later 
excluded because of the outdated information.  
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In addition, the case study was supported by theoretical/comparative materials, for 
example, Appleton and Wolff (2004) – describing the experience of WASC; Massy 
(2005, 2010) – presenting audit principles of Hong Kong; and Rauhvargers (2011) – 
comparing procedures and impacts of various rankings. 

The data was collected in May–July 2010. 

7.4 DATA ANALYSIS 

The data analysis consisted of the following steps: 

a) The cases were described and analyzed as individual case studies according to 
two criteria: (1) the focus of aims, based on the results of focus group interviews 
relating to the aims of external quality assurance of higher education; (2) the focus 
of standards, based on the results of focus group interviews relating to the quality 
characteristics of a good higher education institution. 

b) Subsequently, the results were compared, based on the same criteria, using cross-
case synthesis. Cross-case synthesis treats each individual case study as a separate 
study and is similar to other research syntheses, aggregating findings across a 
number of individual studies (Yin, 2009, p. 156). 

As an instrument for comparison, I created a model which is presented in the form 
of a table, where stakeholder groups are shown in the left column and their most 
frequently mentioned expectations for aims of external quality assurance of higher 
education or quality characteristics are shown in the center column – based on the 
results of focus group interviews. Under quality characteristics, I highlighted three 
of the most frequently mentioned characteristics from each stakeholder group (see 
Subsection 6.6.1). 

Since the variability was lower in the case of aims of external quality assurance, I 
included two or three of the most frequently mentioned aims under each stakeholder 
group (see Table 6-6). Then I determined whether any of the documents of external 
quality assurance described in the Sample section incorporated the “aims” or 
“characteristics” mentioned by Estonian stakeholders. If such aim or characteristic 
had been indicated during a specific interview, I marked it with a “+” – meaning 
that the expectation was met; if it had not been mentioned, I marked it with a “–“. 

My next step was to identify whether there was a “full correlation” (++), “partial 
correlation” (+), or “no correlation” (0) between the aims or characteristics defined 
in the documents and those emphasized by stakeholder groups.  

As to Criterion 1 (i.e., the focus of aims), there is a full correlation (++) if at least 
two of the defined aims are reflected by the top expectations of a given stakeholder 
group; there is a partial correlation (+) if one aim is reflected; and there is no 
correlation (0) if none of the aims is reflected.  
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As to Criterion 2 (i.e., the focus of standards), there is a full correlation (++) if at 
least two of the top three characteristics named by a given stakeholder group reflect 
the standards listed in the described model; there is a partial correlation (+) if one of 
them has been named, and there is no correlation (0) if none of them has been 
named. 

c) After the comparisons, I ranked the models according to how well they satisfied 
Estonian stakeholders’ expectations. 

7.5 RESULTS 

The results are presented by external quality assurance model. Under each model, 
its aims are first described and compared with Estonian stakeholders’ main 
expectations for aims of external quality assurance; then the 
aspects/standards/criteria to be evaluated by that model are presented along with 
comparisons with the quality characteristics that Estonian stakeholders considered 
important (see also the Data Analysis section).  

7.5.1 Accreditation by Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC), 
U.S.  

The Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) was formed in 1962 to 
promote the welfare, interests, and development of education in the Western Region 
of the United States of America (WASC, 2010). 

When the Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities of WASC 
started to develop new accreditation standards, they adopted a set of key principles. 
Two of them were:  

 The accreditation process will focus on institutional aims and results, and not on 
the methods of how the results were achieved. 

 The process will focus on educational effectiveness, especially on student 
learning. (Appelton & Wolff, 2004) 

This new review model is based on the learning-centered principle that systematical 
and constructive feedback leads to enhanced performance and – over time – to 
improvement (Appelton & Wolff, 2004). 

WASC accreditation especially emphasizes student learning outcomes – whether 
institutions have built a habit of assessing student learning outcomes and engaged 
their faculty and administration in a purposeful use of the data collected and 
analyzed on a regular basis. The WASC experience is hoped to be proof that deep 
reform is possible and that quality assurance processes, accreditation among them, 
can lead to institutional enhancement (Appelton & Wolff, 2004). However, this is 
the hope that all policymakers and other actors responsible for development of 
quality assurance systems most probably have before every reform. 



91 

As mentioned above, the regional agencies focus sharply on an evidence-based 
approach in the accreditation processes. In judging student learning outcomes, 
evidence can embrace the results presented quantitatively and qualitatively, but 
should go beyond surveys and job placement statistics. The most appropriate 
evidence for assessment of student learning is the process an institution (or 
program) uses to gather information about student attainment, which is purposefully 
engaged in evaluating and improving overall instructional performance (Ewell, 
2001). 

It is the role of WASC (or any other agency) to encourage institutions to articulate 
their engagement in the process by demonstrating what kind of evidence is used, 
how it is used, and how the internal and external stakeholders are involved 
(Appleton & Wolff, 2004). 

The WASC accreditation model consists of: 

 a Proposal that contains a plan of work during the accreditation review cycle, 
focusing on improving student learning and building organizational learning 
systems. The proposal is submitted two and a half years ahead of the first review 
and evaluated by a peer-review panel. 

 a Preparatory Review follows the approval of a proposal. It addresses issues of 
institutional capacity. 

 an Educational Effectiveness Review follows the preparatory review a year later. 
It focuses on educational quality and student learning. (Appleton & Wolff, 
2004) 

Before each site visit, the review team identifies issues for the upcoming site visit 
(Appleton & Wolff, 2004), a procedure similar to the Baldridge Award and EFQM 
processes. 

Appleton and Wolff (2004) state that this reform of a site visit process has proven to 
have a significant impact on the visits, making them more effective and clarifying 
the team roles. 

Next, I will examine how the aims and standards of WASC accreditation match the 
results of focus group interviews. 

1) Aims of the process 

(1) Assure the educational community, the general public, and other organizations 
and agencies that an accredited institution meets the Commission’s Core 
Commitments to Institutional Capacity and Educational Effectiveness and has been 
reviewed under Commission Standards; 

(2) Promote institutional engagement on issues of educational effectiveness and 
student learning; 

(3) Develop and share good practices in assessing and improving the teaching and 
learning process; 
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(4) Develop and apply standards to review and improve educational quality and 
institutional performance, and validate and revise these standards through ongoing 
research and feedback; 

(5) Promote within institutions a culture of evidence, through which indicators of 
performance are regularly developed and data are collected to inform institutional 
decision making, planning, and improvement; 

(6) Develop systems of institutional review and evaluation that adapt to institutional 
context and purposes, build on institutional evidence, support rigorous reviews, 
reduce the burden of accreditation, and add value to the institution; 

(7) Promote active interchange of ideas among all institutions to improve 
institutional performance, educational effectiveness, and the process of peer review. 
(Handbook of Accreditation, 2008, p. 2) 

These aims indicate that the primary focus of WASC accreditation is on 
institutional improvement (3, 4, 6, 7). The first aim is directed toward informing the 
wider community, and mentions “standards” as well as “educational effectiveness” 
which can be viewed as “value for money.” 

 

Table 7-1 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: aims of external quality 
assurance, WASC 

Stakeholder group Aims Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State to assess sustainability - 

to assure that there is value for 
money 

+ 

to optimize resources/higher 
education landscape 

- 

Market to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

to inform stakeholders about 
credibility of the institution 

+ 

Academia to support the internal development 
of an institution 

+ 

to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

Students to assess fitness for purpose - 
to assess whether it responds to the 
expectations of society 

- 

 
2) Aspects evaluated (standards) 
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There are four standards with 10 sub-standards and 42 criteria (Handbook of 
Accreditation, 2008, pp. 11–22). The standards are: 

Standard 1: Defining educational purposes and ensuring educational objectives 

The institution defines its purposes and establishes educational objectives 
aligned with its purposes and character. It has a clear and conscious sense 
of its essential values and character, its distinctive elements, its place in the 
higher education community, and its relationship to society at large. 
Through its purposes and educational objectives, the institution dedicates 
itself to higher learning, the search for truth, and the dissemination of 
knowledge. The institution functions with integrity and autonomy. (p. 11) 

The sub-standards handle the following themes: 

(1) Institutional purposes 

(2) Integrity 

Standard 2: Achieving educational objectives through core functions 

The institution achieves its institutional purposes and attains its educational 
objectives through the core functions of teaching and learning, scholarship 
and creative activity, and support for student learning and success. It 
demonstrates that these core functions are performed effectively and that 
they support one another in the institution’s efforts to attain educational 
effectiveness. (p. 14) 

Sub-standards: 

(3) Teaching and learning 

(4) Scholarship and creative activity 

(5) Support for student learning and success  

Standard 3: Developing and applying resources and organizational structures to 
ensure sustainability 

The institution sustains its operations and supports the achievement of its 
educational objectives through its investment in human, physical, fiscal, 
and information resources and through an appropriate and effective set of 
organizational and decision-making structures. These key resources and 
organizational structures promote the achievement of institutional purposes 
and educational objectives and create a high quality environment for 
learning. (p. 18) 

Sub-standards: 

(6) Faculty and staff 

(7) Fiscal, physical and information resources 
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(8) Organization structures and decision-making processes 

Standard 4: Creating an organization committed to learning and improvement 

The institution conducts sustained, evidence-based, and participatory 
discussions about how effectively it is accomplishing its purposes and 
achieving its educational objectives. These activities inform both 
institutional planning and systematic evaluations of educational 
effectiveness. The results of institutional inquiry, research, and data 
collection are used to establish priorities at different levels of the institution 
and to revise institutional purposes, structures, and approaches to teaching, 
learning, and scholarly work. (p. 21) 

Sub-standards: 

(9) Strategic thinking and planning 

(10) Commitment to learning and improvement 

State’s expectation, the “institution’s ability to prioritize and focus,” is met by 
Standard 4 (“The results of institutional inquiry, research, and data collection are 
used to establish priorities at different levels of the institution and to revise 
institutional purposes . . .”). 

Market’s expectation, “qualifications of teaching staff” is met by Sub-standard 6. 

Academia’s expectations, “openness and communication” and “management and 
strategic planning,” are met by Standards 4 and 1 respectively. 

Students’ expectation, “condition of infrastructure,” is met by Standard 3. 

 
Table 7-2 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: quality characteristics, WASC 

Stakeholder group Quality characteristics Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State cooperation with employers and other 

(foreign) institutions 
- 

success of graduates - 
institution’s ability to prioritize and 
focus 

+ 

Market success of graduates - 
qualification of teaching staff + 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

- 

Academia openness and communication  + 
management and strategic planning + 
success of graduates - 

Students condition of infrastructure + 
opportunities for social life - 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

- 
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Table 7-3 summarizes the above described findings. 

 

Table 7-3 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: summary, WASC* 

 Aims Quality characteristics 
State + + 
Market + + 
Academia + ++ 
Students 0 + 
 
*++ full correlation between a given stakeholder groups’ expectations and WASC aims 
or characteristics, + partial correlation, 0 no correlation 
 

It can be concluded that the aims of WASC accreditation correspond only partially 
to the expectations of Estonian stakeholders, except for Students whose 
expectations are not met at all. However, WASC standards meet the expectations of 
all stakeholder groups, the strongest correlation being with Academia’s 
expectations. 

7.5.2 EUA evaluation 

In the European context, the most well-known evaluation is the one arranged by the 
European University Association. The Institutional Evaluation Programme (IEP) 
was launched in 1993 by the Association of European Universities (CRE). In 2001, 
CRE was succeeded by the European University Association (EUA). The initiative 
of IEP was to demonstrate that universities are able to regulate themselves and there 
was no need for intervention of a central European quality agency (Sursock & 
Amaral, 2008, p. 37). Thus, IEP was established as a self-protection for universities 
against any possible intervention by the state or the market. 

According to Trow’s (1996b) typology of academic reviews, the IEP fits best under 
Type III – “the external supportive review,” the aim of which is not accountability 
but “the identification of academic strength and weakness with an eye to confirming 
the former and amending the latter” (p. 28). 

There are four central questions guiding these evaluations (IEP, 2009): 

 What is the institution trying to do? What are its norms and values, the mission 
and goals? 

 How is the institution trying to do it? What are the organisational characteristics 
of the institutions, i.e. governance structures, and its key activities and to what 
extent these are in line with the norms and values? 

 How does the institution know it works? To what extent does the institution 
know whether its activities and organisational structures meet the institution’s 
objectives? 
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 How does the institution change in order to improve? (p. 7) 

The creation of these four central questions was inspired by the famous Deming 
Wheel (Plan-Do-Study-Act) that in fact has been a guiding concept for all audit-
type quality assurance schemes (Dill, 1992b; Rosa & Amaral, 2008; Van Vught, 
1995). Deming developed the Wheel for organizations to promote their continuous 
improvement. The rationale behind this circle is that an organization will be able to 
improve its quality only if it accomplishes all four stages successively and in a 
never ending loop (Deming, 1986). 

These questions are clearly based on a fitness for purpose approach. This simple 
and flexible instrument is said to be useful in various contexts (national, regional, 
institutional), and to be effective when evaluating either a whole institution or its 
sub-units (Kohler, 2008; Sursock & Amaral, 2008). 

Based on the more than 15- year experience of evaluations, EUA has developed a 
policy position arguing that quality assurance procedures should meet the following 
goals: 

 To promote innovative and dynamic institutions in a context characterized by 
diversity of missions, goals and curricula. 

 To preserve and extend institutional autonomy while meeting the demands for 
accountability. 

 To avoid a big bureaucracy, burdensome quality assurance mechanisms and 
promote cost-effective quality assurance procedures. (Sursock & Amaral, 2008, 
p. 44) 

The rationale of IEP is that it “should support academic values, institutional 
autonomy and academic freedom” (Sursock & Amaral, 2008, p. 45). 

The evaluation process includes the self-evaluation phase (which is viewed as 
central in the whole process), the first site visit (the preliminary visit) and the 
second site visit (the final visit), followed by the evaluation report (IEP, 2009). IEP 
Guidelines stress the particular importance of feedback from students (IEP, 2009; 
Rovio-Johansson, 2008a). 

IEP evaluation teams include experienced university leaders, academics and one 
student (EUA, 2010). A prominent feature of IEP is the stability of its expert pool, 
in other words, IEP uses a relatively small number of senior leaders who have 
gathered their experience and demonstrated their competence across Europe 
(Sursock & Amaral, 2008, p. 41; IEP, 2009). However, as there have been 
substantial changes in higher education systems since 1994 (the emergence of New 
Public Management, globalization, the implementation of Bologna declaration, the 
enlargement of the EU), the senior leaders may no longer be the most appropriate 
peers to deal with the new context (Rovio-Johansson, Amaral, & Westerheijden, 
2008). 
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Even though the main purpose of these evaluations should be to help institutions to 
improve their quality, there is no clear evidence that proves the impact of an 
evaluation exercise on university (quality assurance) management (Rosa & Amaral, 
2008). As admitted by Sir David Smith (2008) in his “personal memoir of 
participating in the initial experiment that led to the later establishment of the 
CRE/EUA Institutional Evaluation Programme (IEP)” (p. 135) there were 
numerous examples demonstrating that the process has led to major changes and 
improvements, but there were also several cases where practically nothing has 
happened as a result of the evaluation (p. 146). 

After having participated in the IEP, the institution becomes eligible for the 
following follow-up activities and services: (a) a follow-up evaluation two to four 
years later at the request of the institution, and (b) participation in the Alumni 
Forum (IEP, 2009). According to a study analyzing the implementation of IEP, the 
interim periods between initial visits and follow-up visits were in fact four to six 
years (Rovio-Johansson, 2008b, p. 111). 

Kohler (2008) argues that there seem to be some basic differences between the 
Bologna process concerns (more emphasis on the need for accountability) and the 
IEP principles. He suggests that there can be two alternatives for the future: either 
IEP will influence quality approaches of the Bologna process or, if the EUA aims to 
become one of the agencies recognized by the European Register, it may require 
that “some major part of its valuable founding spirit, and of its prime purpose, is 
about to be lost in the wind of change” (p. 230). 

Next, the aims and processes of the IEP are analyzed. 

1) Aim of the process 

… to ensure that higher education institutions gain maximum benefit from 
a comprehensive evaluation conducted by a team of experienced European 
higher education leaders. The intention is for these evaluations to support 
the participating institutions in the continuing development of their 
strategic management and internal quality culture. (EUA, 2010) 

Thus the aim is exclusively directed toward internal development of an institution. 

 

Table 7-4 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: aims of external quality 
assurance, IEP  

Stakeholder group Aims Met (+) / Not met (-) 

State to assess sustainability - 
to assure that there is value for 
money 

- 

to optimize resources/higher 
education landscape 

- 
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Market to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

to inform stakeholders about 
credibility of the institution 

- 

Academia to support the internal development 
of an institution 

+ 

to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

Students to assess fitness for purpose - 
to assess whether it responds to the 
expectations of society 

- 

 

2) Aspects evaluated (standards) 

The suggested aspects for a self-evaluation report include: 

(1) Norms and values. Mission and goals, for example, governance and 
management, academic profile. 

(2) Governance and activities, for example, student support services, funding. 

(3) Quality assessment practices. 

(4) Strategic management and capacity for change. (IEP, 2009) 

Since these aspects are only given as a guide and review teams can decide more 
precisely what to evaluate in subject institutions, the following comparison is rather 
theoretical. The only clearly visible link is between the “strategic management” (4) 
and Academia’s expectation, ”management and strategic planning.” “Capacity for 
change” (4) and the “institution’s ability to prioritize and focus” (State’s 
expectation) can be considered as overlapping indirectly. 

 

Table 7-5 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: quality characteristics, IEP 

Stakeholder group Quality characteristics Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State cooperation with employers and 

other (foreign) institutions 
- 

success of graduates - 
institution’s ability to prioritize and 
focus 

+ 

Market success of graduates - 
qualification of teaching staff - 
cooperation with employers and 
other (foreign) institutions 

- 

Academia openness and communication  - 
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management and strategic planning + 
success of graduates - 

Students condition of infrastructure - 
opportunities for social life - 
cooperation with employers and 
other (foreign) institutions 

- 

 

It can be concluded then, as to the aims, the IEP expresses only the expectations of 
Academia, and even those only partially. The characteristics have a partial 
correlation with the expectations of both Academia and the State. 

 

Table 7-6 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: summary, IEP* 

 Aims Quality characteristics 
State 0 + 
Market 0 0 
Academia + + 
Students 0 0 
 
*++ full correlation between a given stakeholder groups’ expectations and IEP aims or 
characteristics, + partial correlation, 0 no correlation 

7.5.3 Academic audit in Hong Kong 

The UGC [University Grants Committee] is committed to safeguarding and 
promoting the quality of UGC-funded institutions and their activities. It has 
performed this role over the years through conducting, inter alia, the 
Management Review (1998-1999), the Teaching and Learning Quality 
Process Reviews (1995-1997 and 2001-2003), and the Performance and 
Role-related Funding Scheme (2004). These reviews/schemes have served 
to ensure that effective quality assurance (QA) mechanisms were in place 
in each of the institutions, and have assisted institutions in improving 
further in specific areas such as the quality of management, student 
teaching and learning, as well as performance against role. (Audit Manual, 
2010, p. 5) 

Academic audits in Hong Kong evaluate the maturity of a department’s, 
institution’s, or system’s education quality process. Institution-level audits examine 
quality processes at each level in the quality process hierarchy which requires some 
kind of sampling (Massy, 2005). Audits provide information about the respective 
unit’s (department or institution) education quality processes and information about 
the quality of education because the audit also includes student learning assessment 
(Massy, 2005). 

Audit reports, which are all made public (see UGC, 2010), should describe average 
quality process maturity at different levels, but also indicate variations from the 
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average (Massy, 2005). Universities are aware that audit results might influence 
funding, although it has hardly ever happened (Massy, 2010). The pilot phase of 
introduction of audit schemes in Hong Kong demonstrated that although “the then-
current conventional wisdom held that such a linkage would lead institutions to 
dissemble in their responses . . . it worked the other way around – it increased the 
benefits” (Massy, 2005, p. 187). 

Review teams in Hong Kong consist of six to eight (mostly) faculty members from 
other campuses, and the visit itself typically lasts from 1.5 to 2 days – the limit is 
dictated by the use of overseas team members (Massy, 2005, 2010). According to 
the Audit Manual (2010, p. 31), visits last 3 to 5 days. 

1) Aim of the process 

The main objective of QAC quality audits is to assure the quality of student 
learning in UGC-funded institutions. The audits are intended to assure the 
UGC and the public that institutions deliver on the promises they make in 
their role and mission statements. A QAC audit is therefore an audit of an 
institution’s Fitness for Purpose in teaching and learning. The audit 
examines whether the institution has procedures in place appropriate for its 
stated purposes, whether it pursues activities and applies resources to 
achieve those purposes, and whether there is verifiable evidence to show 
that the purposes are being achieved. (Audit Manual, 2010, p. 10) 

As we can see, the focus of academic audits is purely on “fitness for purpose”– 
Students’ expectation. As the audit is intended “to assure the quality of student 
learning,” it can be matched with “to guarantee credibility” (Market’s expectation) 
as well. It is also mentioned that “the QAC [Quality Assurance Council], through its 
audit process, aims to give confidence, in general, to students and their parents, 
employers and sponsors, that our institutions provide a quality and internationally 
recognised student learning experience” (Audit Manual, 2010, p. 3), thus – “to 
inform stakeholders about credibility of the institution” (Market’s expectation). 

 

Table 7-7 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: aims of external quality 
assurance, UGC 

Stakeholder group Aims Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State to assess sustainability - 

to assure that there is value for money - 
to optimize resources/higher education 
landscape 

- 

Market to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

+ 

to inform stakeholders about credibility 
of the institution 

+ 

Academia to support the internal development of - 
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an institution 
to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

Students to assess fitness for purpose + 
to assess whether it responds to the 
expectations of society 

- 

 
2) Aspects evaluated (standards)  

There are eleven common focus areas of audit (Audit Manual, 2010, p. 14): 

(1) Articulation of appropriate objectives 

(2) Management, planning and accountability 

(3) Programme development and approval processes 

(4) Programme monitoring and review 

(5) Curriculum design 

(6) Programme delivery, including resources, teaching mode, and the student 
learning environment 

(7) Experiential and other “out of classroom” learning (e.g., leadership 
development, overseas exchange, work-integrated learning, service learning) 

(8) Assessment 

(9) Teaching quality and staff development 

(10) Student participation 

(11) Activities specific to research degrees 

The main question examined is how an institution’s practices in each focus area 
contribute to student learning quality. In each area audit panels apply the ADRI 
(Approach, Deployment, Results, Improvement) methodology – “What is the 
institution trying to do? How is it doing it? What evidence is there of success? What 
processes are in place for improvement?” (Audit Manual, 2010, p. 15). 

“Articulation of appropriate objectives” (1) and “accountability” (2) match with 
“openness and communication” (Academia); “management, planning and 
accountability” (2) with “management and strategic planning” (Academia). 
“Teaching quality and staff development” (9) is not directly related to 
“qualifications of teaching staff” (Market) but there are at least indirect relations. 
“The student learning environment” (6) is related to “condition of infrastructure” 
(Students). 
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Table 7-8 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: quality characteristics, UGC 

Stakeholder group Quality characteristics Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State cooperation with employers and 

other (foreign) institutions 
- 

success of graduates - 
institution’s ability to prioritize and 
focus 

- 

Market success of graduates - 
qualifications of teaching staff + 
cooperation with employers and 
other (foreign) institutions 

- 

Academia openness and communication  + 
management and strategic planning + 
success of graduates - 

Students condition of infrastructure + 
opportunities for social life - 
cooperation with employers and 
other (foreign) institutions 

- 

 

We can see that as to the aims, UGC audits fully meet the Market’s expectations 
and only partially meet Students’ expectations, while the State’s and Academia’s 
expectations are not met at all. At the same time, there is a full correlation between 
UGC’s standards and Academia’s expectations for quality characteristics which 
makes the result quite controversial. There is a partial correlation between standards 
and expectations of the Market and Students. Thus, except for the State, all other 
stakeholder groups could get at least something out of UGC audits. 

 

Table 7-9 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: summary, UGC* 

 Aims Quality characteristics 
State 0 0 
Market ++ + 
Academia 0 ++ 
Students + + 
 
*++ full correlation between a given stakeholder groups’ expectations and UGC aims or 
characteristics, + partial correlation, 0 no correlation 

7.5.4 Academic audit in Finland 

In Finland, audits of quality assurance systems of universities and polytechnics are 
conducted by the Finnish Higher Education Evaluation Council (FINHEEC). 

Auditing assesses the comprehensiveness, performance and effectiveness 
of the QA system and focuses on two levels: the HEI’s QA system as a 
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whole and the quality assurance related to the HEI’s basic mission 
(education, research/R&D, interaction with and impact on society and 
regional development). (FINHEEC, 2010) 

The first round of audits started in 2005. The audit is valid for six years (FINHEEC, 
2010). 

The audit process is similar to those described above: 

 HEI’s registration for an audit 
 Audit agreement signed between HEI and FINHEEC 
 Appointment of the audit group 
 Collection of audit material by the HEI 
 Briefing and discussion at the HEI 
 Audit visit 
 Audit report 
 Audit conclusions and consequences 
 Publication of results and feedback discussion. (FINHEEC, 2010) 

Depending on the size of the institution, an audit visit may last two to five days. 
The training of auditors takes one and a half working days (Audits of Quality 
Assurance Systems, 2008). 

1) Aim of the process 

The most important aim of the audits is to support the QA system 
development of the HEIs to meet the European QA principles, thereby 
promoting the competitiveness of the Finnish HEIs in the global education 
market. 

The aim of the audit of each HEI is: 

 to establish the qualitative objectives set by the HEI for its own 
activities 

 to evaluate what procedures and processes the HEI uses to maintain 
and develop the quality of its education and other activities 

 to evaluate whether the HEI’s quality assurance works as intended, 
whether the QA system produces useful and relevant information for 
the improvement of its operations and whether it brings about 
effective improvement measures. 

The objective of the audits is to collect and disseminate best QA practices 
and to promote their adoption within the HEIs. The aim of the audit 
processes and public reporting on the HEI system is to activate debate on 
quality issues and interaction between the HEIs and their stakeholders. 
(FINHEEC, 2010) 

Although public reporting is directed toward informing the stakeholders of higher 
education institutions, the main objective is improvement of quality assurance 
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systems of institutions. The aim is very general, oriented toward the “quality of its 
[HEI’s] education and other activities,” and does not directly meet the potential 
interests of any stakeholder groups. Indirectly, one can see some connections 
between the statement, “The objective of the audits is to collect and disseminate 
best QA practices and to promote their adoption within the HEIs,” and the aim “to 
support the internal development of an institution” (Academia). 

 

Table 7-10 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: aims of external quality 
assurance, FINHEEC 

Stakeholder group Aims Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State to assess sustainability - 

to assure that there is value for money - 
to optimize resources/higher education 
landscape 

- 

Market to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

to inform stakeholders about credibility 
of the institution 

- 

Academia to support the internal development of 
an institution 

+ 

to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

Students to assess fitness for purpose - 
to assess whether it responds to the 
expectations of society 

- 

 

2) Aspects evaluated (standards) 

FINHEEC has named the aspects of auditing targets: 

(1) Definition of the objectives, functions, actors and responsibilities of the HEI’s 
QA system as well as the respective documentation 

(2) The comprehensiveness and effectiveness of the QA procedures and structures 
related to the HEI’s basic mission 

 Degree education 
 Research/R&D 
 Interaction with and impact on society as well as regional development co-

operation 
 Support services (such as library and information services, career and 

recruitment services, and international services) 
 Staff recruitment and development 
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(3) Interface between the QA system and the management and steering of 
operations 

(4) Participation of HEI staff, students and external stakeholders in quality 
assurance 

(5) Relevance of, and access to, the information generated by the QA system 

 within the HEI 
 from the perspective of the external stakeholders of the HEI 

(6) Monitoring, evaluation and continuous improvement of the QA system 

(7) The QA system as a whole. (Audits of Quality Assurance Systems, 2008, pp. 
10–11) 

As the targets do not specify anything further – for example, what is meant by the 
second target concerning “degree education” – then it is difficult to find any direct 
correlations with any of the stakeholder groups. Indirectly there may be some 
connections between the characteristics such as “interaction with and impact on 
society as well as regional development co-operation” (2) and “cooperation with 
employers and other (foreign) institutions” (State, Market, Students); “staff 
recruitment and development” (2) and “qualifications of teaching staff” (Market); 
“relevance of, and access to, the information generated by the QA system” (5) and 
“openness and communication” (Academia); “interface between the QA system and 
the management and steering of operations” (3) and “management and strategic 
planning” (Academia). 

 
Table 7-11 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: quality characteristics, 
FINHEEC 

Stakeholder group Quality characteristics Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State cooperation with employers and other 

(foreign) institutions 
+ 

success of graduates - 
institution’s ability to prioritize and 
focus 

- 

Market success of graduates - 
qualifications of teaching staff + 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

+ 

Academia openness and communication  + 
management and strategic planning + 
success of graduates - 

Students condition of infrastructure - 
opportunities for social life - 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

+ 
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Although it was almost impossible to find any correlations concerning the aims– the 
quality characteristics, despite their ambiguity, rather well meet the expectations of 
all stakeholders. 

 

Table 7-12 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: summary, FINHEEC* 

 Aims Quality characteristics 
State 0 + 
Market 0 ++ 
Academia + ++ 
Students 0 + 
 
*++ full correlation between a given stakeholder groups’ expectations and FINHEEC 
aims or characteristics, + partial correlation, 0 no correlation 

7.5.5 Quality Awards 

The Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award was created in the United States in 
1987 and, encouraged by its success, was followed by the European Quality Award 
in 1991, presently involving about 40 countries. This award is based on the EFQM 
Excellence Model, the main purpose of which is to diagnose and evaluate the level 
of excellence in an organization, which will lead to its continuous improvement. 
(Rosa & Amaral, 2007, p. 192) 

Both the EFQM Excellence Award and the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality 
Award are based on the same principles; therefore I will discuss them together, 
highlighting essential differences if needed. 

1) Aim of the process 

Although the fundamental aim of the process is the overall improvement of 
the organization, the Baldridge National Quality Program puts emphasis on 
the following objectives: 

 to improve the public-private partnership, and 
 to improve national competitiveness. (Baldridge National Quality 

Program, 2009–2010) 

The only correlation to be found in my research was between the overall aim of the 
EFQM Excellence Model – “to diagnose and evaluate the excellence level of an 
organization which will lead to its continuous improvement” – and Academia’s 
expectation “to support the internal development of an institution.” 
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Table 7-13 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: aims of external quality 
assurance, Baldridge 

Stakeholder group Aims Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State to assess sustainability - 

to assure that there is value for money - 
to optimize resources/higher education 
landscape 

- 

Market to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

to inform stakeholders about credibility 
of the institution 

- 

Academia to support the internal development of 
an institution 

+ 

to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

Students to assess fitness for purpose - 
to assess whether it responds to the 
expectations of society 

- 

 

2) Aspects evaluated (standards) 

 

In the Baldridge model for education, there are seven categories subdivided into 17 
items: 

(1) leadership: senior leadership; governance and societal responsibilities; 

(2) strategic planning: strategy development; strategy implementation; 

(3) customer (students and stakeholders) focus: voice of the customers; customer 
engagement; 

(4) measurement, analysis, and knowledge management: measurement, analysis and 
improvement of organizational performance; management of information, 
knowledge, and information technology; 

(5) workforce focus: workforce environment, workforce engagement; 

(6) operations focus: work systems, work processes; 

(7) results: student learning and process outcomes; customer-focused outcomes; 
workforce-focused outcomes; leadership and governance outcomes; budgetary, 
financial, and market outcomes. (Baldridge National Quality Program, 2011–2012) 
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In the EFQM model, there are nine categories with very similar implications: 
leadership, people, policy & strategy, partnerships & resources, processes, people 
results, customer results, society results, and key performance results. 

The State’s expectations for quality characteristics are served by the following 
categories and their related items of the Baldridge model: “cooperation with 
employers and other (foreign) institutions” by “customer engagement” (Category 
3); and “success of graduates” by “customer-focused outcomes, workforce-focused 
outcomes” (7). 

The Market’s expectation, “success of graduates,” is met by “customer-focused 
outcomes, workforce-focused outcomes” (7); “qualifications of teaching staff” by 
“workforce focus” (5; in the EFQM model – by “people”) and “workforce-focused 
outcomes” (7; the EFQM model – by “people results”); and “cooperation with 
employers and other (foreign) institutions” by “customer engagement” (3). 

Academia’s expectations are met as follows: “openness and communication” by 
“knowledge management,” including “management of information” (4); 
“management and strategic planning” by “leadership” (1) and “strategic planning” 
(2); “success of graduates” by “customer-focused outcomes, workforce-focused 
outcomes” (7). 

As to Students, the only direct correlation is between “cooperation with employers 
and other (foreign) institutions” and “customer engagement” (3). “Condition of 
infrastructure” can be considered as falling within the item, “workforce 
environment” (5). 

 

Table 7-14 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: quality characteristics, 
Baldridge 

Stakeholder group Quality characteristics Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State cooperation with employers and other 

(foreign) institutions 
+ 

success of graduates + 
institution’s ability to prioritize and 
focus 

- 

Market success of graduates + 
qualifications of teaching staff + 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

+ 

Academia openness and communication  + 
management and strategic planning + 
success of graduates + 

Students condition of infrastructure + 
opportunities for social life - 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

+ 
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Concerning aims, the Baldridge and EFQM models have very weak correlation with 
stakeholders’ expectations; however, concerning standards, most stakeholder 
expectations are met and the correlation is strong in all stakeholder groups. 

 

Table 7-15 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: summary, Baldridge* 

 Aims Quality characteristics 
State 0 ++ 
Market 0 ++ 
Academia + ++ 
Students 0 ++ 
 
*++ full correlation between a given stakeholder groups’ expectations and aims or 
characteristics of the Baldridge model, + partial correlation, 0 no correlation 

7.5.6 Rankings 

U.S. News and World Report (USNWR), an American news magazine, started to 
provide consumer-type information about U.S. universities in 1983. Following this 
example, more than 40 countries have created their national rankings. Global 
rankings are more recent, starting with the Academic Ranking of World 
Universities (ARWU) founded by Shanghai Jiao Tong University in 2003, and the 
Times Higher Education – QS World University Rankings (2004) but they have 
been more influential than the national rankings. (Hazelkorn, 2009) 

7.5.6.1 U.S. News and World Report (USNWR) 

1) Aim of the process 

“We do it to help you make one of the most important decisions of your life” 
(USNWR,  2009). “You” means prospective students. The primary aim to rank 
colleges and universities in the United States is thus to inform prospective students 
(i.e., the market) about the “quality” of colleges as a whole, and also of different 
aspects (quality of study fields, colleges with most merit aid, with most students 
living on campus, etc.) (USNWR, 2010). For worldwide rankings, the aim is to 
“enable our readers to understand how American institutions perform when 
compared with other institutions of higher learning” (USNWR, 2010). 

Thus, the main (and basically only) aim is “to inform stakeholders about credibility 
of the institution” (Market). 
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Table 7-16 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: aims of external quality 
assurance, USNWR 

Stakeholder group Aims Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State to assess sustainability - 

to assure that there is value for 
money 

- 

to optimize resources/higher 
education landscape 

- 

Market to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

to inform stakeholders about 
credibility of the institution 

+ 

Academia to support the internal development 
of an institution 

- 

to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

Students to assess fitness for purpose - 
to assess whether it responds to the 
expectations of society 

- 

 

2) Aspects evaluated (standards) 

The aspects evaluated somewhat differ in national (U.S.) and global rankings. For 
American universities, the aspects are: 

(1) Peer assessment (25% of weighting). Presidents, provosts and deans are asked to 
rank their peer schools and their academic programs. 

(2) Retention (20–25% of weighting). The higher the proportion of freshmen who 
return to campus the following year, the better the result. 

(3) Faculty resources (20% of weighting). Here, class size (the more classes with 
fewer than 20 students, the better), faculty salary, the proportion of professors with 
the highest degrees in their fields, the student-faculty ratio, and the proportion of 
full-time faculty are taken into account. 

(4) Student selectivity (15% of weighting). 

(5) Financial resources (10% of weighting). The average spending per student on 
instruction, research, student services are counted. 

(6) Graduation rate performance (5% of weighting). 

(7) Alumni giving rate (5% of weighting). (USNWR, 2010) 
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The aspects assessed and the weightings given may differ based on the type of 
college/university. Global rankings place the main emphasis on research 
performance measured through citations per faculty member. 

Focusing on national-level rankings, the expectation, “qualifications of teaching 
staff” (Market) is met by the aspect, “the proportion of professors with the highest 
degrees in their fields” (3), and the “success of graduates” (Market) is met (at least 
indirectly) by the “alumni giving rate” (7). 

 

Table 7-17 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: quality characteristics, 
USNWR 

Stakeholder group Quality characteristics Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State cooperation with employers and other 

(foreign) institutions 
- 

success of graduates - 
institution’s ability to prioritize and 
focus 

- 

Market success of graduates + 
qualifications of teaching staff + 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

- 

Academia openness and communication  - 
management and strategic planning - 
success of graduates - 

Students condition of infrastructure - 
opportunities for social life - 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

- 

 

Both the aims and aspects under evaluation are focused only on the Market’s 
expectations. 

 

Table 7-18 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: summary, USNWR* 

 Aims Quality characteristics 
State 0 0 
Market + ++ 
Academia 0 0 
Students 0 0 
 
*++ full correlation between a given stakeholder groups’ expectations and aims or 
characteristics of the U.S. News and World Report Rankings, + partial correlation, 0 no 
correlation 
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7.5.6.2 Shanghai Jiao Tong Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) 

1) Aim of the process 

“[T]he initial purpose of ARWU [Academic Ranking of World Universities] was to 
find the global standing of Chinese top universities, it has attracted a great deal of 
attention from universities, governments and public media worldwide” (ARWU, 
2011). 

This aim can be compared to the Market and Academia’s expectation, “to guarantee 
credibility and comparability with other (foreign) institutions.” 

 

Table 7-19 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: aims of external quality 
assurance, ARWU 

Stakeholder group Aims Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State to assess sustainability - 

to assure that there is value for money - 
to optimize resources/higher education 
landscape 

- 

Market to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

+ 

to inform stakeholders about credibility 
of the institution 

- 

Academia to support the internal development of 
an institution 

- 

to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

+ 

Students to assess fitness for purpose - 
to assess whether it responds to the 
expectations of society 

- 

 
2) Aspects evaluated (standards) 

The emphasis in the Shanghai Ranking is placed on research. The quantitative 
aspects and weights are as follows: 

(1) Quality of education (10%) – number of alumni who earned a Nobel Prize or 
Fields Medal since 1901. 

(2) Quality of faculty (40%) – number of researchers who earned a Nobel Prize in 
physics, chemistry, medicine or economics and/or the Fields Medal in 
mathematics since 1911; number of highly cited researchers in the fields of life 
science, medicine, physics, engineering and social sciences. 
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(3) Research output (40%) – number of articles published in Nature and Science; 
number of articles listed in Thompson Scientific's Science Citation Index 
Expanded and its Social Sciences Citation Index in a given year. 

(4) Per capita academic performance of an institution (10%). (ARWU, 2011) 

The explanation of “quality of education” (1) matches well with “success of 
graduates” (State, Market, Academia), and “quality of faculty” (2) with 
“qualifications of teaching staff” (Market). 

 

Table 7-20 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: quality characteristics, 
ARWU 

Stakeholder group Quality characteristics Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State cooperation with employers and other 

(foreign) institutions 
- 

success of graduates + 
institution’s ability to prioritize and 
focus 

- 

Market success of graduates + 
qualifications of teaching staff + 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

- 

Academia openness and communication  - 
management and strategic planning - 
success of graduates + 

Students condition of infrastructure - 
opportunities for social life - 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 
 

- 

 

Although ARWU, similar to the U.S. News Rankings, mostly serves the interests of 
the Market, it partially meets the expectations of the State and Academia as well. 

 

Table 7-21 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: summary, ARWU* 

 Aims Quality characteristics 
State 0 + 
Market + ++ 
Academia + + 
Students 0 0 
 
*++ full correlation between a given stakeholder groups’ expectations and ARWU aims 
or characteristics, + partial correlation, 0 no correlation 
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7.5.6.3 The Times Higher Education – QS World University Rankings 

1) Aim of the process 

The aims of this league table is to help undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to choose degree courses, academics to make career decisions, 
research teams to identify new collaborative partners, university managers 
to benchmark their performance and set strategic priorities, and 
governments to set national policies (Times Higher Education, 2010). 

As we can see, the aim is exclusively oriented toward informing various 
stakeholders, meeting the Market’s expectation (“to inform stakeholders about 
credibility of the institution”). 

 

Table 7-22 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: aims of external quality 
assurance, THE 

Stakeholder group Aims Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State to assess sustainability - 

to assure that there is value for money - 
to optimize resources/higher education 
landscape 

- 

Market to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

to inform stakeholders about credibility 
of the institution 

+ 

Academia to support the internal development of 
an institution 

- 

to guarantee credibility and 
comparability with other (foreign) 
institutions 

- 

Students to assess fitness for purpose - 
to assess whether it responds to the 
expectations of society 

- 

 

2) Aspects evaluated (standards) 

(1) Economic activity (10%) – research income from industry; 

(2) research indicators (55%) – academic papers; citation impact; research income; 
research income from public sources/industry; reputation survey; 

(3) institutional diversity (10%) – ratio of international to domestic students; ratio 
of international to domestic staff; 
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(4) institutional indicators (25%) – undergraduate entrants; PhDs/undergraduate 
degrees awarded; PhDs awarded (scaled); reputation survey (teaching); institutional 
income (scaled). (Times Higher Education, 2010) 

Here, hardly any correlation with stakeholders’ expectations can be found. Only 
“research income from public sources/industry” (1, 2) relates to “cooperation with 
employers” (State, Market, Students). 

 

Table 7-23 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: quality characteristics, THE 

Stakeholder group Quality characteristics Met (+) / Not met (-) 
State cooperation with employers and other 

(foreign) institutions 
+ 

success of graduates - 
institution’s ability to prioritize and 
focus 

- 

Market success of graduates - 
qualifications of teaching staff - 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

+ 

Academia openness and communication  - 
management and strategic planning - 
success of graduates - 

Students condition of infrastructure - 
opportunities for social life - 
cooperation with employers and other 
(foreign) institutions 

+ 

 
While ARWU and U.S. News Rankings are strongly market-oriented, then the 
Times Higher Education – QS World University Rankings meet only partially even 
the Market’s expectations, for both aims and quality characteristics. As to 
characteristics, however, there is a partial correlation even with the State and 
Students. 

 

Table 7-24 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: summary, THE* 

 Aims Quality characteristics 
State 0 + 
Market + + 
Academia 0 0 
Students 0 + 
 
*++ full correlation between a given stakeholder group’s expectations and aims or 
characteristics of the THE, + partial correlation, 0 no correlation 
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7.6 CONCLUSIONS OF STUDY II 

The aims of WASC accreditation, and the aspects evaluated by it, cover the 
Estonian stakeholders’ expectations most evenly, although only partially. There 
were two exceptions –Academia’s expectations for quality characteristics had a full 
correlation, and Students’ expectations for aims of external quality assurance had 
no correlation at all. As to quality characteristics, an ideal model for Estonia would 
be the Baldridge and EFQM quality awards – there is a full correlation in the case 
of all stakeholders. However, a problem may lie in how aims are set for these 
quality awards: Since the evaluation results are not public, it is impossible to meet 
the Market’s expectation “to inform stakeholders about credibility of the 
institution,” for example. Stakeholder expectations were least met by EUA 
evaluations (IEP), which focus on Academia, but with only a partial correlation; 
and by rankings, which are primarily directed at the Market, as expected. U.S. News 
Rankings and ARWU fulfill their tasks better, as there is a full correlation between 
the Market’s expectations and the aspects under evaluation. The Times Higher 
Education – QS World University Rankings at least fit in with expectations of 
Estonian representatives of the Market, but only slightly. The expectations of 
Academia and the Market are best met by Hong Kong and FINHEEC’s audits. 

It can be concluded that the external quality assurance models discussed above are 
most in accord with the expectations of Academia and the Market, especially 
quality characteristics where the number of full correlations is the largest. The 
summary is presented in Table 7-25 below. 

 

Table 7-25 Meeting the expectations of stakeholders: summary 

 State Market Academia Students 
Aims QC* Aims QC* Aims QC* Aims QC* 

WASC + + + + + ++ 0 + 
IEP 0 + 0 0 + + 0 0 
UGC 0 0 ++ + 0 ++ + + 
FINHEEC 0 + 0 ++ + ++ 0 + 
Quality 
Awards 

0 ++ 0 ++ + ++ 0 ++ 

USNWR 0 0 + ++ 0 0 0 0 
ARWU 0 + + ++ + + 0 0 
THE 0 + + + 0 0 0 + 
*QC – quality characteristics 
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8. DISCUSSION  

The main objectives of the empirical study were to identify the expectations for (a) 
aims of institutional assessment and for (b) quality of higher education institutions 
by different stakeholder groups in Estonia – the State, the Market and Academia, 
and to investigate which existing external quality assurance models in higher 
education best meet their needs. 

The findings of this study show how different parties’ interpretations and 
expectations for the quality of a higher education institution (i.e., for a good 
university) differ. The following main differences can be highlighted.   

First, there are different dominant aspects in assessing inputs, processes and 
outputs. We can see that the Market has the most balanced view valuing inputs, 
processes and outputs almost equally, although the greatest emphasis is on inputs. 
The State and Academia also mention all three aspects; however, the process-
related quality characteristics are somewhat more emphasized. Students are very 
strongly process-centered, but unexpectedly, output indicators do not have any 
significance to them at all.  

The stakeholder positions are most distinctive in the following themes/categories. 
The Market (employers and upper secondary school students) considered the 
“success of graduates” as the most important characteristic, while Students did not 
mention it a single time. “Cooperation with employers and other (foreign) 
institutions” was equally important for the State, the Market and Students, but was 
not mentioned by Academia. While an “institution’s capability to prioritize and 
focus” was important for the State, its importance was marginal or nonexistent for 
the other parties (marginal for the Market and nonexistent for Academia and 
Students). Unlike all other parties, Academia valued most the “openness” of a 
higher education institution, primarily the transparency in bureaucracy and internal 
communications. 

The different parties had the most similar views about the following quality 
aspects: “international involvement” and “qualifications of teaching staff.” It is 
worth mentioning that the characteristics concerning study programs – content of 
study programs, existence of interdisciplinary study programs, recognition of study 
programs, and integration of subjects – were unimportant for all parties, receiving 
surprisingly few mentions. 

Compared to earlier approaches, my research findings show that the respective 
theoretical suggestions were not fully supported in this case. There is no clear 
declaration, whether any of the stakeholder groups favors more inputs, processes or 
outputs – all groups mentioned the characteristics of all categories. However, 
compared to the other groups, Academia is indeed more focused on processes (at 
the same time leaving out characteristics such as approving academic curricula, 
evaluating teaching and student learning, as well as assuring the validity of student 
assessment, which are considered faculty interests according to Pascarella & 
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Terenzini, 2005), and the Market is slightly more focused on inputs and outputs. 
The only significant distinction concerns Students who did not mention outputs at 
all. At the same time, we need to acknowledge that some limitations regarding the 
sampling do not fully guarantee the generalizability of the results to a wider 
population. 

When comparing the results on the expected aims for external quality assurance 
by Estonian stakeholders with theoretical concepts (see Chapter 2), the following 
conclusions can be made. 

According to a theory, the main aim of the State is to get information on whether or 
not HEIs meet basic standards determined by external bodies (Blackmur, 2007; Dill 
& Beerkens, 2010), and whether or not students obtain credentials of value (i.e., 
value for money) (Ewell, 2007). 

The current empirical study supports the second part of the statement above: indeed, 
only State representatives mentioned “value for money” as a desired aim for 
external quality assessment. However, “compliance with standards” was named 
only once. Surprisingly, the ”compliance with standards” was much more important 
for the Market – both employers and prospective students named this. 

Since the Market (prospective students and employers) should receive their 
sovereignty through information, then the Market’s main aim is to get information 
about the academic provision to make informed choices (Dill & Beerkens, 2010).  

This statement is supported by the present empirical investigation: “To inform 
stakeholders about credibility of the institution” was one of the two most frequently 
mentioned aims together with “to guarantee credibility and comparability with other 
(foreign) institutions.”  The Market had also the largest number of nodes indicating 
this aim, compared to the other groups. 

Czizmadia’s (2006) research suggests that despite being highly dependent on state 
resources, universities tend to act according to their own interests and are not 
willing to follow the government’s rules. Based on this notion we may state that for 
Academia, the most favored aim would be to get information whether their actions 
are in coherence with institution’s objectives (“fitness for purpose”). This empirical 
study showed that the predominant aim for Academia was “to support the internal 
development of an institution” which is close to, although not directly overlapping 
the meaning of “fitness for purpose.” 

When comparing the results of this study with the CIPOF model, a major difference 
relates to the equity and student participation indicator: None of the respondents, 
except Students, mentioned it. It does not mean that the standards not named by 
Estonian stakeholders should be excluded from the external assessment scheme but 
it infers the current values and priorities in Estonian society. As early as 2007, an 
OECD review about tertiary education in Estonia emphasized: “Clearly, issues of 
equity in tertiary education in Estonia need to become more prominent in national 
debates and policy-making” (OECD, 2007, p. 79). The results of my research 
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suggest that no changes have yet occurred in the mindset of people (including 
officials of the ministries).  

It is significant that “cooperation with employers and other (foreign) institutions” 
was equally important for all counterparts except Academia who did not mention it 
at all. At the same time, “to guarantee credibility and comparability with other 
(foreign) institutions” was their second most important aim for external quality 
assurance, which is rather contradictory. On the other hand, the most important 
characteristic for the representatives of Academia was “openness and 
communication.” According to the opinion of academic staff, it means only internal 
communications about bureaucratic procedures and strategic plans. This gives rise 
to the conclusion that Estonian higher education institutions are still primarily 
inward-oriented and not focused enough on their external stakeholders. 

Another interesting observation is that Students did not mention outputs at all, (e.g., 
“success of graduates”). For them, the important characteristics of a good university 
were “condition of infrastructure,” “opportunities for social life,” and “cooperation 
with employers and other (foreign) institutions.” In other words, a university must 
be, first and foremost, “warm and fun”. An explanation can be that students see the 
employability/successfulness of graduates as a quality indicator before they choose 
a university and a specialty, but when already in the university, they start to value 
other aspects. 

I may conclude that different emphases placed by stakeholders while interpreting 
the “goodness” of a university arise from the interests and aims of their personal 
status. For academic staff and students, the organization of a university’s everyday 
life is of crucial importance; while representatives of the market value reputation 
and outputs; and, from the state’s point of view, the so-called big picture – the 
higher education landscape – is essential (e.g., a proper division of labor and 
practical management of resources). 

When comparing the existing quality assurance models with the expectations of the 
Estonian stakeholders, I may state that there is no single model that fills the 
expectations of all stakeholders. If we want to meet the expectations of all parties, 
we will need to combine different models. For example, the Baldridge and EFQM 
quality awards would be appropriate models for Estonia, as far as quality 
characteristics are concerned. At the same time, their aim – improvement of the 
organization – only meets the expectations of Academia. The EUA evaluation and 
rankings are least related to the expectations of Estonian stakeholders: The first 
only weakly backs Academia’s expectations, and the others mainly support the 
expectations of the Market. 

During this study, some limitations emerged that need to be outlined. First, the 
population of State representatives was substantially smaller when compared to the 
populations of the Market and Academia. The numbers of participants in focus 
groups were 9, 37 (including 11 students) and 31 respectively. On the other hand, 
half of the ministries were represented, and considering the number of government 
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offices and officers compared to other stakeholder groups, the proportion can be 
considered adequate. 

Second, three interviews with university teachers and two with employers, held 
within the framework of a larger seminar, ignored the suggestion that participants 
need to be volunteers (Rikard, 1992). These interviews formed a planned part 
(workshop) of the seminar and were mandatory for all participants. In this seminar, 
a total of nine interviews was conducted – five with university teachers, two with 
employers and two with students. The subsequent analysis of the process and results 
showed that not all of these interviews could be taken into account since, in some 
groups, rules of good interviewing were not met. Then, to check the validity and 
reliability of the interviews that I had planned to use in my research, we conducted 
an additional interview, this time with voluntary employers. This confirmed that the 
results of “non-voluntary” interviews could be considered perfectly reliable. 

Third, in the interviews with students, neither doctoral students nor students from 
private HEIs participated. However, three students from public universities paid for 
their studies themselves and can therefore be counted as students representing 
private education, and there was one student who currently studied on an applied 
higher education program but who had previously been a doctoral student. 

Fourth, a comparative case study was conducted based only on the documents 
available on the Internet and no other sources of evidence were used. However, the 
use of additional sources would have not provided any added value for the given 
study. 

One of the main challenges for this research has been that some of the quality 
assurance models that were chosen for the comparison, have changed essentially 
since 2010 when the cases were analyzed. For example, the methodology of Times 
Higher Education University Ranking changed practically every year during the 
period of 2003–2011 (Rauhvargers, 2013, p. 32). While in 2010 there were four 
aspects with 12 indicators, in 2011 there were 5 aspects with 14 indicators. 
However, the changes contain mostly restructuring of indicators, e.g., “citations” 
are now dealt with as a separate aspect while in 2010 they were arranged under 
“research indicators”. Furthermore, two additional indicators reflect the same data 
as in 2010, although in a more detailed manner: e.g., “income per academic staff 
member” is added to “research income”. These changes do not affect the results of 
this study. 

There have also been changes in IEP, but as the objective of this study was to make 
proposals for Estonian institutional accreditation at a certain time – 2010 – then the 
amendments to the case study are not relevant. 

The results of this study allow us to make recommendations for further research 
and quality evaluation practices. Given the fact that the Students’ expectations, 
particularly those related to outputs, differed considerably from the expectations of 
the Market, and that they did not overlap the expectations of other parties either, it 
would be justifiable in future studies to address four parties – Academia, the 
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Market, the State and Students, the so-called Accountability Quadrangle (Figure 8-
1).  

 
Figure 8-1 The Accountability Quadrangle 

 

The main objective of this dissertation was to make propositions for an Estonian 
external quality assurance model that would balance political, professional and 
market needs. 

The following proposals have been made to the Estonian Higher Education Quality 
Agency with regard to this new model: 

 It should include characteristics of Inputs – for example, qualifications of 
teaching staff, infrastructure; Processes – for example, cooperation with 
employers and other (foreign) institutions, openness and communication, 
learner-centeredness; and Outputs – especially those related to the success of 
graduates.  

 It should be directed toward guaranteeing credibility of a higher education 
institution and its comparability with other (foreign) institutions, supporting the 
internal development of the institution, optimizing resources/higher education 
landscape, assessing whether the institution responds to the expectations of 
society, and assessing its fitness for purpose. 

It should be emphasized that throughout the study, the results of the comparative 
analysis and focus group interviews have been presented to the working group 
whose responsibility was to develop the guidelines and policies for institutional 
accreditation in Estonia. Most of the proposed aspects, especially concerning the 
quality criteria, have also been taken into account (see Conditions and Procedures, 
2011).  

However, the main conclusion of this dissertation can be that as the expectations 
differ crucially in many aspects – especially regarding the aims of quality assurance 

State Market

Academia Students
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– then it is hardly possible and not even wise to strive towards development of a 
single model that satisfies all stakeholder groups. Paraphrasing Burke (2005b): if 
you try to serve all, then in fact you serve none. When being in the middle of the 
Accountability Triangle, then you are equally far from all corners rather than 
equally close to them. Thus, quality agencies need either (1) to choose one corner of 
the triangle (quadrangle) and focus their activities only on that group, (2) to develop 
several models with different aims and contents, or (3) to encourage institutions to 
participate in various quality assurance schemes, e.g., accreditation, EFQM quality 
award, rankings etc. 

Qualitative research should rest on validity, which means that data should represent 
a true picture of what is being investigated (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984; Stainback & 
Stainback, 1984; Taylor & Bogdan, 1984, as cited in Brotherson, 1994). There are 
three criteria of validity (Kvale, 1989, as cited in Csizmadia, 2006, p. 121) that can 
be applied to my study:  

1. The criterion of correspondence – whether the research corresponds to the real 
world. This criterion is met by comparisons of real-world quality assessment 
schemes and by interviewees’ backgrounds: They all are representatives of a real-
world context – teachers, university leaders, students, employers, and others, 
sharing their own experiences. 

2. The criterion of coherence – whether the results are logical and coherent. The 
results are in full accordance and coherence with the research question(s). 

3. The criterion of pragmatics/utility – whether the study is applicable and 
generalizable. The applicability of the present study has already been tested through 
the preparation of regulations for an institutional accreditation scheme in Estonian 
higher education – the (pre)propositions of this study have been taken into account. 

Although this study endeavors to answer the question about the meaning of quality 
and quality assurance in higher education from the perspectives of the State, the 
Market and Academia; a comparative and comprehensive study, involving several 
countries and opinion leaders, could be encouraged in order to decide whether these 
research results on the differences in the stakeholder expectations are specific or 
general. Also, further research might help us to reach a common agreement on how 
to define a quality university or, on the other hand, a failure in the context of higher 
learning. 

Not enough research has been conducted regarding the impact of quality assurance 
practices, although interest in this topic seems to be increasing (e.g., Vilgats, 2009; 
Stensaker et al., 2011). Questions such as – what makes a higher education 
institution change/improve its management, or analyze and improve students’ 
learning experiences; and how big the role of certain models of external quality 
assurance in internal changes is – deserve further investigation as well. The cost-
effectiveness of external quality assurance models could also be explored: which 
model is more efficient, considering its impact and cost. 
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In addition, one research topic could be on how to communicate assessment results 
to the stakeholders. This is a concern for many quality agencies and probably one 
reason for the increasing popularity of rankings, especially in the opinion of the 
Market (e.g., prospective students and their parents). While the information 
contained in the rankings is easy to understand, it may not always be so easy to 
follow the information presented in assessment reports and the conclusions of 
accreditations and audits. 
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APPENDIXES 

APPENDIX 1. THE PROTOCOL OF FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWING 

Purpose: To learn which information different stakeholders base their decisions on 
regarding the quality of higher education institutions. 

Introduction: The group gets acquainted; the interviewer introduces the topic (we 
are developing policies for institutional accreditation of higher education 
institutions; the results can be used to formulate the expectations of different 
stakeholders, which in their turn could serve as inputs for developing an evaluation 
model satisfying all parties); the interviewer explains the rules of the interview 
(speaking one at a time, keeping to the topic, the right of the interviewer to interrupt 
the conversation or to hold back those who dominate the discussion, interview time 
up to 90 minutes, asks permission for recording, etc.). Total time 10 min  

1. Question – 30–45 min 

What are the characteristics of “quality” of a higher education institution from 
your point of view?  

Alternative 1: Free discussion. The interviewer categorizes the answers in a table 
(Appendix 2), adds new characteristics as needed. 

Alternative 2: The group selects up to five of the most important characteristics 
from Appendix 1 (adds additional characteristics, if desired) and ranks them.  

2. Question  – (In the case of Alternative 1, this question is omitted)  

Should the primary focus of external quality assurance lie in the 

input, 

output, or 

process? 

To be ranked.  5 min 

3. Question –  

What should the aim of external quality assurance of higher education be? 

Alternative 1: Free discussion.  

Alternative 2: Select three most important aims from Appendix 2 and rank them. 
15-20 min 

If some time is left: 

4. Question –  
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Should external quality assurance take into account the context of an institution ? 5 
min 

Summary, wrap-up and thank you – 5 min. 

 

Maiki Udam, 29.09.2010 
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APPENDIX 2. THE PROTOCOL OF FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWING 
(PILOT) 

What are the characteristics of “quality” of a higher education institution from 
your point of view? You may add characteristics. 

Please select up to five characteristics from each column. 

Please rank them. 

 

1-
5 

Input 1-
5 

Output 1-
5 

Process 

 staff numbers and 
their 
qualifications 

 graduation 
rates/drop-outs 

 a clearly defined 
strategic mission 

 staff-student ratios  graduates’ 
knowledge, skills 
and competences 

 correspondence of 
educational 
objectives/learning 
outcomes to 
qualification-level 
descriptors 

 funding (per 
student) 

 time to degree  curriculum and student 
learning assessment 
development 

 facilities (per 
student) 

 employment rates 
(in relevant job 
sectors) 

 student support 

 number of study 
programs 

 number of research 
articles, patents, 
international awards 
per academic staff 
(FTE) 

 the presence of effective 
internal feedback 
procedures 

 planned student 
qualifications 

 satisfaction rate of 
graduates and 
employers 

 internal quality 
management 

 admission 
requirements 

 salary of graduates 
in the beginnings of 
their careers 

 Clear procedures for 
human resource 
management, 
management of finances, 
etc. 

 student selectivity 
rates 

    

 number of foreign 
students 

    

 
What should the aim of external quality assurance of higher education be?  
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Please select three most important aims from the list below (you may extend the 
list, if you wish).   

Please rank them. 

 
1-3 The external quality assurance of higher education institutions 

should primarily: 
 

 Support the internal development of an institution 

 Compare the institution with foreign institutions 

 Inform stakeholders about credibility of the institution 
 Assess the compliance with validated standards 

 Measure stakeholders’ satisfaction with the academic provision 

 Assess fitness for purpose   
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KOKKUVÕTE 

Tänases maailmas on kõrghariduse välishindamine (kvaliteedihindamine) saanud 
üheks kesksemaks mehhanismiks, mis aitab seostada ülikoole ühiskonnaga. 
Õppeasutuse välishindamine ja selle kaudu saadav teave peaks suunama ülikooli 
arvestama ühiskonna ootusi ning toetama osapooli informeeritud otsuste tegemisel. 
Huvitatud olulised osapooled on: riik, turg - tööandjad, tulevased ja praegused 
üliõpilased ning nende vanemad - ja kõrgkoolid ise. 

Praktikas on välishindamise seos osapoolte ootustega nõrk. Oluline põhjus - puudub 
empiiriliselt tõendatud teave osapoolte ootuste kohta nii kõrghariduse (kõrgkooli) 
kvaliteedile kui välishindamise eesmärkidele. 

Eelöeldust johtub uurimisprobleem: 

Avalikkus ootab, et välishindamine suunaks ülikoole arvestama riigi huve, 
tööturu ootusi ja akadeemia eelistusi, praktikas pole aga osapoolte ootused 
selgelt defineeritud ega usaldusväärselt kirjeldatud. Seetõttu ei saa neid ka 
arvestada.  

Oma töös püstitasin järgmised uurimisküsimused: 

1. Millised on Eesti kõrghariduse oluliste osapoolte – riik, turg, akadeemia - 
ootused (a) kõrgkooli kvaliteedile ja (b) välise kvaliteedihindamise eesmärkidele?  
Kus erinevate osapoolte ootused kattuvad, kus on need vastuolus?  

2. Kuidas tänased (maailmas levinud) kvaliteedihindamise protseduurid vastavad  
Eesti oluliste osapoolte ootustele? Milline institutsionaalse kvaliteedihindamise 
protseduur (juba kasutatav või Eesti jaoks konstrueeritav) oleks Eestile sobivaim, 
arvestades siinsete oluliste osapoolte ootusi? 

 

Meetod  

Osapoolte ootuste määratlemiseks (uurimisküsimus 1) kasutasin fookusgrupi 
intervjuud, kokku 14 fookusgruppi akadeemia, turu ja riigi esindajatega. 
Akadeemia: kõrgkoolide rektorid (9 rektorit) ja õppejõud (22 õppejõudu). Turg: 
tööandjad (16 osalist), gümnaasiumiõpilased ehk potentsiaalsed üliõpilased (10 
õpilast), ja üliõpilased (11 üliõpilast). Riigiesindajad: ministeeriumide ja 
omavalitsuste töötajad - 9 osalejat. Kokku toimus 14 fookusgruppi 77 osavõtjaga. 
Intervjueeritavatele esitati kaks põhiküsimust: 1) mis on hea kõrgkooli tunnused, st 
mis iseloomustab kvaliteetset kõrgkooli; 2) mis peaks olema kõrgkooli 
välishindamise eesmärk. Intervjuud transkribeerisin ja analüüsisin programmiga 
NVivo 9. 

2. uurimisküsimusele vastamiseks analüüsisin 9 välishindamise mudelit, sh WASC 
akrediteerimist, EUA evalveerimist, akadeemilisi auditeid Hong Kongis ja Soomes, 
kvaliteediauhinna mudeleid (Baldridge ja EFQM) ning kõgkoolide pingeridu (U.S. 
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News and World Report, ARWU, the Times Higher Education). Mudelite 
eesmärkide ja standardite võrdlemiseks Eesti osapoolt ootustega (fookusgruppide 
intervjuude tulemused) kasutasin võrdleva juhtumiuuringu meetodit. 
Välishindamise mudelite valikul lähtusin järgmistest kriteeriumidest: 

 nad on keskendunud institutsionaalsele hindamisele; 
 neile on viidatud erinevates teadusartiklites ja/või neid on Eestis kasutatud; 
 nende kohta on info internetis kättesaadav.  

 

Tulemused ja järeldused 

 

1. Ootused kõrgkooli kvaliteedile (uurimisküsimus 1a) 

Riigi peamised ootused kõrgkooli kvaliteedile: koostöö teiste kõrgkoolide ja 
tööandjatega, lõpetajate edukus, kõrgkooli võimekus fokuseerida ja seada 
prioriteete. 

Turg hindab kõige kõrgemalt lõpetajate edukust, st tööturule sobivate spetsialistide 
olemasolu, õppejõudude kvalifikatsiooni ning koostööd teiste kõrgkoolide ja 
tööandjatega. 

Akadeemia valdavaks ootuseks on (eelkõige kõrgkooli-sisene) infoliikumine, 
läbipaistev juhtimissüsteem ja strateegiline planeerimine (nt selge 
personalipoliitika, selged kõrgkooli eesmärgid) ning kõrgkoolide rektorite arvates 
ka lõpetajate edukus tööturul.  

Kuna üliõpilaste ootused erinesid nii turu kui ka teiste osapoolte ootustest oluliselt, 
siis analüüsisin neid eraldi: üliõpilaste jaoks on kõige olulisem hea õppekeskkond, 
võimalused vaba aja veetmiseks ning koostöö teiste kõrgkoolidega ja tööandjatega. 

Tulemuste põhjal võib järeldada, et oluliste osapoolte ootused eristuvad. Kõige 
enam eristusid üliõpilased ja „turu“ esindajad: üliõpilased ei nimetanud ühtegi 
väljundiga - lõpetajate edukus, teadustulemused vms - seotud ootust, seevastu 
„turu“ puhul oli lõpetajate edukus ülekaalukalt esikohal. Seega ei ole võimalik 
väita, et üliõpilased liigituvad „turu“ alla (nö customers – Van Damme 2004). 
Kõige kokkulangevamad olid ootused koostöö osas teiste kõrgkoolide ja 
tööandjatega (seda pidasid oluliseks kõik osapooled, v.a. akadeemia) ja lõpetajate 
edukus – ainsana ei nimetanud seda üliõpilased. 

Riigil ja turul olid sisendi, protsessi ja väljundi vahel kõige tasakaalustatumad 
ootused. Akadeemia ja üliõpilaste ootused olid ülekaalukalt seotud protsessiga. 

Võrreldes Eesti osapoolte ootusi teoreetiliste käsitlustega selle kohta, mida 
võiksid/peaksid erinevad osapooled ootama (CIPOF-mudel), siis kõige suurem 
erinevus ilmnes asjaolus, et mitte ükski Eesti osapool ei nimetanud „üliõpilastele 
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võrdsete võimaluste loomist“, mida CIPOF mudel peab üheks oluliseks 
kvaliteedidimensiooniks.  

  

2. Ootused kvaliteedihindamise eesmärkidele (uurimisküsimus 1b) 

Riigi jaoks peaks institutsionaalse akrediteerimise peamiseks eesmärgiks olema 
ressursside optimeerimine (ka: kõrgharidusmaastiku korrastamine) ja 
jätkusuutlikkuse hindamine, samuti info selle kohta, kas riigi raha on kasutatud 
otstarbekalt.  

Turg (nii tööandjad kui tulevased üliõpilased) soovivad kvaliteedihindamise 
tulemusena saada ennekõike  infot kõrgkooli usaldusväärsuse kohta ning 
võrdlusandmeid teiste kõrgkoolidega. Samuti peetakse vajalikuks akrediteerimise 
abil optimeerida ressursse/kõrgkoolide arvu ning kontrollida, kas kõrgkoolid 
vastavad kehtestatud standarditele ning ühiskonna ootustele. 

Akadeemia arvates peaks kvaliteedihindamine eelkõige toetama kõrgkooli sisemist 
arengut, lisaks tagama (rahvusvahelise) võrreldavuse. Avalik-õiguslike ülikoolide 
õppejõud pidasid vajalikuks ka ressursside/kõrgkoolide arvu optimeerimist. 

Üliõpilaste arvates peaks hindamise eesmärgiks olema teada saada, kas kõrgkool 
teeb, mida on lubanud (fitness for purpose) ja kas ta vastab ühiskonna ootustele. 

Mõnevõrra üllatavalt oli läbiv ootus kõikide osapoolte (v.a. üliõpilased) puhul see, 
et välishindamine peaks aitama kaasa ressursside/kõrgkoolide arvu optimeerimisele. 

Osapoolte vahelised ootuste erinevused tulid selgelt välja ja on üldjoones kooskõlas 
ka teoreetiliste seisukohtadega: riik ootab infot selle kohta, et eraldatud raha on 
kasutatud otstarbekalt; turg ootab infot kõrgkooli usaldusväärsuse kohta; akadeemia 
soovib tuge sisemisele arengule. 

Ootused kõrgkooli kvaliteedile ja kvaliteedihindamise eesmärkidele alati ei kattu. 
Näiteks peaks üliõpilaste arvates hinnatama ühiskonna ootustele vastamist, kuid 
kvaliteedinäitajates ei nimetanud nad midagi, mis oleks võinud kajastada ühiskonna 
teenimist laiemalt. Samuti ei toeta riigi poolt nimetatud kvaliteedinäitajad raha 
otstarbeka kasutamise hindamist. 

 

3. Maailmas kasutuselolevate kvaliteedihindamise mudelite vastavus Eesti 
osapoolte ootustele (uurimisküsimus 2) 

Kvaliteedihindamise eesmärkide osas vastas kõige paremini Eesti osapoolte 
ootustele WASC akrediteerimine. Eesti osapoolte nimetatud kvaliteediindikaatorid 
(ootused kõrgkooli kvaliteedile) kattusid kõige enam kvaliteediauhinna mudelitega 
(Baldridge, EFQM). 
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Kõige vähem vastavad Eesti osapoolte ootustele EUA evalveerimine (keskendub 
ainult akadeemiale ja sedagi nõrgalt) ning pingeread (keskenduvad peamiselt ainult 
turu ootustele). 

Üldiselt võib järeldada, et vaadeldud välishindamise mudelid vastavad enim 
eelkõige akadeemia ja turu ootustele.  

Antud uurimistöö tulemused võimaldasid teha Eesti institutsionaalse 
akrediteerimise väljatöötajatele konkreetseid ettepanekuid nii eesmärkide kui sisu 
osas. Samas tuleb tõdeda, et kuna osapoolte ootused erinevad oluliselt, siis ei saa 
üks välishindamismudel rahuldada korraga kõigi ootusi. Seetõttu peaks iga mudel 
pigem keskenduma ühele huvigrupile, et hindamise mõju oleks suurim. 
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