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FOREWORD

The annual assembly of the Central and Eastern European Network of Quality Assurance Agencies 
in Higher Education (CEENQA) is traditionally accompanied by a workshop and discussions on a 
specific topic. The main focus of the General Assembly held in Istanbul in September 2022 was 
the independence of accreditation agencies.

Independence and autonomy are at the very core of the debate on an effective public sector 
that is reasonably detached from day-to-day politics. The European Higher Education Area is 
particularly aware of this, as it is the autonomy of universities that has helped them to successfully 
pursue their mission for almost a thousand years. Accreditation agencies are closely linked to 
the higher education area, and the Bologna reform has made them an almost inseparable part 
of it. This is one of the reasons why the values of autonomy and independence are one of 
the cornerstones of the functioning of accreditation agencies and, in line with the European 
Standards and Guidelines (ESG), a prerequisite for the registration of agencies in EQAR and 
full membership in ENQA. It is membership in ENQA and EQAR registration that assures higher 
education institutions accredited by the member agencies that their graduates can be employed 
in the entire European Higher Education Area without the bureaucratic obstacles of degree 
recognition.

The publication includes contributions from all five speakers of the workshop in Istanbul, three
in the form of an article, two in the form of an interview. The contributions cover different aspects 
of independence and autonomy, both from the broader perspective of higher education and the 
public sector and specifically of quality assurance agencies.

Of CEENQA's 42 members, around half are also members of EQAR and ENQA, while most others 
are seeking membership. The tradition of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe in the 
second half of the 20th century has not been very favourable to the independence of institutions, 
which is still very much evident, and this is why debates of this kind are particularly welcome. We 
believe that this publication will help many CEENQA members to better understand the issues 
around independence and will also serve as an aid in designing better legislative solutions.

Enjoy your reading.

Professor Franci Demšar, Ph.D.
CEENQA President
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INDEPENDENCE 
IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR THE CASE-STUDY OF SLOVENIA
FRANCI DEMŠAR, DIRECTOR OF SLOVENIAN QUALITY 
ASSURANCE AGENCY FOR HIGHER EDUCATION (NAKVIS)

INTRODUCTION

Independence and autonomy are terms mainly used in international politics to refer to 
independent states, autonomous state regions, etc. (Hannum, 2018). On a state level, these two 
terms are used in relation to the three branches of government: the judicial, the legislative and 
the executive, or the so-called fourth branch, the media (Gelderloos, 2004).

The history of independence and autonomy is linked to the idea that systems can be managed 
more effectively if certain groups are allowed to make autonomous decisions. Important in 
Western history are the Magna Carta Libertatum (1215), which led to independence from the 
king, and the French Revolution (1789), which led to a liberal state with separation of church and 
state (Livesey, 2001). In countries that experienced Communism, the terms independence and 
autonomy are primarily associated with the independence of public institutions from government 
(Meyer-Sahling/Veen, 2012). In the excellent book by economists Daron Acemoglu and James 
A. Robinson, Why nations fail, the authors convincingly explain, by using historical international 
comparisons, that the countries that are stable in the long run are those that, in addition to taking 
care of law and order and defence, do not allow any social subgroup within the state to have 
a complete monopoly on power (Acemoglu/Robinson, 2012). The opposite is true for countries 
without any internal autonomy, which is well illustrated by the situation in Ethiopia as seen by the 
Jesuit Manuel de Almeida in 1620 and which in its essence resembles many areas of the public 
sector in Slovenia today (Pankhurst, 1961): It is so usual for the emperor to exchange, alter and 
take away the lands each man holds every two or three years, sometimes every year and even 
many times in the course of a year, that it causes no surprise. Often one man plows the soil, 
another sows it and another reaps.  Hence it arises there is no one who take care of the land he 
enjoys, there is not even anyone to plant a tree because he knows that he who plants it very rarely 
gathers the fruit. For the king, however, it is useful that they should be so dependent upon him.

A typical autonomous institution is characterised by the fact that it chooses its own director 
and members of its decision-making bodies. Examples of such institutions include universities, 
churches, the judiciary and the parliament. In a typical independent institution, director and 
decision-making bodies are appointed by the council, in which none of the stakeholders has a 
majority. The decision is therefore not autonomous because it is not made by the institution itself 
(or its staff), but it is independent because no single external stakeholder can make the decision 
alone. Examples of such institutions are organisations of the public sector (public administration, 
agencies, schools, hospitals, public press, etc.) where the state does not have a dominant 
influence, private sector institutions with an independent decision-making body (e.g. a private 
accreditation agency with an independent council), or private press with independent editors.

One important influence on the functioning of the institutions is the influence on the choice of the 
director and the decision-making bodies within the institutions. If the state has such influence, 
then this process is usually called political appointment to positions of authority, or cronyism. 
The disadvantages of cronyism are reduced professionalism, increased conflicts of interest 
and unnatural staff turnover. As a rule, governments and their party candidates for directors 
and management bodies have little information about the functioning of individual public sector 
bodies and, as a result, less professional candidates are selected.  
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Cronyism is easiest when politicians have a majority in the management body. As a result, 
decisions involving a conflict of interest and an associated corruption risk are significantly 
higher, as politicians simply mandate such decisions. For politically selected candidates, 
obedience, not professionalism, plays the main role. Two cases can be distinguished with 
regard to staff turnover: firstly, in political systems where governments change infrequently, the 
structure of decision-makers in the public sector also stabilises. Trouble with professionalism 
and conflicts of interest make politically appointed staff a persistent problem. Secondly, in 
political systems where governments change frequently, there is also a frequent turnover in 
public sector management bodies, which usually results in the loss of the few good staff 
members appointed by the previous government.  The alleged advantage of cronyism is to 
increase the efficiency of the state where the government's policies are quickly implemented.  
This may be advantageous for good government decisions, but not for bad ones. A centralised 
system of governance often leads to a disconnection between the authorities and the real 
problems, and thus to more bad decisions. Instead of practising cronyism, successful countries 
make the work of public institutions more efficient through clear legislation, transparency and 
an effective system of monitoring (Demšar, 2013).

EXAMPLE OF SLOVENIA

The state of Slovenia has many of the attributes of a democratic liberal state with three 
independent pillars of government – the legislative, the executive and the judicial – and a 
strong independent private economic sector. Other features of functioning democracies are 
politically independent public sector institutions and a politically independent state-owned 
economy. Slovenia does not have minimum standards for the independent functioning of 
these areas. The management of public institutions and the state-owned economy are subject 
to the direct influence of politics. With governments changing every four years, and even more 
rapidly in recent years, these societal subsystems are subject to periodic staffing tsunamis 
from both left- and right-wing governments (Demšar/Zatled, 2018).

There are approximately 3,000 public sector entities in Slovenia, employing 160,000 people, 
or 20% of the total workforce, with education and sport accounting for 36%, health for 20%, 
ministries and constituent bodies for 18%, and agencies and foundations accounting for 2% 
of the workforce. Slovenia has 600 utilities, partly or fully owned by the state, that employ 
another 20% of the country's workforce (data published by the Slovenian Ministry of Public 
Administration). Each government newly appoints almost the entire management of ministries, 
heads of offices, divisions and services, heads of public agencies and funds, directors of 
public institutions, and directors of state-owned enterprises. The only positive exception is 
education and science institutions, but even here, there are many shortcomings limiting their 
independence.

MINISTRIES

Slovenia's legal system stipulates that ministers and state secretaries are political appointees, 
while the next-level posts, secretaries-general and directors, are non-political. How does it 
look like in practice? During the 10-year period under review (2003-2013), all secretaries-
general were replaced immediately on the arrival of new governments (Nahtiha, 2013). The 
miraculous exception was the secretary-general of the Ministry of Labour, who ‘survived’ 
several governments and even completed a full five-year term (appointed in 2009). The 
politicisation of the administration of line ministries is also reflected in the government's human 
resources records on dismissals of individual directors. On average, around 70% of directors 
of line ministries are dismissed in the first year of a government's term of office; out of a total 
of 45 directors, 37 (82%) were dismissed by the 2004 government, 31 (59%) by the 2008 
government and 36 (63%) by the 2012 government. 
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Of these three governments, two were centre-right and one centre-left. (Kralj, 2016).  The 
reason for the high number of replacements is the legal regime that allows such replacements 
in the first year of government (ZJU, 2012). And what happens to the most senior civil servants 
who are not replaced by the government in the first year? Data from the government's own 
human resource records show that few manage to complete a full five-year term in their job or 
post (less than 10%), and most do not even make it halfway through their term. The reason is 
the statutory composition of the Council of Officials, in which a majority of the members are 
politically appointed (ZJU, 2012). 

PUBLIC AGENCIES AND FOUNDATIONS

Directors of public agencies and foundations generally reach the end of their term of office, so the 
autonomy of this segment of the public administration is much greater than in the civil service. 
However, the law stipulates that a public agency council shall be composed of representatives 
of the founder, users and the interested public, and specifically stipulates that there shall be 
no employee representatives on the council, and that the number of representatives of users 
of the public agency's services shall not be more than half (ZJA, 2002; ZJS, 2008). As this 
definition is somewhat loose, the founders of most agencies have written into their founding 
acts a requirement for an odd number of council members, thus ensuring that the state has a 
majority on all management boards of public agencies. The boards are therefore constituted 
in such a way that the founder (the government) has a majority, and when a director's term 
of office expires, the founder naturally uses its majority to politically appoint a new director. 
The only exceptions are the Research Agency and the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher 
Education, which will be dealt with separately.

PUBLIC INSTITUTES

The state has a majority in all councils (management boards) and supervisory boards of 
public institutes, except in the fields of education, universities and science. In addition, any 
appointment of the head of a public institute (except for university rectors and school principals) 
requires the consent of the government. While this system seems to mitigate the staffing 
tsunami somewhat, in reality it only delays it until the end of the term of office of the directors 
of public institutes – the system therefore leads to similar results as in the bureaucracy: heads 
tailored to politicians' needs. 

For example, the selection of the Director of the Ljubljana University Medical Centre 
is decided by the Institute Council, which is composed of 11 members, namely 
representatives of the founder, who have a majority (6 members), and representatives of 
the employees (3 members), the City of Ljubljana (1 member) and the insured (1 member). 
The representatives of the founder are appointed by the Government of the Republic of 
Slovenia, the representatives of the employees are elected by the employees of UMC 
Ljubljana, the representatives of the City of Ljubljana are elected by the City Council of 
the Municipality of Ljubljana, and the representatives of the insured are appointed by the 
health insurance company (UKC, 2015). 

The system in many public institutes in Slovenia is similar to that of UMC Ljubljana, and the 
state holds a majority share in the councils of all other public health institutions, including 
university medical centres (2), general hospitals (10), specialised hospitals (7), psychiatric 
hospitals (5), maternity hospitals (2) and health centres (25). For example, the Ljubljana Health 
Centre (an example of a public health centre) has 13 council members, of which the founder, 
the City of Ljubljana, delegates more than half (7 members); representatives of employees 
(5 members) and representatives of users and the interested public (1 member) therefore 
constitute less than half.
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The situation is similar in public institutes in the field of culture, which are made up of public 
institutes for the protection of immovable cultural heritage (2), archives (7), museums and 
galleries (50), libraries (65) and theatres (28). Drama Ljubljana for example has 5 members 
on its board, 4 of whom are representatives of the founder and 1 is a representative of 
employees; there are no representatives of users or the interested public. The situation is 
similar in Opera Ljubljana: it has 7 members on its board, 6 of whom are representatives of 
the founder and 1 is a representative of employees, while nobody represents users or the 
interested public.

Finally, let us look at the situation in public social care institutions. These are social work 
centres (63), crisis centres for children and youth (10), crisis centres for women and children, 
victims of violence (2), old people’s homes (101) and occupational activity centres (33). The 
state also has a majority on the boards of these institutions, and, needless to say, uses it. 

STATE-OWNED COMPANIES

The state has a majority share in the management/supervisory bodies of public companies. 
The number of supervisory board members appointed by the state depends on the share 
of ownership, and often exceeds half of all members (ZGD, 2006). The State appoints its 
representatives through the Slovenian Sovereign Holding (SSH). The Supervisory Board of 
the SSH has 9 members elected by the National Assembly by absolute majority. 4 members, 
one of whom is nominated by the Economic and Social Council, are elected on the proposal 
of the Government, 4 members on the proposal of the parliamentary groups, and 1 member 
on the proposal of the Commission for Public Finance Control of the National Assembly 
of the Republic of Slovenia. The structure of the institution is therefore distinctly political. 
One of the SSH's important tasks is to appoint the members of the supervisory boards of 
partly or predominantly state-owned companies, which means that these members are also 
appointed politically (ZGD, 2006).

In his book Omrežje moči (Žerdin, 2012) Ali Žerdin analyses Slovenia's economic networks 
and sets out the facts with a graphic coldness: In 2005, when the new government came 
into office, a large part of the Slovenian economy was managed by a different staff than the 
year before; a third of the managers have been replaced. In the book, the author focuses 
specifically on two groups of managers in the economy: the directors of the more than 200 
largest companies in Slovenia and the members of their supervisory boards, more than a 
thousand people in total.

The data show that of the 1,161 people covered by the study in 2004, only 386, or a third, 
were still in their positions in 2009. The reason for the mass turnover: three governments 
changed in the meantime. People from the inner circle of the network (directors of Pension 
Fund Management and Slovenian Compensation Company) were already replaced in 
the first week of the new government, while other important directors (NLB bank, Triglav 
insurance company) were replaced a little later. Žerdin illustrates this by showing that in 
454 days – from just after the 2004 elections to the end of 2005 – the list of central figures 
changed radically. Of the 30 who were central in 2004, five remained after slightly more than 
a year. The situation therefore closely resembles that of the management staff in the state 
administration. The analysis in the book ends with 2009, before the series of short-lived 
governments of three prime ministers, when the process continued with the same intensity, 
but at shorter intervals. The data in the book show that the background to the changes 
makes it abundantly clear that both left- and right-wing political elites are behaving in the 
same way, lacking both the state-building consciousness and the skills of elites in countries 
with a longer state-building tradition. 
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MEDIA

Power relations in society are also reflected in the media, which in Slovenia are often an 
extension of different political options. Let us look at the case of the most important Slovenian 
public broadcaster, RTV Slovenia, which has 29 members on its Programme Council, of 
which five are representatives of the founder (the National Assembly), three represent the 
employees, and five are representatives of users and the interested public (SAZU – 1 member, 
the Hungarian community – 1 member, the Italian community – 1 member, the religious 
communities – 2 members). This structure is complemented by the provision that 16 members 
are appointed by the National Assembly following the proposal of viewers and listeners of RTV 
Slovenia programmes, universities and faculties, associations, federations of associations or 
their organisations, in particular in the fields of art, culture, science and journalism, as well as 
other civil society organisations, with the exception of political parties and their organisational 
forms. The composition of the Council is therefore highly political – resulting in politically 
appointed directors and editors, who of course change with changes in power. New legislation 
that successfully passed the referendum represents a step in the right direction by introducing 
a non-political regime with no members appointed by politicians, six members appointed by 
employees and 11 members representing different stakeholders.

EDUCATION, HIGHER EDUCATION AND SCIENCE

The number of public institutions is largest in the field of education: The list of institutions 
run by the Ministry of Education includes kindergartens (1,536), primary schools (452), 
secondary schools (182), higher vocational colleges (67), music schools (64), adult education 
organisations (153), primary schools for children with special needs (28), institutions for children 
and adolescents with special needs (16) and residence halls for upper secondary students (39) 
(MIZŠ, 2016). The composition of their management boards is politically independent, meaning 
that none of the represented (not the founder, not the employees, not the users) has a majority. 
The councils of the institutions are made up of 9 members, 3 of whom are representatives of 
the founder, 3 are representatives of the employees and 3 are representatives of the users. 
In secondary schools, there are also 2 student representatives, i.e. 5 user representatives in 
total. Such an arrangement is excellent also because the appointment of the principal does 
not require the consent of the government. 

The university is the only public institution that has managed to convince those in power – and 
from the very beginning, about a millennium ago, when the first European medieval universities 
were being formed – that it can only do its job if it is autonomous. Autonomy allowed academic 
freedom, which in turn allowed creativity; the science developed by the university has therefore 
always been based on transparency. These are also the elements that drive human progress, 
as science is followed by technology and social development.

Judging by the way the director of a public research institute is appointed, science is also fairly 
independent from politics. The appointment is based on the Institutes Act and the Scientific 
Research and Innovation Activity Act  (ZZRID, 2021), which stipulates that public research 
institutions and public infrastructure institutions shall be governed by a management board 
composed of representatives of the founder, representatives of employees and representatives 
of users or the interested public. The management board has 5 to 9 members. The number of 
members, which must be odd, with none of three parties having a majority, and the method 
of their appointment or election shall be laid down in the act of establishment, and may be 
further specified in the statutes of the public institute. However, the choice of the management 
board shall be finally approved by the government. The system therefore gives considerable 
autonomy to the management board, which could be improved by eliminating the government's 
consent to the director's appointments.
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Let us look at the status of autonomy in the Public Agency for Research of the Republic of 
Slovenia, the institution mandated by the state to ensure the independent selection of research 
projects awarded to researchers, mainly in universities and research institutes. 

The management board is composed of 7 members, and since last year the government no 
longer holds a majority: it has three members. Efforts to achieve its independence have borne 
fruit: previously the government had four of the seven members on the management board. A 
weakness that remains is that all the members are appointed by the government, three on its 
own initiative and four on the initiative of research organisations, universities and the Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry. The limited independence is also demonstrated by the fact that, 
after the selection of the director by the board, the government's consent is required for the 
appointment of the director.

Let us conclude by a addressing the independence of the Slovenian Quality Assurance Agency 
for Higher Education (NAKVIS). The Agency Council is composed of 11 members, 2 of which are 
appointed by the government. The Rectors' Conference has the largest number of members, 
3 out of 11. The structure of stakeholders is therefore strongly diversified. The appointment 
of council members does not require the consent of the government. This independence is 
largely due to ENQA's requirements for the independence of its members.

CONCLUSION

This paper discussed the autonomy and independence in the Slovenian public sector. Slovenia 
has relatively strong independence and autonomy in education, higher education and science. 
Unfortunately, this good example is not followed by other institutions, neither by the state 
administration, nor by the public administration (agencies and foundations), nor by public 
institutions, nor by the partly or fully state-owned companies.  Positive developments can be 
seen in public media.

The paper has only discussed the composition of the boards that appoint directors, but not 
the composition of the bodies that appoint the members of appeal committees, the bodies 
that take professional decisions and the independence in the adoption of their own rules. 
These elements are key for a detailed definition of an institution’s independence. In addition 
to the above, a detailed understanding of independence and autonomy also requires a close 
examination of the unwritten rules that apply in each country – the culture of independence.
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UNIVERSITY AUTONOMY IN 
EUROPE: THE EUA SCORECARD
INTERVIEW WITH ENORA BENNETOT PRUVOT,
EUROPEAN UNIVERSITY ASSOCIATION (EUA)

Enora Bennetot Pruvot is Deputy Director for Governance, Funding & Public Policy Development 
at the European University Association (EUA), which represents more than 850 universities and 
national university associations in 49 European countries. EUA has developed the University 
Autonomy Scorecard, a tool to assess and compare university autonomy across Europe in 
order to facilitate benchmarking and inform policy dialogues on this issue.

Where do you see the connection between the autonomy of universities and the independence 
of quality assurance agencies? 

The link is actually a very concrete one. You can find it in the European Standards and Guidelines 
(ESG) as standard 3.3, which says that autonomous institutions need independent counterparts 
in quality assurance agencies. So it is part of the overall design that quality assurance is primarily 
the responsibility of higher education institutions and the external quality assurance should respect 
institutional autonomy and be fit for purpose. And the best way to do that is to make sure that 
neither institutions nor quality assurance agencies are unduly under the control of public authorities. 

Therefore, independence of quality assurance agencies guarantees to some extent the autonomy 
of universities, particularly with regard to academic matters, because clearly public authorities 
have other ways to exert influence on university activities but with regard to academic matters, 
the independence of quality assurance agencies is a prerequisite for the autonomy of universities.

What guided you in developing the University Autonomy Scorecard? 

There was a long development process for the Scorecard that started back in the late 2000’s, 
because there was a renewed discussion around university governance and the relationship 
between the state on the one hand and higher education institutions on the other hand. That 
discussion was linked to the idea that autonomy is the prerequisite for increasing institutional 
efficiency and performance. So you had this discussion on university autonomy coming up 
in various European countries, but always in different contexts and in response to different 
challenges. As a consequence, there was a growing demand for comparing and benchmarking 
one another but also a lack of common terminology and common principles for this topic, so 
the topic was addressed in sometimes emotional and subjective ways. 

What EUA has tried to do, and what the added value of the Scorecard lies, is that it has brought 
a structure to address this topic. While it is not necessarily the ultimate structure or the final word 
on this topic, it has facilitated a structured dialogue to be able to really look into this matter. So 
when a government says ‘We have increased university autonomy tremendously over the last few 
years’, you can use the Scorecard to see what universities can really do in practice and how far the 
ministry or other public authorities have a say in these decisions. So the idea was to come up with 
a common approach or a common structure to talk about the question of university autonomy.
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Did you encounter any difficulties when collecting data for the Scorecard with the 
intent to publish the results, for instance legal obstacles, data protection issues or a 
lack of consent by the management of institutions? Were there any concerns voiced by 
institutions?

I think that the biggest challenges were in the conceptualisation of the Scorecard itself, for 
instance in what to include, where to stop, how to assign a specific importance to various 
elements of autonomy etc. I mean, is it as important for a university to be able to own its 
real estate as it is to be able to set tuition fees? There are a lot of difficult questions here, 
so we had to come up with a procedure to make sure that we would reach a certain amount 
of consensus and acceptability among our university community. The whole process was 
actually developed for the universities by the universities. We had a steering committee for 
this entire project and our statutory bodies such as the EUA Council and the EUA General 
Assembly also took part in the process. That has helped to increase the suitability and 
acceptance of the Scorecard. 

With regard to the data collection itself, we have worked exclusively with national university 
associations, which are our members. So there were no issue with the consent or the 
positions of individual universities, because the crucial part was to have information on 
the level of national higher education systems about the various issues that we try to 
characterise. 

Overall, the hardest part has been to understand what the legal situation is and how actual 
practice can differ. You might be authorised to do something but you might not actually 
do so for a series of reasons and we need to understand why, so that we can come to a 
judgement on what is really the relevance of a legal provision. The basic assumption is that 
you are in a legal environment where practice and legal provisions do not differ tremendously 
and that is an assumption we have made when working with European countries, which 
we can no longer always take for granted. We have also exported the Scorecard into other 
higher education systems, where we have seen that this difference between practice and 
theory is more important, which then generates a whole set of problems. So it is a tool that 
needs to be adapted to reality.

You said that you are mostly collaborating with national university associations for the 
Scorecard. So, a follow-up question on the practical purpose of the Scorecard from a 
policy-making perspective: How do the university associations use this tool, how does it 
influence national policy-making on higher education structures and universities?

We already have a body of experience about the practical use of the Scorecard, since the 
original version was published back in 2011 and then we published the second edition in 2017. 
And one of the reasons for the second edition was that there was a lot of demand from our 
members to update the data. We had even done a specific update for Ireland already in 2014, 
because our Irish member (the Irish Universities Association) requested it so that they could 
come back to their government saying ‘Look, this is the situation. We are actually slipping down 
in the European benchmarking of institutional autonomy and something needs to be done’. 

So the Scorecard helps usually as ammunition, if you will, or fact-based evidence for dialogue 
ahead of policy reforms and particularly reforms of the higher education law. For instance, 
one of the purposes is to avoid critical backlashes to university autonomy by showing what 
a common practice in Europe is with regard to a specific indicator. Then a government can 
see that if everybody is doing it this way, they might need to justify more why they want to 
go into a different direction or see where different models exist. So that has been helpful in 
policy dialogue. 
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We have also taken this methodology into specific projects, particularly in Eastern Europe, 
for instance in Moldova, Ukraine and Armenia, where there was a very upstream logic 
where the Scorecard came as a frame for kick-starting the dialogue with public authorities 
on the matter. So in these cases, there was no short-term objective to change the law but 
rather to see that first, there needs to be an assessment of the current situation to have 
a better understanding of the factors that constrain universities in delivering better with 
regard to the missions and objectives they have. 

The Scorecard contains four different dimensions of autonomy (organisational, financial, 
staffing and academic autonomy). Which of these dimensions did you find most difficult 
to assess?

I think that each of these areas has its own challenges. We spent hours and hours in 
troubleshooting data, trying to understand it better. Maybe, I always find staffing matters 
very difficult to assess because they are entangled in broader frameworks. You could say 
it is the same for financial matters and so on but the actual room for manoeuver that 
universities have with regard to their staff is a very complex picture because there usually 
are various categories and statuses within the university community. We have to simplify 
greatly by essentially looking at professors and senior administrative staff but we are fully 
aware that there is plenty of other categories where there are different rules. In addition, 
you have the civil servant status that comes into play in many of the systems, so there it 
is also a matter of understanding what are the characteristics of this status that also differ 
from country to country and what is really specific to university staff. All of this makes 
autonomy in staffing highly complex.

Academic autonomy is also quite complex as far as it touches on different models of external 
quality assurance and accreditation, which differ across Europe. So we are fully aware that 
we have to simplify matters and limit the scope of our inquiry but we always mean it as a 
starting point for discussion and there is always a way of sophisticating the analysis.

If we go back to all four dimensions of autonomy, how do different cultural environments, 
social and political structures affect the autonomy of universities? 

I think these factors give very different relevance or importance to the different indicators 
that we use. In some countries, you will have aspects that are not considered a problem or 
that do not raise any debate while others will be very touchy or sensitive. I could take as an 
example the language of instruction, on which regulations are not extremely heavy, generally 
speaking. But depending on the history of the country, the language question might be 
a very thorny one. I am thinking particularly of Belgium, which has two comprehensive 
higher education systems, the Flemish one and the Francophone one and both systems are 
characterised by severe restrictions regarding the language of instruction at universities. 
That of course has roots in history, in the fact that universities in Brussels for instance were 
separated on the basis of whether they connected to Flemish or Francophone communities. 
As a consequence, you have historical reasons for restrictions that today become a barrier 
for further expansion, particularly in the field of internationalisation. 

I could also refer to divides regarding some aspects of autonomy, for instance on how 
regulated tuition fees and student admission are, particularly for students at the Bachelor’s 
level. And that is because you have a different sensitivity as a society in terms of what the 
responsibility of society is towards educating its youth and who should bear the costs at 
each level. This is a valid discussion to which there are quite different answers and we have 
to accept that societies make different choices concerning the sharing of costs for higher 
education. 
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It is always very tempting to make direct comparisons between countries and we create a 
lot of graphs for that purpose, but ultimately autonomy should be looked at from the lens of 
country specificity and socio-economic development as well.

Jumping from cross-country to internal divisions: Did you notice any differences between 
the autonomy of public and private higher education institutions?

So far, the Scorecard focusses on public universities exclusively. But as we do the update, we 
have also asked about private higher education institutions. That tends to be not necessarily 
a blind spot, but we have to bear in mind that our national university associations might not 
cover that part of the higher education landscape, so they might not have private higher 
education institutions as members. Nonetheless, we have been able to get an overall picture 
and what we see is that in most of the systems we have analysed this year, private institutions 
represent less than 10 percent of the students enrolled in universities, with the exception of 
some of the larger systems like France, Spain or Romania, where they can actually reach up 
to 30 percent of the student body. 

Now, the private sector tends to be very heterogeneous. So you have a whole lot of different 
statuses out there, you have for profit, not-for-profit and that is mirrored in the legislation. 
Sometimes, private institutions will be included in the main legislative framework for universities, 
while in other cases there will be a separate legislation. What we have seen overall is that they 
tend to have higher autonomy with regard to internal organisation and finances and usually, they 
are also disconnected from civil servant status, so they have greater leeway with regard to staff, 
especially in systems where staff issues are highly regulated. From the point of view of academic 
autonomy, the difference is not that big and the level of control by public authorities tends to be 
similar, so that sometimes private universities will even be under the same legislation in this regard. 

We have also seen more recently that there are several examples of private higher education 
providers being brought in and tied in further with the main legal framework. You also see that in 
some countries they are now eligible to sign multi-annual contracts with public authorities, making 
them eligible for public funding, which in turn generates duties and obligations on their side. 

Finally, how important do you think organisational culture and values are in the area of 
university autonomy?

It is of course something we cannot address within the scope of the Scorecard, since we 
cannot measure it. But I think it is the basis for everything as what can happen is that you 
have a legal framework that generates a lot of autonomy but if you do not have the capacities, 
the mind-set, the culture and the skills in the institutions to exploit that in a strategic way, 
then it is almost useless. So organisational culture is crucial and it is also why we coupled the 
Scorecard and our other work on governance and autonomy with a lot of capacity-building and 
raising awareness around the aspect that you need to shape strategic leadership, you need to 
professionalise staff, you need to develop the culture that goes together with autonomy ¬– and 
that is very similar to the discussion in quality assurance on the need for a quality culture within 
institutions. These are two things that go hand in hand and they also require, and that is even 
harder than changing legal documents, to build and sustain over the long run a culture that 
is supportive of exploiting your autonomy strategically. This is all the more difficult in higher 
education systems where autonomy has been extremely low for a long time. You need to 
generate those cultural changes and that takes a lot of time.

Thank you very much.

Interview: Maja Milas
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AGENCIES, INDEPENDENCE 
AND THEIR RELATIONSHIP 
WITH THE ESG 
INTERVIEW WITH DOUGLAS BLACKSTOCK, 
PRESIDENT OF ENQA

Douglas Blackstock is the President of the European Association for Quality Assurance 
in Higher Education (ENQA) and the former Chief Executive of the Quality Assurance 
Agency for Higher Education (QAA) in the UK.

How do you as ENQA generally assess the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) 
related to the independence of quality assurance agencies in higher education? 

The ESG are not standards for quality, and they do not prescribe how the quality assurance 
process is implemented. These are not my words, they are the words of the ESG. Also, at the 
heart of all quality assurance activities are the twin purposes of accountability and enhancement.

Accountability is really important because the public, through the tax system, invest in higher 
education. Students in some countries pay fees, but they also give up years of their life. Their 
families invest time, emotion, energy. International students travel across the globe and take a 
huge risk. So, there is an element of accountability to make sure that students are getting a good 
deal, but also everything can always be improved. What does academia do? It searches out new 
knowledge. It seeks to challenge truth. Therefore, it cannot be true that all higher education is 
perfect all the time and higher education cannot be improved, so quality assurance is a really 
important thing to do.

The next point I would like to make is that the standards are agreed expectations for institutions, 
for quality assurance agencies and the quality assurance of agencies. But the guidelines are 
there to help us, they are good practice. They are not rules. I think there is a risk in the way that 
we operate. I think we have all slipped into loose language, even in formal documents. We talk 
about the compliance with the ESG, but that is not correct. It is about the compliance with the 
standards. It is very clear in the ESG that the guidelines are there as advice, not as rules.

Even in ENQA’s perspective, we look to help agencies develop. In one of our projects, we were 
helping agencies in six countries develop their systems in conjunction with other partners, and 
then we are starting a new project with another five agencies. That is really important because 
there are around 15 countries and regions which currently do not have a compliant quality 
assurance agency. Do we step back and say, ‘Well, you can't come in, you're going to have to 
wait until you're ready?’ or do we say, ‘How can we help? How do we bring you on? How do 
you raise your game?’ And that is where we are beginning to learn about some of the challenges 
about independence that just came through in the workshop, because systems have matured 
differently at different times.

In the earlier part of my lifetime, half of Europe lived under dictatorships. People often think only 
about Yugoslavia and the Soviet bloc, but actually, in my lifetime, Spain, Portugal, and Greece 
were dictatorships. Generally, those types of states developed in a different way from other 
countries that have had a more democratic system for a longer period of time. But also, it takes 
decades for institutions and cultures to evolve. 
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And we can sit and carp on the side-lines or we can sit and have a dialogue with colleagues 
in agencies, institutions and ministries and explain why the approaches in the ESG are a 
good way to go. The big issue we have been talking about during this workshop has been the 
independence of agencies. And it is a really important principle that independent agencies can 
verify that institutions are working well and are delivering good degrees. For that to be trusted, 
the quality body has to be independent, free of interference from government, free of lobbying 
or political pressure on its decisions with good ethical behaviour, free of bribery and corruption 
and activities which would undermine trust. And that is why it is so important. Ultimately, quality 
assurance plays a huge role in public and student trust and confidence in the higher education 
system.

You mentioned that the quality body should be independent from different stakeholders. So 
do you think that political interference is the most problematic dimension of independence? 
Or maybe interference from higher education institutions or the labour market?

Well, in some countries we are seeing at the moment that there is a real challenge through 
government and ministerial interference. Many of us in quality assurance remember a few years 
ago the board of the Kosovo agency was dismissed without any clear reason. Recently, the 
president of the Polish agency has been removed without notice.

There is nothing to say that the boards, the president, the directors and executives of agencies are 
untouchable. We have to be accountable as well. But we should have accountability mechanisms 
through clear and transparent procedures. If someone needs to be removed from their position, 
there should be a process, there should be reasons and it should be made available. Now, that 
seems simple to me. Of course, each country has its own legal system for the appointment and 
removal but the transparency of it is really important.

But it is equally problematic if the agency is totally controlled by the institutions or totally controlled 
by the government. The principle emphasised throughout the ESG in relation to the independence 
of agencies and the involvement of stakeholders is what I would call a co-creation or a shared 
responsibility. And that is why the best boards in agencies have a balance between different 
stakeholders. Some in the public interest may be nominated by government bodies, some from 
the institutions, there should always be a student and some from industry and professions. That 
gives you a balance, but when they come together, they are not there as lobbyists for their part 
of the society. They are there to bring different perspectives from society but to act collectively in 
the interests of the agency, the students and the entire higher education system.

But what about the differences between private and the public agencies? Because for 
instance in Slovenia there is quite a vivid discussion that even our public agency maybe 
focuses too much on serving the labour market. This could be even more pronounced with 
private agencies, especially because there are many who are consulting-oriented. How do 
you see this point?

You see, it is again about having a balance. Neither is necessarily a wrong model. Some agencies 
are public and attached to ministries. Others, like QAA that I worked for from the UK, is a private 
charitable organisation. We are even beginning to see the emergence of for-profit agencies.

Some agencies get no public money. They are totally reliant on fees from the institutions. Some 
purely do the quality assurance reviews, some also do enhancement. Some agencies are also 
the National Academic Recognition Information Centres (NARIC), such as QQI in Ireland. It does 
quality assurance reviews, it is the NARIC, it is an awarding body and it does enhancement. But 
for the size of a country like Ireland, you just could not create four agencies. It would be madness. 
It is a good combination as it is.
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I have heard people argue that quality assurance agencies should not be involved in 
enhancement. Well, that argument in itself is against the ESG, because quality assurance that 
focuses purely on the point of accountability does not serve enough of a purpose. Improving 
the experiences of students, improving the quality of the education has to be part of it as well 
through enhancement activities.

You mentioned consulting. There are people who say agencies should not be involved in 
consulting. It does not say that in the ESG. The word consultancy is not mentioned once in the 
ESG. It is a dangerous thing that people start to impose their perspective on the whole system, 
but actually, we need to keep it broad and open and flexible for different ways of doing things. 

But the counterbalance has to be, if you are in the business of trying to help institutions improve, 
if you are working with groups of institutions, or even with an individual institution, there should 
be no conflict of interest between those helping the development of the institution and those 
conducting the evaluation. You have to have a barrier between those doing one type of activity 
and those doing the other. I mean, in every walk of life, there are purists that see conflicts of 
interest everywhere. But if conflicts of interests are declared and then managed properly with 
good policies and good procedures and checks and balances, then agencies can really help 
institutions develop.

I think that is an acceptable and a sensible way to go. However, it is not for me to tell Slovenia 
how to run your system. I am from a particular background in the UK, which is one of the largest 
higher education systems in Europe. Its institutions are self-accrediting, although most of them 
have to undergo programme accreditation from professional and statutory bodies. But in the 
four nations of the UK, the approach is different. Scotland has led the way and been focused 
on enhancement for 20 years. England has moved to a risk-based regulatory system. Wales 
has just moved to enhancement. Starting from there, it is not for me to say… ‘Let's pick the 
German system,’ which is an open, competitive market. I think that brings risks and I think the 
German colleagues need to be aware of those risks but it is not for me to tell who is right and 
who is wrong. In the same way, it is not for them to go to, for example, Lithuania and say, ‘You 
shouldn't have a single national agency. You should be open to competition.’

No one-size fits all, as you said.

Well, I came across an example recently of an agency that has to approve and accredit 
institutions. But the market is open for other agencies to come in and do the review. But that 
review, if it is not conducted in the context of their nation and the expectations of their nation, 
creates a bit of a problem for them, because the institutions started to be treated differently. 
In general, the ESG are sufficient but in everybody's specific context, this may not be enough. 
There may be additional factors that matter in your system. I think those agencies that operate 
commercially and offer services beyond their own borders, and we have now some European-
wide agencies, really must keep an eye on the cultural sensitivities.

What about the legislative framework? According to your experience, would you suggest 
that every agency tries to increase their independence in terms of regulation, or is it 
again that every country has to find its own way of regulation?

You will never get the same legislation in every country. I think some governments make a 
mistake by over-legislating, by putting everything in detail. But the more you put the specifics 
in the legislation, the harder it is to change it when you find out the legislation is a barrier.

It is much better to have enabling legislation and have a system where you can be more 
dynamic and flexible.
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Flexible?

Yes, it means you can amend bylaws or you can do statutory instruments, or you give 
the agency a mandate that has the principles that they have got to follow for their own 
management, or for the nature of what you want them to review and then they are allowed 
to design the procedures. We do continually come across issues where an agency gets 
criticised for something that is not in its control because it is in the law. An over-prescription 
in the law is unfortunately common but we need to keep in mind that we are talking about 
quality assurance in higher education. It is not the highest-risk area, if you will, that you 
need to legislate the life out of everybody.

During the workshop you mentioned the current challenges at QAA. How would you 
reflect this experience that you had in the UK?

Well, the regulatory system has changed and QAA supported the creation of a new 
regulator, though QAA had expected to work in partnership with it. As it turns out, it has 
not quite been like that. In the regulatory arrangement that has been put in place, the 
Office for Students [the new regulatory body in England] would not allow QAA to publish 
reports and it would not allow them to have students on the review panels, both of which 
are in contravention of the European Standards and Guidelines. But also importantly, and 
keen observers noticed this, that posed a threat to the independence of QAA and they 
have taken, I think, a principled and correct decision to give up some of their activity [on 
behalf of the Office for Students] so they can protect all of their activity which is compliant 
with the ESG.

This is the thing, people looking from outside the UK do not always understand that the 
higher education system is one of four nations. Each should decide their own regulations, 
each should decide their own policy. QAA works in all four nations, but differently. But 
QAA, as I can see, is in good health. It is working really well with the institutions, it works 
really well with the governments, it still provides a lot of advice to the government in 
England and it is charting a new course. It remains to be seen what the outside world 
thinks of the new regulatory arrangements in England. That is not to criticise it, it is still 
new and evolving.

Maybe to conclude this interview, how important do you think the organisational 
culture and the values that you mentioned are to safeguard the autonomy of agencies 
at different levels?

One of the things that ENQA does is we coordinate the external reviews of agencies 
and we have conducted 122 of those since 2007. Effectively, these reviews are quality 
assurance agencies taking their own medicine. Because we go to other people and tell 
them to put things right, we need to subject ourselves to the same expectations, that we 
have got good processes, that we develop our staff, that we are adequately resourced, 
that we have ethical behaviours, that we have codes of practice, that we engage with 
stakeholders, and that we work in the interests of students and society. All of those points 
are really critical.

I have said it before, the agency has to balance between its various stakeholders, 
government, students, sometimes employers. Although, the expectation that employers 
will ever be fully engaged in higher education quality assurance is a bit overstated because 
they have got businesses to run. But the students are deeply invested in it, of course the 
universities themselves as it is their lifeblood and their business, and then there are the 
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professions that students will progress into. We have to engage with them and work with 
them, because if we lose their confidence, if the agency thinks it is above everybody else, 
if the agency sets itself as totally apart, then it will fall into trouble. The expression I have 
used is, agencies absolutely have to be independent, but it is impossible to be completely 
autonomous in a way that discounts the views of your stakeholders. They provide really 
valuable inputs that help an agency shape its practice in a way that is beneficial for society. 

Anyone who has ever been to a conference organised by ENQA or by one of the other 
regional or international networks knows that there is always one agency in trouble with 
somebody. For instance, if something goes wrong at an institution and the agency did not 
find it, we get the blame. But we are not there all the time. Or a new government comes in 
and they want to change the practice and the agency gets reformed. So, you absolutely 
need to be alive to the public discourse about quality in higher education, conscious about 
what the political parties are saying, conscious of the voice of students. Indeed, I would 
argue with everyone, we all can do more to get the voice of students into our organisations 
and find a balance in there that helps you progress the values of the agency in a way that 
stakeholders say ‘That is a well-run organisation that is doing a good job in the public 
interest’.

As you said, co-creation.

Absolutely. If you look throughout the European Standards and Guidelines and the ten or 
eleven times that stakeholders are mentioned, it is very clear that the responsibility for quality 
assurance lies primarily with the institutions. The external quality assurance agencies have a 
role, but there is a broader shared responsibility with students, governments, and others.

Thank you very much. 

Interview: Maja Milas
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MEASURING INDEPENDENCE 
AND ACCOUNTABILITY OF QA AGENCIES: 
EUROPE AND LATIN AMERICA COMPARED1

JACINT JORDANA, UNIVERSITAT POMPEU FABRA AND INSTITUT 
BARCELONA D’ESTUDIS INTERNACIONALS (IBEI)

1 This paper is largely based on a previous research on measuring institutional characteristics of quality assurance agency in HE, published by A. G. Juanatey, 
J.  Jordana, I. Pérez-Durán and D. Sánchez Royo (2021). “Independence, accountability and responsibilities of quality assurance agencies in higher education: 
European and Latin American countries compared”. European Journal of Higher Education, 11(2), 175-196. See the paper for more details on how the indexes 
were prepared and the variables selected.

Quality assurance in higher education policy is a key concern in current times. Introduced as 
a new instrument to steer this sector a few decades ago, the management of higher education 
evaluation and accreditation has progressively separated from the executive branch, enabling 
the rise of quality assurance agencies (QAAs) to take charge of these supervisory activities.  
QAAs rapidly emerged as autonomous public bodies, based on the rationale that providers 
of higher education and quality supervisors have to remain separate to make supervision 
credible, to avoid conflicts of interest (Jarvis 2014, King 2007). Over the years, international 
organizations, such as INQAAHE (International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in 
Higher Education) or ENQA (European Network (today: Association) for Quality Assurance in 
Higher Education) contributed successfully to the diffusion of this institutional model all over 
the world.

This contribution examines variations in the institutional design of QAAs, which are quite 
visible across countries and regions. In particular, it focusses on the dimensions of political 
independence and social accountability of these agencies through the analysis of the legal 
rules under which they operate. An index synthetizing each dimension allows to compare 
the results obtained across Europe and Latin America. Further, a discussion on the role of 
expertise and representativeness in agencies’ governing bodies is introduced, examining the 
implications for the agencies’ political independence and accountability. Moreover, we inquire 
if there are countries exhibiting specific ‘regulatory styles’ in the field of higher education, 
developing different institutional agency designs. 

Independence has been normally understood as the agencies’ capability to decide on matters 
of their responsibility without interference by the government, including the rules about how 
decision-making itself works. The main concern is analyzing to what extent formal rules allow 
the agencies’ leading bodies to make decisions within their responsibilities without political 
mandates or influences. Here the focus is on examining political independence from the 
executive branch. To do this we rely on previous studies that have paid attention to indicators 
such as the measurement of how appointment and renewal mechanisms of such bodies are 
arranged (Gilardi 2002; Jordana et al. 2018; Hanretty and Koop 2012). Agency independence 
can be separated into three parts: the analysis of mechanisms that allow political autonomy of 
the agency head, the board members, and the formal requirements that determine an agency’s 
accountability for its activities to the executive branch. As to the social accountability of QAAs, 
we assume that social accountability can include formal procedures for the participation of 
stakeholders (such as consumers offices and employers), and a wide range of societal actors 
(such as students and alumni) through, for instance, consultation procedures. 

Based on data from 57 public or semi-public QAAs that operate at the national level with a 
general scope, the study measured their major institutional characteristics, and some basic 
organizational and managerial variables. 
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It used information available on the websites of the agencies, as well as legal repositories in 
each country. Other information collected included the reports and websites of multilateral and 
international organizations in which the agencies are involved as well as their communication 
with professional and wider audiences. Once the information was collected from the sources 
(taking the end of 2017 as our reference year), a value was identified for each variable observed. 
Thereafter, results for each variable were normalized and then aggregated to elaborate an 
index —on a scale from 0 to 1— for each dimension, giving equal value to all variables, and 
normalized again to calculate the aggregate index (see figure 1). 

Figure 1: Aggregate indexes per QQA

As indicated, the political independence dimension is composed of three parts. The first two 
include, respectively, measures related to the term of office, appointment, removal, dismissal, 
and professional requirements of the agency head and the agency board, and how they are 
institutionally protected to make independent decisions without political interference. Within 
this dimension, we also include a third part regarding the degree of direct accountability to the 
executive branch (the more accountable they are, the less independent they are). Variables 
identify whether the agency in question has the formal obligation to submit information —such 
as an annual plan, annual activity report, annual budget— to the executive, and who are the 
actors responsible for revising decisions made by the agency. The second dimension includes 
variables focused on how agencies account for activities and decisions to different types of 
social actors and stakeholders. Social accountability is very relevant for an agency’s autonomy, 
as far as it provides elements of legitimacy for its behavior. This dimension includes variables 
regarding the agencies’ interactions with societal actors through hearings, public consultations, 
advisory forums, as well as variables related to interactions with students and their organizations,  
employers, researchers and professors, administrative staff and alumni.  

Our results show that European and Latin American agencies are very similar on the dimension 
of political independence (see Table 1). In fact, the average result is 0.57 in Europe and 0.58 
in Latin America, with a very similar range of variation. More relevant differences appear in the 
other dimension. European agencies show more formal mechanisms of social accountability. 
They have on average almost a double value (0.50) than Latin American agencies do (0.26).  
Internal differences within each region are relatively low. What is surprising is the relatively large 
variability in accountability towards the executive branch. It seems that some countries formally 
request agencies to be accountable to the executive branch (such as Slovenia, the UK, Ecuador 
or Nicaragua), while others not at all (as for example Brazil, Sweden or Finland).
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Table 1: Aggregate results in Europe and Latin America

For example, the formal rules of national agencies in Croatia, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Germany, the Netherlands and the UK have been granted with mechanisms to guarantee 
open processes of consultation, as well as the involvement of different types of societal 
actors such as students organizations, professors and/or researchers, employers, alumni, and 
administrative staff. All in all, our study suggests that the capacity of many European agencies 
to establish agreements with different stakeholders might allow them for more pluralism and 
extended networking capacities, facilitating a stronger reputation for their respective agencies. 

The political independence dimension examines how detached the agency is from the executive 
branch, but it does not control for whether the agency is independent from other actors, such 
as universities. For this purpose, it is important to examine the composition of the agency 
board and how each board member is appointed as additional factors. Actually, we observed 
two very different logics regarding how QAA boards are formed. On the one side, a number 
of agency boards are formed basically by experts and experienced people; on the other side, 
some boards are composed of representatives from different bodies and stakeholders. The 
former is probably related to traditions of self-regulation that in some countries stretch back 
many years ago. For the latter logic, there are cases where representatives from universities 
clearly dominate the board. Both the expert and the representative models are quite common, 
although there are a few more cases of the expert model.

It is not difficult to come up with the perception that two different understandings about the 
nature and functioning of QAAs emerge here. While the expert model is closer to the principles 
of regulatory agencies that focus on delegating power to specialists and professionals, the 
representative model is closer to the view of delegating power to universities and other 
stakeholders, considering that constrained self-regulatory approaches can be embedded 
within a broader conceptualization of independent agency design. Yet, when observing the 
agencies in detail, we find significant variations in how these models work in practice. For 
example, some agencies that rely strongly on the representative model may delegate decisions 
to specialized committees, basically composed of experts. Also, some agency boards are 
dominated by experts, but their selection is shaped by stakeholders, in particular universities 
or university associations. In addition, there are some QAAs showing hybrid characteristics, as 
they combine expertise and representativeness in their boards. We also find other strategies to 
articulate the expertise and the representativeness logic in separate bodies: in some countries, 
they established two agencies, each one having a board dominated by a single model. Similarly, 
in some cases there are external councils where a representative logic prevails, but the agency 
design is based on the expert model. 

The results presented here do not reflect the performance of the political-administrative 
systems of the countries examined nor the performance of their respective HE systems, as 
this is related to more complex social and political dynamics. The formal features of agency 
independence and accountability are important to understand the legal context in which QAAs 
operate, and the constrains and opportunities they have; however, it is important to consider 
that de jure formal characteristics do not necessarily coincide with de facto ones. 
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Actually, large variations may occur, and informal practices may be very resilient, altering 
significantly how the agencies operate and the relations they establish with their political and 
social environment.
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CHALLENGING FORMAL AND ACTUAL 
INDEPENDENCE OF QA AGENCIES
MAJA MILAS, SLOVENIAN QUALITY ASSURANCE AGENCY 
FOR HIGHER EDUCATION (NAKVIS)

Quality assurance agencies (QA agencies) gained a particular relevance with the Bologna 
process. In the context of higher education, quality assurance is understood as a process 
that is important for guaranteeing and constantly improving the quality of higher education 
institutions. Besides internal processes at the institutions, quality assurance includes external 
quality assessment by QA agencies. They provide evidence to the public about the quality 
levels attained at higher education institutions. 

Except for quality, one of the most essential higher education principles is autonomy. It is 
challenging, however, to acknowledge university autonomy without considering the role of QA 
agencies. They have strong regulatory tools in monitoring and assessing quality at the higher 
education institutions, including the accreditation of study programmes. 

This article aims to explore key aspects of QA agencies' independence and compare the 
autonomous responsibilities of QA agencies from different national backgrounds. It focuses 
on five main areas of independence, namely the appointment of the chief executive of QA 
agencies, the process of preparing and adopting quality standards, the appointment of 
experts, the decision-making procedures on the accreditation and evaluation procedures, and 
appeal procedures. The article is based on the findings of a research study conducted among 
CEENQA and ENQA members from January 2020 to September 2022.

It is strongly agreed that there are considerable benefits of university autonomy, especially in 
the context of academic, organisational, financial and staff autonomy. Academic freedom and 
institutional autonomy are important for creating knowledge, maintaining a democratic society, 
and fostering higher education and research quality. From a system point of view, it seems 
challenging to consider higher education institutions' academic freedom and institutional 
autonomy without considering the role of QA agencies, who represent the legal relationship 
between public authorities and higher education institutions.

Recent decades have seen a considerable increase in delegation of state competences 
to independent regulatory agencies, which has been justified by reference to the superior 
performance of these bodies relative to government departments (Koop/Hanretty, 2018).

Regulation by independent agencies rather than ministries is believed to result in better policy 
outcomes. Yet this belief requires one to accept a complex causal chain leading from formal 
independence to actual independence from politics, policy decisions, and, ultimately, policy 
outcomes. Political interference occurs when political leader(s) interfere with decision-making 
in public administrative matters such as planning, organizing, staffing, directing, coordinating, 
reporting, budgeting, and allocation and use of public funds. 

For public agencies, it is essential to be relatively independent from their founder. Reasons 
for independence can vary, such as the need to involve different governance actors in the 
administrative process, ensuring greater interest, legitimacy and decision-making and 
involvement of various civil society organizations in the administrative process. Independence 
also implies relative independence of governance from daily politics, ensuring independence 
from the activities of the government and the administration and ensuring professionalism in 
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decision-making in a particular field, as a larger number of experts can be involved in a non-
governmental organization.

In a broader sense, organisational or political culture has been the subject of continued 
discussion and extensive research over the past half-century. Organisational culture has been 
widely discussed in the context of leadership style, decision-making modes, standards of 
performance, evaluation strategies, perception of students, organisational units, goal definition, 
and source of authority. Institutional integrity requires a commitment to values that prioritise 
the protection of basic democratic principles over temptations of pragmatic decision making.

In our study, we focus on political independence. This does not imply that independence 
from other actors is unimportant. However, we identified political influence as the biggest 
challenge for the independence of CEENQA members.

THE APPROACH FOR ANALYSING INDEPENDENCE OF QA AGENCIES

The proposed methodological approach aims to form an information space for simultaneous 
comparison and assessment of the level of independence of QA agencies and indicators 
that affect it. The methodology focuses on the formal characteristics of independence.

The focus of our research relied on the five main categories:
1. The appointment of the chief executive of the QA agency,
2. The process of preparing and adopting criteria / standards for accreditation and evaluation 

procedures,
3. The appointment of experts for accreditation and evaluation procedures,
4. The decision-making procedures on the accreditation and evaluation procedures and
5. The appeal procedures for the accreditation and evaluation procedures.

As a method of collecting data, we used open-ended questionnaires based on these five 
main indicators. In the process of data collection, we determined the scale for each criterion 
- 1 being the most independent, which means that government does not have a dominant 
influence and 4 being the least independent, meaning that government has a dominant 
influence on the functioning of the QA agency.

To construct a database and to supplement observations gained during the interviews, 
we analysed higher education acts, regulations on accreditations and evaluations, self-
evaluation reports of quality assurance agencies and other legal documents, available 
through national legal repositories, and documentation available on agencies’ websites. In 
the research process, we also analysed ENQA reports, and examined the outcomes of the 
study Independence Index of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education: European 
and Latin American countries compared and University Autonomy in Europe by EUA1. 

Specifically, we analysed the analyses concerning standard 3.3 of the ESG, which refers 
to the independence of quality assurance agencies. In addition, we also took a look at the 
general status of the QA agency, connected to legal status, organisation and background.

1 An Independence Index of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education:https://eua.eu/resources/publications/905:an-independence-index-of-quality-assurance-
agencies-in-higher-education-european-and-latin-american-countries-compared.html EUA, University Autonomy in Europe: https://www.university-autonomy.eu/
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Figure 1: The rating scale

Rating scale Level of 
independence

Governmental/political influence on the functioning 
of the QA agencies

%

Compliant Independent Government does not have a strong influence on the 
work of the QA agency

1 100

Substantially 
Compliant

Mostly 
independent

Government has certain influence on the work of the 
QA agency

2 66

Partially 
Compliant

Partially 
independent

Government has a strong, indirectly dominant 
influence on the work of the QA agency

3 33

Non-compliant Dependant Government has a strong and predominant influence 
on the work of the QA agency

4 0

FINDINGS OF THE SURVEY

QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

Until now, we have qualitatively and quantitatively analysed the questionnaires of 28 QA 
agencies. 22 out of 28 agencies included in the sample are CEENQA members and 14 out of 
28 agencies are members of ENQA. In quantitative terms, the total average or independence 
indicator for all agencies included in the analysis is 60.7. More precisely, the overall 
independence indicator of non-ENQA members is 48.7 while the independence indicator for 
ENQA members is 72.4. The average for CEENQA members is 57.6. 

The analysis revealed that non-ENQA members, due to different political, social and historical 
reasons, are less independent and autonomous than agencies that are ENQA members. The 
results further suggest that the effect of ENQA membership is positive, and there are direct 
correlations between higher independence indicators and ENQA membership. Within the 
ENQA members included in the sample, we further analysed and compared our scores with 
the findings of the ENQA panel. The average independence indicator deducted from ENQA 
reports was 92.7, which is slightly higher than the result of our analysis, which is 76.7. This 
suggests we used a more sensitive method in determining the independence indicators for 
possible governmental influence. 

In the sample of QA agencies, there were also 6 private agencies, which overall have a very 
positive overall independence indicator of 94.3. Based on quantitative results and feedback 
from interviews, we found that private agencies face minimal political pressures on the QA 
agencies' work compared to public agencies.

These values were interpreted by considering the five above-mentioned aspects of 
independence. It has to be noted that in these calculations’ financial autonomy and 
resources of the QA agencies were not included. In contrast to some other authors exploring 
independence, in this paper, we do not further examine specifics of the two other important 
areas of independence – social accountability and the range of responsibilities performed 
by QA agencies.
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Figure 2: Independence indicators among all included agencies 
(Altogether 28 agencies, 22 of them CEENQA members)

Figure 3: Comparison between ENQA members (14) and non-ENQA members (14)

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

In qualitative terms, the analysis of each of the five categories showed that on a general level, QA 
agencies have mostly established formal mechanisms to safeguard operations and outcomes of 
those operations without political influences. The analysis also showed that the influences from 
ministries or other political entities have diminished and that agencies have strengthened their 
operational and organisational capacities in the last years. 

The study showed that there is a great diversity among QA agencies. Some agencies have 
their foundation laid down by law in an act or decree. Some have a decentralised structure, 
independent from their governments, some agencies act as accreditation bodies under the 
government, and some are independent evaluation bodies. The organisational independence 
of those QA agencies that are established by law immediately results from the wording of these 
laws. Some agencies or evaluation bodies have to relate to other legal frameworks, which may 
influence their independence in other ways.
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The analysis indicates that QA agencies usually own their offices and infrastructure and run their 
premises and logistics independent of the ministry or other state authorities. However, there 
were some examples where the agency is located within the ministry's offices, and its staff 
are formally employees of the ministry. The agency also uses the support infrastructure of the 
ministry, such as IT services, human resource management, payroll and financial management 
services.

The most dependent situations are where the government directly appoints the chief executive 
and the deputy of the agency. Accordingly, the government can also dismiss them without a 
serious reason so that the chief executive is accountable to the government. In some cases, 
the chief executive, who is appointed by the government, is also responsible for preparing the 
criteria and the quality assurance standards for accreditation and evaluation procedures. When 
there is such a total lack of independence, institutions often cannot appeal any formal decisions 
made by the agency, which hinders the agency’s credibility and transparency.

Furthermore, the analysis displayed that there is still a great deal of indirect governmental 
influence on the work of quality assurance agencies. The agencies pointed out that the biggest 
threat to independence comes from ministries and other political entities. The analysis results 
exhibit that the autonomy of agencies is most impaired in decision-making procedures and the 
process of nomination of the agency's chief executive.  
 
In the process of nomination of the chief executive, the governmental influence is manifested 
mainly through the direct governmental appointment of the chief executive or the indirect 
appointment of the chief executive by the collective body. For example, the government 
nominates the majority of board members, who then appoint the chief executive.

A similar indirect government influence through the predominant nomination of board members 
can be seen in the procedure of appointing experts, appeal committee members or in decision-
making procedures. In one case, the ministry prepares the register of potential experts and 
the agency selects the experts from this register, which is considered partially independent. In 
the decision-making process, the level of autonomy is further demonstrated by the decision-
making power (i.e., the agency's competence to make final decisions in comparison to adopt 
recommendations merely).

In cases of low agency independence, governments can further directly interfere with the 
quality assurance procedures, for example by initiating an extraordinary evaluation or granting 
licenses/accreditation institutions even though the quality has been assessed negatively by the 
agency. In appeal procedures, political influence can be visible mainly by the power to ignore the 
agency’s unfavourable accreditation decisions or through unclear rules of appeal procedures 
in so-called grey areas, which leaves room for possible influences. Alongside, the composition 
of the appeals committee (e.g., 2 out of 3 members are appointed by the government) in some 
agencies suggests there is a strong indirect or even direct governmental influence, where the 
government establishes the second-instance body.

The most positive and independent situations are where the board of directors, in which none 
of the stakeholders has a predominant role, nominates the chief executive. The QA agency 
follows an autonomous legal act, independently defines the law on Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education as well as standards and criteria for its own quality label. These criteria are rooted in 
the ESG and are developed in cooperation with different member organisations and committees. 
The representatives of the interviews confirmed examples of good governance where an agency 
decides independently on the implementation of the evaluations, the methods used, the members 
of the evaluation teams, timetables, content of reports and other decisions pertaining to higher 
education evaluations. 
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Some agencies also acknowledge that the composition of the body that makes decisions on 
the accreditation and evaluation procedures is balanced as to gender and regional and official 
languages. The selection of experts and evaluation committees is conducted according to public 
requirements and the criteria set out in the agency’s statutes and published on its website. There 
are also positive examples where an agency has a non-conflict-of-interest policy, whereby no 
person with a personal interest in the matter can have any role in the conduct of its evaluation 
or making decisions about it.

Based on the interviews, we found out that the influence of the ESG among CEENQA members 
is spreading and that they are gaining acceptance as a shared reference point for all actors 
in European higher education. Interviewees believe that membership in ENQA has a positive 
impact on strengthening the agency's independence. They highlight that certain quality 
standards of independence must be established prior to becoming a full member of ENQA. 
Individual activities related to operational and organizational independence are monitored and 
also evaluated by a group of ENQA experts as a part of external evaluation procedures. The 
quantitative results of the survey confirm that the effect of ENQA membership is positive, 
and there are direct correlations between the higher independence indicators and ENQA 
membership.

Figure 4: Average values of agencies, included in the survey

CONCLUSIONS

The thematic study highlights that the independence of agencies depends on the specific context 
in which they operate and the legal requirements placed on agencies. 
 
In short, the QA agencies' independence is significant as higher levels of political independence 
are associated with a higher quality of the agency’s work. Our findings suggest that there are 
good reasons to justify political independence by reference to better work of the QA agencies. 
More independent institutions tend to do better quality work than institutions that are less 
independent. 

The analysis shows there are critical areas in fostering the independence of QA agencies. The 
results of our analysis point to the problems concerning the political sphere of independence, 
especially for public agencies. It emphasises the need to develop an appropriate political and 
organisational culture and unify methods to safeguard the independence of agencies from 
political and national interests, taking account of and accommodating the diversity of agencies. 

We believe further work is needed to identify common problems, exchange examples of good practices 
and propose relevant solutions. The results of the proposed methodological approach represent a 
baseline to determine the relationship between formal and actual independence of QA agencies. 
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It is not enough to present official documents safeguarding independence and further work is 
needed to consider in greater detail how operational independence is safeguarded in practice. 

Well-performing quality assurance agencies will equalise quality standards and constitute 
activities to fully support higher education systems and consequently fulfil the expectations of 
teachers and students in an increasingly diversified European environment.
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THE CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPEAN 
NETWORK OF QUALITY ASSURANCE AGENCIES 
IN HIGHER EDUCATION (CEENQA)
CEENQA is a non-governmental and non-profit organisation that aims to promote cooperation 
between our member organisations in the development and harmonisation of their activities in 
the field of quality assurance and quality enhancement in higher education in Central and Eastern 
Europe, thereby contributing to the development of the European Higher Education Area.

The history of CEENQA begins in 2001, when the CEE Network, as it was called back then, 
was founded in Krakow by representatives of 13 quality assurance agencies from Central and 
Eastern Europe. In the more than 20 years since then, the network has steadily grown and in 
2011, it was officially registered as an association in Düsseldorf, Germany, adopting the name 
CEENQA. Today, we have 42 member agencies from 27 countries, ranging from Belgium in 
the West to Kazakhstan in the East. Our organisation is led by an executive board of seven 
members, including the president and vice-president and our activities are coordinated by the 
secretary general located in Germany.

Everything we do is oriented towards supporting our members by exchanging best practices, 
discussing common challenges and ways to overcome them and helping to further develop 
legislative frameworks, quality assurance procedures and internal processes to align our work 
with the principles of the European Higher Education Area, particularly the European Standards 
and Guidelines.

Our main activities are:
• Annual general assembly and thematic workshop
• Bi-monthly online meetings as an opportunity for our members to present themselves, to 

discuss recent developments and challenges, projects and thematic analyses
• Organisation of a staff exchange scheme between our members, both in person and virtually
• Participation in various European projects dealing with the harmonisation and improvement 

of quality assurance in higher education
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